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Welcome to Media Masters, a series of one-to-one interviews with people at the 
top of the media game. Today I'm joined down the line by Nazir Afzal, an 
international advisor on the rule of law. Nazir was educated at the University of 
Birmingham and spent nearly 25 years as a lawyer for the Crown Prosecution 
Service. As chief crown prosecutor, the first from an ethnic minority, he led the 
case against the Rochdale grooming gang, which resulted in nine convictions 
for a range of sexual offenses and abuse. He became chief executive of the 
Association of Police and Crime Commissioners in 2016, controlling a budget 
of 8 billion pounds and is involved with a number of charities supporting 
vulnerable women and children, especially those from a black, Asian, and 
minority ethnic background. Nazir is a lay member of the Independent Press 
Standards Organization's complaints committee, and also advises the Welsh 
government on preventing violence against women. He recently published a 
memoir, entitled the prosecutor, telling the story of his career and analysing 
the faults of the criminal justice system. Nazir thank you for joining me. 
 
Hello, Paul. 
 
What an incredible career. What have been the highlights? 
 
I get bored very easily, which is why I tend to move around in terms of the challenges 
that I seek. Case work wise I've dealt with, as you mentioned, the Rochdale 
grooming gang I dealt with back in the '90s with the Gay Slayer, he killed five gay 
men in London. I dealt with Stepping Hill where the nurse was murdering people in 
the hospital, the Dale Cregan murder of Manchester police officers, two female police 
officers that were killed in 2013 or thereabouts, I can't remember the date now. And 
you can see I've dealt with probably the worst of society, but I've also dealt with the 
best of society where people stood up courageously and stood up against those who 
were offended against them. And those who provided the evidence, ultimately that 
brought justice. 
 
It must be a particular... I was going to say sort of thrill professionally, but 
that's probably the wrong word to sort of see justice dispense and play an 
integral part in keeping the community safer and putting bad people away, 
frankly, but it almost must take a personal cost on you as well because you're 
dwelling in, in the very worst of people, are you not? 
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Personal costs, I think started way before I became a prosecutor. I mean, I was 
bullied and beaten and all manner of things when I was growing up in Birmingham. 
And those of us who were around the '60s and '70s, will recognize the sick skinheads 
on the street. And the number of times I was attacked, I can’t even begin to 
remember. So yes, I was a victim back then, but more recently, even when I was a 
prosecuting, even when I was chief prosecutor, I was subjected to all sorts of abuse. 
For example, back in 2006, I dealt with what people will now remember are Danish 
cartoon protesters. The people who were protesting about supposed cartoons of 
prophet Muhammad in a Danish newspaper magazine. And that led to enormous 
number of well, disorders and demonstrations here in the UK and around the world. 
And part of that was prosecuting a group of men who were carrying placards saying, 
"Behead X, behead Y" for soliciting murder, which was quite an unusual thing to do.  
And then immediately learning afterwards that I was personally on an Al-Qaeda 
death list as a result. And then more recently in the Rochdale grooming gang case, 
after I had prosecuted those men finding that the far right were demonstrating outside 
of my house. That I had to put a panic alarm in my house, teach my children how to 
use it. I got 17,000 emails calling for me to be sacked and deported. It was... You get 
it from both sides, you're getting it from all sides, but I don't care if people attack me 
for my decisions. I just don't want them attacking me for who I am. And I certainly 
don't want them attacking my family 
 
Have you had to develop a way of coping with that kind of abuse? Because like 
you say, I mean it's to your credit that you've not let it put you off doing your 
job, but it must be, as you've said it an inconvenience at best. And frankly at 
worst something that would stop me personally from sleeping at night. 
 
Do you know back in '98, I was the first contact for the Metropolitan Police's 
paedophile unit. So I was advising senior police officers on all sorts of paedophile 
crime across the country. And I remember one occasion watching a digital video that 
the police had seized, which they were trying to identify the victim, the perpetrator, 
the place it's happened, et cetera. And it was an 18 month old baby being raped. And 
when you go home that evening, your world has changed. You can't possibly not 
have changed. And so my personal view is that everything I've seen and everything 
that's challenged me has changed me, but always for the better, I hope. It's refined 
me. It made me committed and more passionate about what I need to do, do 
differently and what others need to do differently. So to protect more and more 
people. But yes, no doubt. It carries a personal cost and no doubt, I worry somewhat 
sometimes about my mental health, but I'm very fortunate in having a very strong 
family and very strong friends and network and they are my resilience. The people 
around me have given me the ability to cope when perhaps others would have 
struggled 
 
 
I know it's almost a bit cliché and schmaltzy in America, when they're there, 
they say, thank you for your service, but you must know that there are millions 
of people in this country that are incredibly grateful for the job that you've 
done. And, and the fact that you've played an integral part in keeping us all 
safer. 
 
Paul, it's the thing that keeps me awake is that I need to do more. I left the 
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prosecution service five years ago because every prosecution, as strange as it may 
sound is actually a failure. Somebody has already been harmed by the time it gets to 
me. And what I want to do with the rest of my life is to try and prevent harm in the first 
place. So absolutely I feel very privileged actually, that groups of victim survivors and 
others put their trust in me. I hope I repaid their trust. It's something that I hope I do 
more of in the future, but yes, absolutely. It's not me... People used say when I was 
dealing with the Rochdale grooming gang case and the world was paying attention to 
the issues of child sexual abuse for the first time really. People were saying, Nazir 
you're being very brave. And I wasn't the brave one. There were six girls who had to 
give evidence over and over again to prosecute those individuals that ultimately were 
convicted. They're the brave ones. So, it's all relative. 
 
If we can go back to the beginning and the beginning of the journey, I mean, 
your book, The Prosecutors is searing insight into the justice system. And you 
mentioned briefly earlier about as a young boy in Birmingham facing racist 
violence. How did you get started out on this career? I read that the tragic 
death of a young family member was one of the things that propelled you 
toward your career. 
 
