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I take this opportunity to thank the Tyneside Community Action for Refugees for inviting BECON 

today. For the benefit of those who don’t know about the organisation, BECON is a regional 

organisation that was established by the Home Office in 2000-2001. The organisation was 

established as part of the national programme to work with the Black Minority Ethnic voluntary and 

community organisations in the North East supporting their participation in local decision making. 

While BECON clearly participates in the institutions of governance in the region, and therefore in 

implementation of government policies, the organisation is committed to participation in regional 

governance from black-perspective embedding race equality.   

 

Although I certainly don’t want to discuss the work of BECON in the region in great detail, I wish to 

highlight that the work remains central to the organisation’s views on race, racism and race equality.  

 

The context of race relations in Britain fundamentally changed with the murder of a young black 

teenager in London in 1993. His name was Stephen Lawrence. Stabbing and murder of Stephen 

Lawrence created a national debate on racism in Britain. The Metropolitan Police arrested five men 

after initial investigation.  But these men were never convicted. The murder and its subsequent 

handling outraged people in the country. In 1999, an enquiry headed by Sir William MacPhreson 

concluded that the murder of Stephen Lawrence was ‘unequivocally motivated by racism’ and that 

the Metropolitan Police force was ‘institutionally racist’.   

 

The government acted quickly and the Race Relations Amendment Act, 2000 was passed in the 

Parliament soon after. The act placed a duty on public services to ‘eliminate unlawful racial 

discrimination’ and ‘to promote equality of opportunity and good relations between persons of 
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different racial groups’. This is not to suggest that the findings and recommendations of the report 

were not contested. A section of the media rubbished the report, especially the message that 

institutions of governance in Britain were not fit for a multicultural society.  

 

Most public services, as several reports have demonstrated, are not representative of people they 

serve. In some cases, these services are structurally prejudicial against people from black and 

minority ethnic backgrounds. Representation of individuals from black minority communities in 

managerial or decision making position is hopelessly dismal, especially in the North East. However, 

at the other end, there are more convicts of black background in prison in proportion to their 

population. Similarly, more black people are in mental health institutions in proportion to their 

population.      

 

What does then ‘institutional racism’ suggest? The phrase was first used in the United States of 

America and refers to:   

 

"the collective failure of an organization to provide an appropriate and professional service to 

people because of their colour, culture or ethnic origin". 

 

In the first instance it suggests unequal structural relationships that persist and are based on 

prejudice against people of different colour, ethnicity and culture. Secondly, and more importantly, it 

focuses on ‘organisational culture’, that is, how work and hierarchy is organised in an organisation, 

which may continue and contribute to direct or indirect discrimination. It is certainly not, what a lot of 

well meaning people feel in public services, that those who work in public services are racist. It is 

nevertheless the case that public services in Britain are not representative of communities they 

serve and are unable to relate to differences. Moreover, ‘organisational culture’ is also not 

conducive to appreciating diversity in several cases.   

 

BECON therefore was established as a race equality specialist organisation in the region with two 

clear purposes. One, to work with and support the Black and Minority Ethnic voluntary and 

community sector in the region to develop its own strategies of challenging race discrimination in 

localities. Two, working with regional organisations and embedding race equality in their policies.   

 

However, despite the fact that BECON was established by the Home Office to engage with the 

regional governance, the organisation has at times found it extremely hard to engage with other 
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regional organisations and public services. This goes on to demonstrate the challenges that 

continue to hamper work on race equality.    

 

In recent years, with the establishment of the single equalities body, the Equalities and Human 

Rights Commission, the argument on equality and especially race equality, has become more 

difficult as the space and platform for that has been restricted. In addition, the single equality body 

is still working without a legislative framework nationally! In fact, in a review carried out on 

discrimination laws last year, the government proposed to reduce the ‘burden’ on local authorities 

and other public services on equalities. It now appears that equality, particularly race equality, 

places burden on public services rather than being core value. This attitude is further made worse 

by the current climate on ‘community cohesion’. 

 

In the drive to build cohesion, questions on institutional racism and race relations are no longer 

being asked. In an effort to create a ‘cohesive’ society – as the government plans through its policy 

programmes, ID cards, 42 days pre-charge detention for ‘terror suspects’, a singular narrative of 

Britishness – a new surveillance society is being created where Islamophobia and racial profiling is 

‘normalised’ through public policy, policing and the new criteria for immigration and citizenship.  

