
 
Review of policing domestic abuse during the pandemic – 2021 
 
This HMICFRS thematic inspection report gathered evidence through self-assessment from 
all 43 police forces in England and Wales and conducted more detailed inspections of 19 
forces (this did not include Devon and Cornwall Police).  
 
The report was published on 23rd June 2021 and a response is due by 18th August 2021. 

 
Summary of key findings 
 
The police responded proactively to protect victims of domestic abuse 

• A rise in DA incidents and reports was anticipated and forces prepared as well as they 
could 

• Actual reports to police did not generally reflect this, however specialist domestic 
abused services did see significant increases in contacts 

• Police need to understand that victims are still reporting through other services, and 
understand why they may choose to do this, and work to break down barriers to 
reporting to the police 

 
The police were proactive in keeping people safe 

• Report sites various examples: creating plans to mitigate threats posed by repeat DA 
perpetrators; increase in applications for DVPOs, proactive contacting of people 
assessed as being at greatest risk of harm 

• Forces need to understand changes in performance (i.e. early increase in arrests 
followed by annual downward trend) 

• Virtual court hearings for DVPOs – positive move 

• Forces need to ensure that changes to the way that victims contact the police such as 
online reporting, web chats, video links etc, and that the use of telephone-based initial 
response (for ‘grade 3’ incidents) are regularly scrutinised and reviewed 

 
Police and partner organisations made good use of technology and innovated to 
support victims 

• Meetings focussed on sharing information and protecting victims continued to take 
place – virtual meetings were often better attended 

• Use of technology to manage DVDS/Clare’s Law through secure online disclosure 

• Many forces worked with other DA organisations to create safe spaces for victims and 
stay in contact 

 
Delays and backlogs in the criminal justice system are a significant concern 

• A range of challenges with virtual remand hearings meant that most forces have not 
continued with these 

• Delays in getting CPS advice meant victims could be exposed to further risk, and 
numbers of victims withdrawing support for prosecution increased 

• Time from charge to trial increased in 2020, creating more opportunities for 
reoffending and increased risk of harm to victims and families 

• We won’t know the true impact of delays until we see the results in investigations and 
court hearing which arose during the pandemic 



 
 
Devon and Cornwall Police good practice 
 
The report highlighted two particular areas of good practice in Devon and Cornwall: 

• Provision of an unmarked car used by a trained specialist DA officer and an IDVA at 
times of highest demand for domestic abuse incidents. The IDVA supported victims, 
allowing officers to gather evidence and do a thorough risk assessment 

• Force and CPS developed a retraction statement, to help improve the quality of 
information to support evidence-led prosecutions to continue (when a victim declines 
to continue to support the prosecution 

 
Recommendations 
 
The report makes three main recommendations, all of which are directed at police forces and 
ask for immediate action to be taken. 
 
Recommendation 1 

• We recommend that if forces continue to adopt online contact methods in respect of 
victims of domestic abuse, they should immediately introduce an effective supervision 
and monitoring framework. The framework should assess the suitability of such 
contact methods, ensuring that victim needs are at the forefront of decisions around 
their use and appropriate onward action is taken in all cases. 

• We recommend that forces immediately review their use of a telephone-based initial 
response to any domestic abuse incidents and crimes and ensure that it is in 
accordance with the strict parameters set out by the College of Policing. 

 
Recommendation 2 
We recommend that forces immediately review their capacity to provide ongoing support and 
safeguarding to victims of domestic abuse whose case is awaiting trial at court. This should: 

• ensure there are sufficient resources available to maintain contact with victims to keep 
them up to date with the progress of their case; and 

• enable the offer of access to specialist support services as well as opportunities to 
address concerns victims may have regarding continuing to support a prosecution 
through the delays. 

 
Recommendation 3 
We recommend that all forces immediately review their use of outcome 15, outcome 16 and 
evidence-led prosecutions. This is to ensure that: 

• domestic abuse investigations guarantee all attempts to engage victims are explored, 
and that all possible lines of evidence are considered so that in all cases the best 
possible outcomes for victims are achieved; 

• there is regular and effective supervision of investigations that supports the above 
point to be achieved; and 

• the use of outcomes 15 and 16 is appropriate, and the reasons for using them, 
including auditable evidence of victim engagement, are clearly recorded. 