Yes. So I write in the book about how, when I was eight years old, my parents 
decided to take us all. We were born in Birmingham but I'm a son of an immigrant. 
They decided to take us to Pakistan to show us what the world was like outside of the 
United Kingdom. And on the way back. My seven year old cousin died of dehydration 
in my arms. And I didn't appreciate why she had died at the time. But certainly the 
fact that I had a dead child and I was a child myself in my arms, as we arrived back in 
the UK is not something that leaves you. And I realized then, and I always have 
realized that if I can do something to prevent the harm in the first place, then that's so 
much better than having to deal with the consequences of when harm has taken 
place. And so that had an impact on me. When I was growing up in Birmingham as a 
son of an immigrant, My parents, I no doubt they felt at some point they're going to 
kick us out. And they said to me in his ear look study science, engineering, medicine. 
The kinds of science areas of disciplines that would perhaps be useful back in 
Pakistan. And I decided, no, I didn't want to do that. I was committed to the country 
that I was born in. I wanted to do law. I didn't have any role models. It's so much 
easier now I imagine, but the only role models I had were Nelson Mandela. And he 
was a lawyer, but in jail, Mahatma Gandhi, he was a lawyer and dead. And Atticus 
Finch, and he was a lawyer and fictional. So I didn't really have any role models at 
all. But all of those were people who impacted me, made me realize actually that law 
is not just about process. It's about making a difference and I hope that I could make 
a difference. 
 
And what were your first steps there now and your career in law? Did you 
always want to be a prosecutor? 
 
When you're doing university, when you're doing your law school, you're given a sort 
of wide areas like commercial law and a bit of property law and they bored me to 
death. Whereas criminal justice, I'd go home I had stuff to talk about. At the dinner 
table, I could talk about stuff I've been dealing with during the day. So I knew I 
wanted to go into criminal justice. But I didn't know anything about prosecution to put 
it bluntly. The Prosecution Service was only created as an independent service three, 
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four years before I joined. So it was very much in its infancy. I realized that I didn't 
want to defend, which is what I had been doing. I paid tribute to all the people who 
represent. We all need them. At some point, we may need them at some point, but it 
wasn't something for me. I write in the book about how I was dealing with a rape 
suspect and, and how he was literally getting off on the statement of the rape victim. 
And I thought, I didn't want to be working with him. I wanted to ensure that he could 
get a long term of imprisonment. So going to the prosecution was relatively straight 
forward. It was also moving from Birmingham to London at a time when I thought it 
was the right thing for me to do. And the early '90s were great for me. I was DJing in 
a North London club once or twice a week and promoting other clubs and going to 
court at seven o'clock in the morning prosecuting cases. It was a great life. And I had 
the ability to make mistakes and learn from them. Nowadays it's much more difficult 
because we have key performance indicators, everything is measured now Paul. 
Back then you learned from your experience and you learned from your mistakes. 
 
I mean, for all the great things that Tony Blair did do, there was a huge amount 
of managerialism wasn't there. Where they said, look, if we're going to invest in 
the NHS and the CPS and all of these kinds of things, then we need to be able 
to show what we're getting for our money. But then it almost fetishized the 
metrics themselves didn't it? Rather than- 
 
Yes. 
 
Doing good work, it was more about a quantitative assessment rather than 
qualitative. 
 
I mean, it's public money. I totally get that public money has to be accounted for. But 
back in the '90s, we had none of it, Crown Prosecution Service. And for that matter 
policing generally and courts were really, really struggling until, as you say, Blair 
came along. And so we had no money. So the idea of having metrics to measure 
everything was irrelevant. But when the government back in the early 2000s started 
putting money into justice and into policing. I recognized there was clearly a need to 
ensure that the money is probably spent and accounted for, but those of us on the 
front line, we always felt that... It's the thing about blame culture. It's something 
bigger than the metrics. I have dealt with the Baby P case. And some of you will be 
familiar with the baby... There's a child that was murdered by their carers is not the 
case I'm particularly interested in it's what we do as a country afterwards. This is 
what we do. We want somebody's head to roll. So the then children's minister Ed 
Balls. I wonder what happened to him. He told the head of social services, she had to 
resign. So she resigned. The next thing that happens is we could no longer trust 
social workers to apply their judgment. So we brought in a tick box approach, which 
they would have to apply to every child in, in their care and no tick box ever saved 
anybody's life. The third thing that happened was social workers who no longer 
wanted to apply a tick box and didn't want to... This wasn't the job they trained for. 
Hundreds of them left the profession. And in the years after, the year after actually, 
this new brand new process had been brought in more children were killed by their 
carer than ever before. This is what we do. We don't learn from our mistakes. We 
simply think that we need to revamp, reboot the way we work. We don't learn. The 
phrase I hate the most probably is lessons learned. How many times, we don't learn 
any lessons. And as a result, we make the same mistakes again and more and more 
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people get harmed. So, I want us to change and I've hopefully during my career, not 
just changing the way prosecutors work, but people in policing and other agencies to 
ensure that they do actually learn the lessons and they do not make the mistakes 
that they've been making over and over again. 
 
Is our justice system even fit for purpose. I mean, don't get me wrong. I know it 
starved of resources, but I remember when I did my law degree, part of my 
dissertation was studying and contrasting the elements of the inquisitorial 
justice systems that are on the continent. There are other countries with our 
adversarial system that we have here, where, there's a huge amount of ethical 
duty on you to make sure that you believe that person that you're prosecuting 
is guilty of course. Because once the police think they've got their man or their 
woman that they're set about trying to prove it, whereas, and that can leave it 
occasionally to miscarriages of justice. 
 