 

In a recent meeting in Newcastle, the minister for the North East, Nick Brown, led a delegation of 

civil servants to the North East to discuss the proposed legislations that would be presented to the 

Parliament later this year. One of the bills due to be discussed in the Parliament this year deals with 

Immigration and Citizenship. The proposals listed in the Green Paper, released in February 2008, 

make it mandatory for a non-European migrant to pass through a staged process to achieve 

citizenship. The bill also requires a non-EU migrant to hold an Identity Card while this provision is 

voluntary for the British citizens.  

 

In my discussion with the minister, I asked whether the government was sincere about introducing a 

reasonable policy measure to ‘manage’ migration or it was another measure of the government’s 

rhetoric to demonstrate it is ‘tough’ on immigration. Quite clearly, if the government did not want 

migrant workers, it could very well say that publicly and end all routes to entry to Britain to non-EU 

migrants, including marriage to British citizens. Then I would accept that the government was 

serious about fears of ‘uncontrolled’ immigration that it was trying to address. Of course, we all 

know, and as various commentators have demonstrated, the British business cannot work without 

cheap supply of labour.  
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The Minster said that any debate in the British Parliament on immigration could never be rational. It 

was the political reality. While I wanted to respond to that, I remained quiet. However, it is instructive 

to activists, organisations and migrants, especially migrants from outside the European Union, that 

the British Parliament is unable to discuss measures on immigration without generating the fear of 

the ‘Other’, especially of one who is non-white, different and therefore to be feared. It was 

instructive to know from a government minister that the politicians will continue to create a climate of 

hostility and fear about black migrants who need to be kept ‘under control’ to maintain social order 

as if people who are not white carry genes of social disorder within!  

 

Three things therefore are obvious.  

 

One, the ‘political reality’ is such that the Parliament will deal with issues of migration and 

citizenship within the context of hysteria around race. There is no escape. If the Prime Minister falls 

in opinion polls, all he can think of is to increase pre-charge detention for ‘suspected terrorists’ and 

appear ‘patriotic’. I am sure a lot of people are too familiar with this ‘political reality’. For example, a 

section of Indian politicians always questions the loyalty of Muslims or the ‘invasion’ of Bangladeshi 

migrants involved in terrorist activities in India. This is notwithstanding the fact that the Bangladeshi 

migrants constitute the most exploited section of the labour force in the country simply because of 

their immigration status. One reason to target Bangladeshi migrants or Muslims in India is to 

organise votes on religious basis.    

 

Interestingly, however, this section of the politics within the Indian context is the ‘far-right’, the 

‘nationalist’ and, for some commentators, the ‘fascist’. From this rather rough comparison, we can 

see where Europe in general and Britain in particular is heading.  

 

Two, that despite its rhetoric and claims the government is not keen on building cohesion and unity 

at all, except maintaining social order through punitive control over a section of the population. For 

example, a recent Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills (DIUS) policy measure 

normalises spying on colleagues who appear Muslims. Not surprisingly, a young Muslim student, 

Rizwaan Sabir, from Nottingham University was recently held under the terrorism act for six days 

and subsequently released. Since the student downloaded an Al-Qa’ida manual from an American 

government website for research purposes, the University authorities were ‘obliged’ to inform the 

police. However, as his supervisor noted, the student’s background ‘undoubtedly’ led to the arrest.       
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Similarly, the 42 days detention period, when not sought by the Prosecution Service and without 

any evidence, is only aimed at creating order based on fear rather than address fundamental issues 

of inequality within the conceptualisation of civic citizenship in Britain. As Asylum Seekers are 

denied provision of English language classes, the government’s demand for ‘appropriate 

understanding of English’ in Citizenship test is disgraceful and is certainly not a pathway to 

improved cohesion in Britain. Not surprising then that the Independent Asylum Commission 

described the current asylum process in Britain as ‘inhuman’.   

 

And three, that any anti-racist struggle therefore has to develop a broad public movement based on 

a clear understanding of market, development of class, impact of private ownership and the role of 

State which the left in Britain has always considered an ‘enabling’ agency. This view of an ‘enabling’ 

State now lies in tatters whether because of particular historical context of the United Kingdom or 

fundamental problems in economic analysis.  

 

However, we can be sure that migration is a reality at least for the next twenty to twenty five years 

for Britain, as for Europe, as some commentators have noted. Migrants will continue to come to 

Britain, considering all other conditions remain unchanged. It is therefore important to organisations 

and people concerned with building a just society to consider what the notion of ‘race’ actually 

means. While this concept emerged in the colonial context, its continuous use not only binds black 

people in a narrative of ‘control’ and ‘order’, it also helps ‘control’ the white people in a narrative built 

on ‘fear’.    

 

 

 

   

 


