Criminal Cases Review Commission faces calls for urgent overhaul after failings in wrongful conviction cases
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The Criminal Cases Review Commission (CCRC), tasked with identifying wrongful convictions, is under intense scrutiny for its management and operational practices. Operating from a modern office in Birmingham, the CCRC was established amid hopes of effectively addressing miscarriages of justice. However, recent revelations about its functioning have led many to question its efficacy and accountability in dealing with cases of wrongful imprisonment.
The Commission, which employs over 100 staff at a reported annual cost of nearly £10 million, has been plagued by a culture that many critics deem dysfunctional. A significant concern arises from the flexible and predominantly remote working arrangements instituted following the Covid-19 pandemic. This policy, initially considered progressive, has led to alarming inefficiencies. Staff reportedly visit the office only infrequently, and the chief executive, Karen Kneller—who earns a substantial salary of £130,000—admits to being present only a couple of days per season. This absence speaks volumes about the organisation’s dedication to oversight and responsiveness, particularly given the serious nature of the cases it handles.
The CCRC's failures have been spotlighted by cases such as that of Andrew Malkinson, who spent 17 years in prison for a crime he did not commit. A formal inquiry into the CCRC’s handling of his case found it to be marked by “incompetence” and a lack of urgency. Malkinson had pleaded with the CCRC to conduct DNA tests that could prove his innocence—a request that tragically went ignored for more than a decade, causing him unimaginable suffering and loss.
Similarly, the recent acquittal of Peter Sullivan, who spent 38 years wrongfully convicted of murder and sexual assault, raises further questions about the Commission’s oversight. In both cases, the CCRC has been accused of dragging its feet in processing crucial evidence. As a result, critics such as former Justice Secretary Lord Falconer have characterised the organisation as “unled” and “generally regarded as useless,” leaving numerous innocent individuals languishing behind bars while injustice prevails. 
The governance of the CCRC has also faced severe criticism. Helen Pitcher, the previous chair, was in Montenegro during significant developments regarding Malkinson's case. Her part-time status, alongside multiple concurrent roles, has raised suspicions about potential conflicts of interest and whether she was adequately devoted to her position at the CCRC. Justice Secretary Shabana Mahmood has echoed calls for a full-time chair to ensure better leadership, implying that the current arrangements are no longer fit for purpose. Furthermore, the Justice Committee, reflecting on the findings from the inquiry, has urged for a complete overhaul of the Commission to combat the escalating scrutiny and public discontent.
In response to these issues, campaigners have argued for an urgent reform of the CCRC to restore confidence in a body integral to safeguarding justice. Initiatives to improve the organisation's structure may include increasing transparency in decision-making processes, better recruitment practices, and stricter oversight of case management. Given the long history of public concern over wrongful convictions in the UK—epitomised by notorious cases such as the Birmingham Six—the CCRC's evolution will be pivotal in shaping the future integrity of British justice.
As discussions on the CCRC’s future intensify, there is a prevailing consensus that substantial changes are necessary. Whether this results in new leadership, a reimagined operational framework, or a renewed commitment to the foundational purpose of the organisation—preventing miscarriages of justice—remains to be seen. Until these measures are taken, there exists a risk that the Commission will continue to grapple with inefficiencies that hinder its ability to function effectively, leaving many to question its legitimacy and commitment to justice.
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