Well, again, it's something I write about in the book. It's tunnel vision. They focus on 
you, Paul, as a potential suspect and everybody else is irrelevant and anything else, 
anything that might undermine their case is irrelevant. And that happens sadly too 
frequently. The bigger question, whether or not we need to revamp the system, we 
need to reengineer the system. Our system is the least worst system. You know, we 
always say that about jury system, we think of anything better. That to my mind is 
actually lacking vision. We've got a system that's several 100 years old and it creaks. 
Absolutely there are certain principles innocent until proven guilty. That's a principle 
that I believe in the prosecutors must prove beyond reasonable doubt. That's a 
principle I believe in, but I'll be honest with you, Paul. I don't really like lawyers. I think 
too many of our professional, my profession, former profession of, ready to process, 
follow the rules. This document needs to go in after that document rather than seeing 
the bigger picture and the bigger picture can often mean something different needs to 
happen. And yes, we do need to reengineer our system. I've been doing some work 
recently, internationally and in Pakistan and in Somalia, for example, and in Ukraine 
as well. And there's more of an appetite in other parts of the world to use technology, 
for example. To use digital cases. So the witnesses don't have to turn up in the 
courtroom, et cetera. Than there is in this country, we're stuck in some past where 
people want to do things the way they've always done things. And they think that will 
produce the same results, but it does produce the same results, but it means that we 
make mistakes. Hundreds of thousands of there are probably hundreds of people in 
prison right now that shouldn't be because they're innocent. I mean, I can say that, 
cause I know that, I'm actually dealing with one right now, which you'll read about or 
hear about shortly, and my mind, we can get that sorted if we actually do what the 
government are committed to doing, which is this royal commission on criminal 
justice, that they said they would launch in their manifesto in December of last year. If 
that happens and it really does bring the change, then we could have a system that's 
actually worth shouting about and screaming about. The people in it are brilliant. Let 
me be abundantly clear, the people who have tried to get cases through the system 
as effectively as they can, are absolutely brilliant, what they're doing. At the same 
time, they're doing it with hands behind their backs. They're struggling, not just 
because of resources, but just because of the way the system operates. 
 
Is there a duality to the way that we see our citizens, our justice system? I 
remember one of my lecturers on my law degree said, The problem is, is that 
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we're all for decreasing recidivism, teaching prisoners to read and write, and 
reducing re-offending rates, but we don't want to invest in prison. The thing is, 
we recognize that burglars generally are probably addicted to drugs and that 
we need to solve that problem, and if we did that would be reflected in lower 
burglary rates, but then there's also on the other shoulder, there's a little devil 
that says that my actual burglar, that burgled our house last week, needs 
shooting in the face in front of his family and beaten to death. It's not 
vengeance when it's in the abstract of our society, but when something 
happens to you or someone you love, you want to beat them to death. 
 
Well that's why we have rule of law, because we don't want people to beat people to 
death. I remember somebody was telling me a few years ago, really nasty, nasty, 
nasty stuff, to the point where the police got involved, and eventually they identified 
this person and he was a 14 year old boy. I didn't want him prosecuted, but I wanted 
the opportunity to do what we call restorative justice. So, I sat in front of him and 
said, "Look, this is the impact that what you did had to me." He just cried and cried 
and cried. I have no doubt whatsoever that that boy is not doing that anymore. So, 
there are different ways of dealing with stuff. Diversion works. Yes, we can lock up 
burglars, but eventually they come out, and they'll carry on burgling. So unless we 
rehabilitate, unless we divert them, unless we deal with the underlying issues, we will 
never actually be any safer. And of course there is a limitation to how many people 
you can lock up, because when you lock up 80 odd thousand, which we currently 
have, you can't rehabilitate them. So, we're just delaying the issue that will come 
when they're finally released. So, we do need to approach our system in a very 
different way and perhaps the biggest way to do that actually, again something I write 
about, is we need every court case live streamed. Back in the day, a hundred years 
ago, the courtroom was the nearest thing to theatre. The public gallery was always 
full, the public saw what was going on, they saw what was being done in their name, 
and the authorities, the people doing the justice, had to respond to what was going 
wrong because the public could see it. Now, we've lost the number of court reporters. 
I had a phenomenal court reporter back in the day, when I was in central London, 
he's passed on. There are very few around and most of the media can no longer 
support court reporters in the way they used to. But if you live streamed, there is no 
hiding place then. When you mess up, or when the system messes up, or when the 
system slows things down, all of that stuff is done behind closed doors. But if you're 
able to see it happening, I can assure you, almost overnight, you'll begin to see 
people changing the whole system because they realize, "Uh oh, they've found out 
what we're doing." 
 
But could it be that there's no political appetite to make some of these 
necessary changes to the prison estate and the reform of the criminal justice 
system, because people aren't pressing politicians to do so? Again, I 
remember on my law degree, someone said the job of home secretary is there 
to just not be seen, no one really cares about it until someone escapes from 
prison, and then of course it's just to call for their resignation. It seems to be a 
thankless task. Do you ever feel sorry for some of the politicians that you 
worked with? 
 
Absolutely. I've worked with politicians from all parties over the last 25 years, 30 
years, and I do feel sorry for them. They're only as good as the people that they are 
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around, surrounded by the advisers they get, and very often they do believe in, if it's 
not broken, don't mess with it, but I'm telling you, it's broken. So, I think you need to 
mess with it. Going back in history, it takes very often one person. Somebody 
decided, hundred years ago, that we should fly and built an airplane. It takes that 
kind of visionary person. The idea that Rosa Parks decided she should sit in a 
particular seat in a bus when she wasn't allowed to sit in it, that changes the civil 
rights movement. It takes one person. I'll be honest with you. I don't see that level of 
ambition or vision in our current government, but we do need it. Otherwise, there will 
be people who will just lack justice. I remember dealing with so many cases, so many 
witnesses would say to me after they've given evidence in a case, "Never again. I'm 
not coming anywhere near a courtroom. If I see a crime, I'm going to turn away." How 
does that make us any safer? The same thing for jury members. Jury members have 
told me over and over again, "Done my two weeks, never, ever, ever going to come 
back again." If the public who are engaged in the court system, in all various different 
ways, have no confidence in it, how the hell can anybody have confidence in it? 
 
Obviously you worked for Keir Starmer for five years as a prosecutor. Is he on 
the same journey that you were on in a sense that having been a prosecutor, 
you've realized that there are bigger changes in society to change and 
therefore politics is the way to affect change? Would you take a role in a 
Starmer Labour administration, if you don't mind me asking? 
 
I've been asked that over and over again, not by Keir himself, but I don't want to get 
into politics. It's that thing about Groucho Marx, you don't want to be a member of a 
club that would have you. I know Keir obviously very well, I spent five years working 
with him, we worked really, really closely on child sexual abuse, and on sexual 
offenses, and vulnerable victims, and he supported me in absolutely everything I did. 
Let's introduce a national panel, let's deal with Operation Yewtree, let's prosecute 
people who think they're above the law, all of that was because Keir supported me 
when I was making it happen. So, I've a lot of time for him and I hope that he can 
bring some of the change. Obviously in opposition, there's only so much you can do. 
But that said, for me, I think you can do as much outside of parliament, if not more so 
actually. Very often, I speak to a lot of members of parliament, many of them are 
"friends" and they tell me, "Unless you're a member of the shadow cabinet or the 
cabinet, you're just whipped left, right and centre." Go and vote for this, go and vote 
for that. So, 600 out of the 650, see themselves very often as just whip fodder. That 
means, what are they actually doing and achieving? I'm not going to poo poo them, 
some of them are brilliant at what they do, but I feel that you can achieve as much 
outside of parliament as you possibly can inside. Very often, it's the survivors, the 
victims, the people who are most impacted, who need that seat, who need to be 
heard, they have the answers. Do you really think Grenfell would have happened, the 
cladding would have been put up on that building, if the people living in Grenfell 
tower were sat around the table with Kensington City Council and saying to them, 
"No, we don't want that. It's too cheap and we're not safe." It wouldn't have 
happened. If you don't have diverse decision-making, if you don't have the people 
most impacted by the decisions involved in the decisions, then those decisions are 
going to be lousy. 
 
How do you think the CPS is coping during lockdown? Are the wheels of 
justice even spending at the moment? Everything seems to just be on pause. 
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There was a backlog of about 33,000, 34,000, cases before we went to lockdown. I 
learned yesterday, that backlog is now up to 40,000 cases and increasing at a 
thousand a month, and that's trials, contested matters. So, I can't begin to tell you 
how bad things are going to be, or are. Everybody's working really hard. For 
example, until lockdown, you would have a jury trial in one courtroom. Now they're 
using two, potentially three, courtrooms for every jury trial because of social 
distancing. So, I think if you committed a crime, I'm telling you not to by the way, if 
you're committing a crime today, well, you're suspected of one, the likelihood of you 
getting tried in a courtroom would be maybe two years away, and justice delayed is 
justice denied. We are in a really bad place and I don't think people that are hearing it 
enough. It goes back to the earlier point about why people are not interested in 
justice in the way that they are about NHS, et cetera. I used to tell my staff, there will 
never be an election bus that says more prosecutors, more lawyers. The public just 
don't like us. What they do like is more doctors, more nurses, more teachers, unless 
you engage with the public. It goes back to my point, the public need to be involved 
and know about what's going on in their name, in order for them to call for change. 
The more miscarriages there will be, and the more people who react, as I said earlier 
on, don't want to come to court anymore, don't want to be a witness anymore, don't 
want to be a jury member anymore, the more likely it is that finally we'll get change. 
But rather than wait for that, here is the opportunity. We are now facing years of 
delay, just on what we have at the moment, never mind the new crimes that are 
being committed, and you know and I know there's going to be a recession, if not a 
depression, and every depression will lead to more crime and therefore, how are we 
going to handle this? I don't hear that. I don't hear a conversation about this. It's 
about, let's see how we'll deal with the unemployment or whatever it is. No, there are 
other consequences that we need to address and there is no grown-up conversation 
taking place. Part of the answer is to, as I said earlier on, divert. Hundreds, if not 
thousands, of cases that are currently in the court system need to be out of the court 
system and dealt with in a different way. But there are other approaches that need to 
be taken and those conversations need to be happening right now. 
 
It's strange, isn't it? Because if you ask the man on the Clapham omnibus bus, 
to use a phrase that I remember from my law degree, most people would say 
that they're in favour of people guilty of crimes facing justice and getting what 
they deserve, and they don't want innocent people to be convicted. So it's one 
of these things that people do care about, but maybe don't care about 
sufficiently perhaps? And that they need to be jolted into caring at the 
appropriate level. 
 
They only read about all the successes, mainly. This man was convicted, got X 
number of years in jail, and that's it. That's all they hear. They forget about the fact, 
now the prison service have to deal with that man for X number of years. Maybe 
rehabilitate that person, and that person comes out, and by the way, you'll see him 
again committing more crime in X amount of time. People are very much in the now 
or in the current, rather than thinking about what may have led to that person 
committing offending and what then may happen afterwards. The same is of course 
even more so true of victims. Too often when the circus leaves town, the case is 
dealt with, we forget about the victim. Yet she, and invariably when it comes to rape 
the sexual offenses, it's a she, she will have to live with the trauma of that for the rest 



 
 

 9 

of her life, and I don't think people want to think about that which is why one of the 
things I do is patron of so many NGOs, so many organizations working in that field, is 
to make sure their voices are heard all the time. Because the business cases there, 
I've already outlined the moral case and the legal case, do you know how much it 
costs? Domestic abuse costs us as a nation every year, 66 billion pounds. Just 
domestic abuse. 
 
That's obviously a huge financial cost as well obviously a huge personal cost 
to the victims involved. 
 
Exactly. But, sometimes the personal cost doesn't work with some politicians. You tell 
them about the pocket and you say to them, "66 billion is twice the education budget 
for everything. If you spent a bit of that money upfront in services, in education, in 
awareness, in working with perpetrators, working with victims, you ultimately would 
reduce the cost going forward." But somehow they don't think that way. They want to 
think about, as you say, the now, rather than thinking, "how can we reduce the 
burden on all of us in the future?" 
 
I mean, you also took on ground-breaking work on forced marriage and so-
called honour based killings in the UK. What was the genesis of that? How did 
that happen? 
 
Victims' groups. Again, one of the things I'd decided to do as a matter of principle, 
was to talk to the public. It's strange to think this, the independent service felt that 
independent was detachment. i.e. "If you were in the room with me Paul, I don't want 
to hear from you because you might change my mind." Actually, I thought, "no, no. 
We need to hear from what the public are feeling and concerned about." So the 
public told me, groups of women working with forced marriage victims, that nobody 
else was talking about this subject. So, I organized what I thought then was the first 
national conference on forced marriage 17 years ago, 16 years ago. I've 
subsequently learned it was the world's first conference on forced marriage. Having 
heard all their views, I then sat down with the home office and other government 
departments. We set up a cross agency, cross departmental group. We brought in 
new laws, we brought in new guidelines, and we saved lives. At the end of the day, 
I'm not the expert, the victims' and survivor groups were the experts. All I was doing 
was opening a door for them, or facilitating a meeting with somebody that could bring 
about the change, and also maybe naming and shaming those individuals that 
weren't doing their job properly in order for them to either leave the room or to up 
their game, so they can bring about the change. We've got to the stage now, where 
two and a half thousand people have had forced marriage protection orders, which 
didn't exist until we brought the law in, in 2007. Two and a half thousand people's 
lives have been saved. The youngest recipient of a forced marriage protection order 
was five years old. So we're saving lives, but that's only because victims, survivors, 
groups told me there was a problem, and then I was able to bring, in effect, them to 
the table of government which government to their credit back then, listened. The 
Prime Minister, Theresa May, she criminalized forced marriage. I remember sitting 
down with her seven years ago or so when she was home secretary, and she said, 
"Nazir, it's on balance here. 50/50. 50% of the consultation say it should be 
criminalized, 50% say it shouldn't." I said to her, "Sometimes the law is about 
messaging. Even if we never get a prosecution out there, the messages sent to the 
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wider world that this is not only unethical, not only immoral, it's a crime. And 
sometimes that actually works. And to her credit, she'd been pushed out and so we 
then have criminalized force marriage . So there were so many areas, quite frankly, 
which we were able to bring the change. But it was also important given this is Media 
Masters to pay tribute to the media because they listened to when I was telling them 
this is an issue and there were so many documentaries written. And even right now, 
Keeley Hawes just made a movie about one of our cases called Honour, which will I 
think be broadcast on ITV later this year. And you know, the more and more of that 
happening, so it raised more and more awareness of issues that quite frankly were 
hidden in plain sight. And, you know, I was very keen to engage with the media in all 
manners always. Back in the mid-nineties, the BBC contacted us and said, look, they 
wanted to talk about the Crown Prosecution Service and do a drama about it. And I 
was selected as the person to advise them. And I met with the actor, Michael Praed, 
who was going to play a character based on me. And also I went to the set and gave 
them all sorts of guidance and the sort. But the BBC had no money and they spent 
no money on the program. It went out for eight episodes and was slammed by critics 
and viewers alike. Even though it got 8,000,000 viewers. So back then I realized 
actually we need to use the media more. And so in more recent years, I was advisor 
to EastEnders for four or five years. They, the point about being an advisor, anybody 
will tell you, is that they ignore you, and they ignored me big time. There were so 
many occasions in which they would ask my legal advice and, and simply say, well 
that's not drama, in drama when you do something differently. And so I'm glad they 
asked me. And I did Law & Order: UK with Bradley Walsh for six years, advising 
them too.  
 
And you were featured in the BBC Rochdale abuse drama Three Girls. 
 
I was. The actor who played me was much more handsome than I am. 
 
I doubt that. 
 
So, it's important... shouldn't laugh at that. It's important that the public get to see 
what we do or a version of it, for them to have some confidence that something is 
happening and something is working, even if I've already given the impression that it 
isn't working as well as it could do. And so it's really important. I mean, I learned the 
hard way. I remember back in '93, the court reporter in central London court said to 
me, Look, if you say the way lawyers say, the press won't be interested. Say it like 
the public would want to hear it. And so I remember dealing with a case of a couple 
that were having sex on a train returning from Margate to Victoria. And they only, the 
only reason the public complaint on that train was they lit up a cigarette in a no 
smoking compartment afterwards. I said that I used that language and Victoria Wood 
wrote a sketch about it. It was all over the national media, world media actually 
saying how British that all was. And I realized actually what I said in court made 
people laugh. It made people stand up and realize. And so I've been very keen over 
the last 20 odd years to use the media, use is the wrong word, but to involve myself 
in the media and make myself available when people want to try and understand 
what may have happened in a community safety sphere and the justice sphere. And 
it's really important that more of us do that. People criticize me very often for being, 
constantly doing it. That's because others won't put their hands up, you know? Which 
they will put their hands up and put themselves in the firing line, whether it's on 
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question time or somewhere else, and actually answer the questions that are being 
thrown at them. That's how you build public confidence and certainly public 
awareness. 
 
I mean, you're right. I remember again from my degree that, you know, they'll 
idiom that justice must not only be done, it must be seen to be done. And given 
us, you've said that there's no money for local court reporters to sit and 
actually watch proceedings anymore. Then you have to work with the media as 
it is and not how you want it to be. And it seems to me that you've been 
incredibly effective at that. 
 
For example, a good example was back in 2011, there were three burglars that were 
killed by the householders all in a row one month after another. I said, you think they 
would have learned by then. And the public were really concerned. You know, are 
you going to prosecute these burglars' householders? Are going to prosecute the 
householders for protecting their property? Rather than just issue the bland press 
release that sadly so many agencies and organizations do, I said, no. I asked the 
BBC and Sky come to the office. I stood outside. I explained my decision making as 
to why I was not going to prosecute a householder because they were protecting 
their life and their property. And that I know it had a massive effect in reassuring 
people. The more the people see visibly, the people who are making the decisions, 
the more likely it is that they will have confidence. And you know, I've always been 
doing that. Even tomorrow I'm doing stuff on various other case stories that are going 
on right now, whether it's black lives, or whether it's extremism, or whether it's sexual 
abuse, whatever it may be. I'm always keen to try and engage with the public. And I 
think we should do more of that. I sense actually, though, as far as government, and 
as far as the state is concerned, they're backtracking on that. They're going 
backwards. They are reluctant to put people up before a camera, unless of course 
they're Dominic Cummings. And more often than not, they are really keen on just 
issuing a press release or even tweeting their response, as if that's simply going to 
ensure the public have greater awareness and greater confidence. 
 
I mean, but when you talk to members of the general public, they often want to 
do things like bring back the death penalty, which I passionately oppose purely 
on the basis that they're justice system is there predominantly to protect the 
innocent. And if one person, innocent person, goes to the gallows it's clearly 
terrible. But most people wouldn't even want to entertain that notion and say, 
well, all these people should be hanged. How would you reason people out of a 
position that they've not reasoned themselves into? 
 
For example, I've dealt with Dell Cregan who murdered the two Manchester police 
officers, female officers. He will now be in prison for the rest of his life. He will only 
leave in a coffin. That's true of others that I prosecuted. The system is there, as you 
say, to protect the innocent, you know. One person innocently locked up, one person 
innocently executed as in the case of Timothy Evans in the John Christie case, for 
example. It's one too many. We cannot allow a system to do that. Anyway. I don't 
think it acts as a deterrent. You know, look at the countries that do have the death 
penalty, United States, for example. Are you telling me it's deterring people from 
committing crime? No, it's not. So if it's all about punishment, which I think some 
people would say it is, we can punish them by locking them up in prison for the rest 
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of their lives if we have to. And I believe... Is there a good and evil in this world? I 
think rarely have I come across evil. More often than not, I've come across people 
who are bad, who become bad for some reason. And even they, human beings, 
shouldn't be taking it upon themselves to decide who should live or who should die. 
That's not a decision that I want to take and neither should we, you know? It's about 
ensuring justice is done. Absolutely. It's about ensuring that the victims get 
something like closure, and that's often just because they get justice. They don't 
necessarily expect that person to pay with their lives for it. But I think we're a civilized 
system, and a civilized system doesn't execute. A civilized system ensures that the 
innocent are protected and also ensures that the bad guys are prevented from 
committing further harm. 
 
Tell us about some of the landmark cases that you've been involved with. I 
mean, you've mentioned it briefly earlier, but obviously you're incredibly well-
known for the prosecution of the gang guilty of child sexual exploitation and 
abuse in Rochdale, greater Manchester in 2012. I mean, could you talk our 
listeners through the whole thing? 
 
In 2008, a young woman walks into a takeaway restaurant in Rochdale and starts 
smashing it up. Police are called. Police arrest her for criminal damage. She goes 
back to the police station and reports that the men in that room had been abusing her 
sexually. The officers carry out a really poor investigation. They then present their 
evidence to two prosecutors who formed the same view, mainly this girl wouldn't be 
believed by a jury. And that was why they didn't prosecute. I arrive in 2011 in the 
Northwest as chief prosecutor. By that time, The Times had been covering this story, 
Andrew Northfolk. Under the sort of editorship of James Harding had been going 
around the country, looking at these types of cases, but nobody really dotted the I's 
and crossed the T's. And so I asked my team, have you got something like this? And 
they brought to me this allegation that had been not pursued three years previously. 
And it struck me, well, actually I believe her. And by that time, we now have 47 
potential or likely victims of the same gang. So we had to change where I had to 
firstly, reverse the decision not to prosecute, which I'd never done in any case at that 
time. And then we brought the case, and we decided to do so under the glare of the 
far right, who were desperately exploited for their own purposes. The nine men that 
were being prosecuted were from British-Asian or British-Pakistani backgrounds. And 
the girls that we knew about that at that time were British white girls. Subsequently, 
we knew there were also British-Asian victims, British-Pakistani victims, too. But at 
that time, certainly the narrative was, you know, Asian men, or Pakistani men, and 
British-Pakistani man, and British white girls. Somehow, that was the only reason that 
these girls were being victimized. And also why the authorities weren't taking it very 
seriously. But, we put that right. We brought those men to justice and then, you 
know? Then even the Prime Minister at the time, David Cameron, rang me up and 
said, Nazir, what's going on? And I explained to him, we had failed. Everybody 
responsible for the safeguarding of victims had failed. Not only these girls, but 
women and boys and other girls for decades because they simply had decided these 
cases were too difficult to bring. And so we changed that. We brought in brand new 
processes. We changed the way the system operates. We even changed the court 
process. So you couldn't be cross-examined by 11 different barristers because that's 
extraordinary retraumatizing. We changed all of that. And by now, people have now 
become aware of this issues of groups called grooming gangs, but also more 
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generally child sexual abuse, which has now reached the point where, or certainly by 
the time I left the Crown Prosecution Service, we have the highest conviction rate in 
our history. We went from a very low base to substantial success, but let's not be 
complacent. Three million adults say that they were sexually abused as a child in this 
country, three million. That's one in every twenty-odd. That means in every 
classroom in this country, a child is being sexually abused or has been. We have an 
enormous issue that we need to address. And we've only begun in scratching the 
surface in dealing with that. So, we put that right. We put in processes and systems 
and new ways and even new laws. We've changed the way we operate. But 
sometimes going back to your earlier point about execution, sometimes judicial 
outcome isn't what people really want. They just want to be believed. I remember 
when I prosecuted BBC presenter Stuart Hall, he pleaded guilty to the abuse of 11 
women and girls, and he was found not guilty of one. And I went to see the one 
victim that he was found not guilty of, and I said to her, I'm really sorry that I couldn't 
give you a closure. And she said to me, you gave me closure the moment that you 
believed me. And you know, that's never left me, that sometimes it just takes one 
person believing you for your recovery to begin and for you to feel that justice is 
being done. And, you know, I've spent now the last decade now, trying to get every 
agency to upscale to ensure that more and more victims are believed and more and 
more perpetrators are brought to justice. So I'm not one of these fly by nights, does 
the case, walks away. You know, I think if there's something seriously wrong, as 
there has been in the way we deal with such vulnerable people, then we need to 
change the system. 
 
And you're still waiting for the government to publish this research into 
whether Asian men are disproportionately represented among those guilty of 
child sexual exploitation or abuse? 
 
Sajid Javid when he was Home Secretary announced it. Priti Patel said she wouldn't. 
And then more recently, just in the last few weeks, she's finally agreed to it being 
released, but it won't be released until the end of the year. The important thing, as 
I've said over and over again, is when there's a vacuum, i.e., when information is not 
there, evidence is not there, information there's plenty of, but evidence isn't' there. 
The people who want to exploit it will fill that with their rubbish. And so rather than 
allow the far right or any other body to exploit these types of cases, which ultimately 
do nobody any favours. I want evidence. And I called for evidence, you know, Paul, 
in December of 2012 when I gave evidence in parliament. So it's taken us eight 
years. 
 
Wow, that was ages ago 
 
Absolutely. You know, I don't care that it might be challenging and a very difficult 
conversation. What's more important is that we have that difficult conversation. 
 
I mean, there are the cultural factors you identified such as the desire for Asian 
men to have power over young girls and that parallel between how grooming 
gangs operate in Islamic radicalization. 
 
Yes, I've said the grooming, the ideology grooming for organized crime, groom for 
sexual crime are all the same process and manipulation of vulnerable people and 
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ultimately taking them. The steps may be taken differently and by different groups of 
people. It's the same process. So we can deal with radicalization. We can deal with 
grooming We can deal with organized crime if we can get earlier in terms of 
intervening, when people are being groomed and manipulated. So, that's the key 
here. And when it comes to cultural issues and when it comes to, particularly around 
grooming gangs or so-called grooming gangs, there are all sorts of issues. And then 
some of them, I remember when I was dealt with the Watchtower case, the youngest 
perpetrator was 18 years old and he was given “a girl for his birthday” on his 16th 
birthday. So it was like they treated, or certainly that group, treated women and girls 
as if they were nothing. And they would often go home to their wives, presumably 
treat their wives in the same way. So it's their attitude to women and girls that was in 
many respects chilling. And the lack of, well almost psychopathic, because of the 
lack of worrying about the consequences of what these young girls were going 
through. Those are issues that we need to address and it's often to do with 
education. You know, young men across all communities. I mean, there's no 
community on Earth, Paul, where women and girls are safe, none. Perpetrators exist 
in every community anywhere. And we've got to educate young men to begin to 
respect women and girls, and also understand their own responsibilities and their 
own duties. And I've done a fair amount with the education system but it's 
challenging, because there are still some people who think that we shouldn't be 
talking about sex or sexual crime, whatever it may be, in school. Well, actually, if you 
don't talk about it there, in that safe environment, where do we talk about it? Because 
often parents won't talk about it. So we've got to find a way of being able to skill up 
our young people to understand their responsibilities, but also to understand what the 
signs are when they are potentially being manipulated and groomed. 
 
The George Floyd case has prompted Black Lives Matter protest here, as well 
as in the US. I mean, do you believe that institutional racism still blights British 
society two decades after the Macpherson report? 
 
Absolutely, I do. I shake my head when people who should know better say it 
doesn't. I've heard the commissioner of the Met, say, "No, no, we're not racist 
anymore." Yes, we are. And institutional racism comes not just in policing, it's 
happening in all through our system. I talk in my book about how I remember a black 
man appearing in court. I didn't know he was behind me, because it was a first 
hearing court, and I didn't look behind me where the defendants are. And the judge 
said to me, when I said to the judge, "This man's got no previous convictions," and 
the judge goes, "Are you sure?" And I said, "Yes, the Police National Computer tells 
me he's got no previous convictions." "You must be wrong," says the judge. I look 
behind and I saw it's a black man. That's the kind of bias in the system, which I'm 
afraid if you are from a black, Asian, minority ethnic group, you will experience. Either 
as blatantly as that or less so, depending on the kinds of people that you're dealing 
with. Institutional racism does not go away just like that. It requires enormous 
amounts of effort. So when Lammy, David Lammy's report came out in 2017, 
commissioned by the way by a conservative prime minister. And he had dozens of 
recommendations about what needs to be done, none of them or very few of them 
been actioned. So we haven't responded. What was telling back in '99, 2000 when 
every agency was so pleased, almost delighting in telling how they were 
institutionally racist, because there was almost a relief on their part that they could 
actually admit it. They haven't done anything about it since, with exceptions. I mean 
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the Crown Prosecution Service, my organization, there were so many people from 
BAME groups in senior leadership roles. The same could be said about probation. 
But judges again, invariably, they're not. Policing still very, very white, despite the 
massive strides that have been taken. But it's more than just the diversity. It's the 
system. And it's not just about base, it's about class. It's also about power. People 
who are really powerful are able to buy their way out of justice. People who have 
none, can't you. 
 
Look at Chief Constables as a cohort and they're all white guys, frankly. I 
mean, surely we need to do, just even on that alone, we need to support more 
senior officers from minority backgrounds to become Chief Constables. 
 
You're right, Paul. There's only ever been one from a minority in the history of 
policing. And that was Mike Fuller in Kent, and he retired a decade ago. It's a 
struggle, isn't it? Largely because the system, it's a system issue. The only people 
that can apply to be Chief Constable are Assistant Chief Constables or Assistant 
Commissioners in the Met. So the cohort from whom you can select these people, is 
about 40 people. And the number of jobs is about 40 jobs. So we're not going to 
change it in a generation or 10, unless we take some significant strides now about 
advancing and motivating people who are in junior roles now and getting them 
through the system faster. People used say to me, "Nazir, well, you made it so Chief 
Prosecutor. Surely that says that there's no racism, injustice." Nobody knows what I 
had to fight. How many times was I knocked back? How many times, every time I 
made a decision that had nothing to do with race, I would get race hate. So, I'm 
getting it left, right and centre, despite the fact that it was a justice decision. It wasn't 
a decision based on race or any other characteristic. So if we're going to get in the 
neck from outside, we're getting in the neck from inside, there are other processes 
that prevent that from happening. You've got coaching, white Chief Constables or 
Assistant Chiefs or deputies were given a lot of coaching to help them get to the next 
stage. But people from minorities weren't given that. Those systemic issues need to 
be addressed, otherwise, sadly, we will be no further forward. 
 
Tell us about the book. What was the genesis of it? How did he write it, and 
what's the impact been? 
 
I've never written a book. I certainly probably haven't read many. And Penguin 
approached me just over two and a half years ago now and said, "Nazir, you've got 
some interesting cases. How do you want to write about them?" So initially, Paul, I 
focused on the cases. I wrote about these big landmark cases that maybe changed 
the way things have been done. And then I wrote a preface about my upbringing and 
they said, "No, Nazir, we're more interested in that. It brings you more about your 
motivation, why you became what you were." So I ended up writing more about my 
first few years and my upbringing in Birmingham. And then my beginnings in London 
as a baby prosecutor and then moving into the senior ranks. And then I wanted to 
reflect upon what I've learned, and the biggest message or the biggest learnings has 
been that leaders just don't listen. Leaders need to listen more to what's going out 
there and not assume they know all the little things that they think they know. And 
secondly, leaders need to understand that when they get things wrong, they need to 
admit they got them wrong, rather than pretend that there was something in the 
system or some failure on part of some other person. If you accept that you got 
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things wrong, people have much more confidence in when you start getting things 
right. And so I've tried to touch on that. I've also set out an agenda, I suppose, for 
how I think things can improve. Some of the things we've already touched on during 
the course of this conversation, in terms of more transparency, more openness, more 
diversity. Because I really do want the justice system to work. I really want people to 
have faith and confidence in it, and I really want people to trust it. And I have my 
doubts with the current system, that's going to be the case, unless we have a 
complete reengineer. So the book has all of that. It's been phenomenally well 
received, I am obviously delighted. It was serialized in The Mail on Sunday. It's been 
written about in a six page profile in The Times on Saturday. It has some excellent 
reviews. Because of the fact we're in a pandemic, we've struggled really with a lack 
of bookshops, but online it's been doing really, really well through all the normal sales 
places that you can get stuff online.  
 
I downloaded the audio book. 
 
Fantastic. The audio books going really well. I must admit, I thoroughly enjoyed doing 
the audio book. But it's two and a half days of sitting with a microphone, never again. 
But the idea is that people want to hear your story, and so why not tell it yourself? So 
the book's been brilliantly received. I've got four production companies that now want 
to consider filming a drama about it, so we're in that discussion phases to determine 
who we go with. So potentially we’re looking at ultimately a TV movie or even a 
movie going forward, and paperback late this year, early next. And hopefully when 
we get out of this pandemic, I would love to be able to meet readers in bookshops or 
places up and down the country in order to talk about the journey that I've been on. 
And I hope that it touches other people and inspires and motivates people in the way 
that I've been inspired and motivated by the people that I've been touched by. 
 
What is the next chapter of your career? What are you going to be doing over 
the next few years? What's next? 
 
I've got what they call a portfolio career. So, my role as an IPSO, my role's as a chair 
of a college, my role with the Welsh Government, my role as a patron of so many 
NGOs working with vulnerable people. I do some international rule of law work. I 
hope that I can carry on doing some advisory work and I've just, whenever I see 
injustice, it sounds really Spidermanish now actually. With great power comes great 
responsibility. I realize actually that powerful people need to realize that you can't do 
what you do. And so I announced just a while ago that I would be supporting the 
campaign in relation to Dominic Cummings, and how it was that he was able to 
breach the lockdown, allegedly. How it was that he was able to be shielded by the 
Prime Minister and how consequently as a result of his actions, people broke the 
lockdown. Realize that it doesn't apply to them either. And also the rules themselves 
were prematurely, in my view, relaxed. So whenever people, in my view, carry out an 
injustice or somehow break the dynamic of power and somehow abuse it in some 
way, you will probably see me in the background doing stuff. 
 
Nazir, you very, very expressly denied that you are Spiderman in the previous 
answer. But in fact, you are a hero and all heroes have origin stories. Could 
you share with us what were the beginnings? 
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I'm somebody who came from inner city Birmingham, from a very poor part of 
Birmingham, who hid away from the bullies and the vandals and others who wanted 
to harm me or somehow saw I was different. From a world where people said there 
was no justice. My father said to me, over and over again there was no justice. I 
didn't have neighbours. I had witnesses. There was so much crime on the streets. 
We didn't feel wanted. We didn't feel that we belonged. I moved from that to a place 
where I was hopefully delivering justice for people just like me. And my journey is the 
journey that so many people who come from working class or immigrant 
backgrounds take. Nothing was given to me on a plate, everything was something 
that I had to fight for. And I want people to realize that you're not alone, that it doesn't 
matter that those obstacles are in your way, that you can somehow rise above them. 
About 20 odd years ago, I ran into a woman at an event, a conference, and I noticed 
that she had her wedding ring on the wrong finger of her hand. And I said to her, 
"Why are you wearing the wedding ring on the wrong finger?" And she said to me, 
"It's because they forced me to marry the wrong man." And by that she meant her 
family. And I looked at her and I saw a woman who has a life of hopelessness and 
despair, a woman who faces daily rape, a woman whose potential has been totally 
extinguished. And that sign, that ring on her wrong finger, was her only protest. The 
only way that she would get her message across to whomever needs to hearing that. 
And it's because she didn't have a voice, and I made it my responsibility. Paul, it's all 
of our responsibilities to be the victim's voice. 
 
Nazir, it's been a hugely interesting conversation. And indeed my privilege to 
speak with you today. Thank you ever so much for your time. 
 
It's been a pleasure. 
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