 
The full report can be viewed here: 



 
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/publications/review-of-policing-domestic-
abuse-during-pandemic/ 
 
Chief Constable’s comments 
 
I am very grateful for the HMICFRS report “Review of policing domestic abuse during the 
pandemic”. 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has undoubtedly created a broad range of unprecedented 
challenges for the police service. I am proud of the way officers, staff and volunteers within 
Devon and Cornwall Police have responded to challenges this has presented, adapting 
working practices, processes and relationships to ensure the ongoing protection of, and 
service to, our communities.  
 
This report identifies a number of recommendations for police forces and I can report 
progress against these, is already well underway.  
 
Recommendation 1 asks the force to effectively supervise and monitor all online reports of 
domestic abuse, and to immediately review all telephone-based reports of domestic abuse 
within the guidance issued by the College of Policing (CoP). 
 
As a force we do not have a specific online contact method for domestic abuse victims. The 
first part of this recommendation is not applicable to Devon and Cornwall Police currently - 
our online reporting is aimed at low level, volume crime. Our Interactive Voice Response 
(telephone menu) prioritises victims of domestic abuse during 101 calls to ensure they are 
responded to appropriately. As a force we also have a triage system (THRIVE) and question 
sets for domestic abuse reports which are taken via telephone. These will form part of risk 
assessments that are attached to telephone-based reports and reviewed by a performance 
sergeant.  
 
With regards to the Domestic Abuse, Stalking, Harassment and so called ‘Honour Based 
Violence’ assessment tool (DASH) completion over the telephone, the Strategic 
Safeguarding Improvement Hub (SSIH) have engaged with the College of Policing (CoP) to 
seek advice on best practice. The position of Devon and Cornwall Police remains that a 
DASH should be completed in person. There may be exceptions on a case by case basis 
and in line with CoP guidance, such as in very low-level cases where an enhanced risk triage 
process has been utilised and there are no identified risk parameters. Telephone contact 
from the Call Management and Communications Unit (CMCU) is then the preferred option. In 
addition, CMCU now prioritise routine DA logs, providing an enhanced service and reducing 
phone contact to an absolute minimum. 
 
SSIH and the Victim Care Unit are exploring additional engagement opportunities with victims 
where no DASH exists. An option being considered is for Victim Care Advocates (VCA) to 
offer a support service to victims where a DASH is awaited. In cases where there’s a delay 
with DASH completion, VCAs could complete the initial DASH over the telephone and offer 
victim support, at point of contact. 
 

https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/publications/review-of-policing-domestic-abuse-during-pandemic/
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/publications/review-of-policing-domestic-abuse-during-pandemic/


 
I am also pleased to report that Devon and Cornwall Police are currently considering 
implementing a Domestic Violence Disclosure Scheme (DVDS) online application platform in 
the near future.  
 
Recommendation 2 asks forces to immediately review the ability to provide ongoing support 
and safeguarding to victims of domestic abuse, where cases are awaiting trial. From point of 
charge, victims and witnesses progressing through the Criminal Justice System will be 
managed by the Witness Care Unit. Cases are allocated to a Witness Care Officer, to act as 
the single point of contact for all police and civilian witnesses - providing updates on every 
hearing and full preparation for trials. Cases are triaged and full needs assessments 
completed to ensure appropriate support. The Victim Care Unit will make further victim 
contact at any point where needs change, as identified by a Victim Needs Assessment from 
an officer or the Witness Care Unit.  
 
Prior to the court process, specialist domestic abuse officers will manage any referral of 
medium or high-risk cases, to appropriate domestic abuse support services. The force works 
in partnership with a network of commissioned services including, First Light (Cornwall), 
Splitz (Devon), Sanctuary Supported Living (Plymouth and Torbay), NDADA (North Devon), 
SAFE (Mid Devon), Intercom Trust, Devon People First, Citizens Advice and Devon Family 
Resource.  
 
The Victim Care Unit has remained fully operational throughout the pandemic by enacting the 
business continuity plan and agile working, in order to meet the subsequent increase in 
demand. The Criminal Justice Unit (CJU) have also improved investigator awareness around 
of the importance of ensuring the CPS are aware of any Independent Domestic Abuse 
Advisors (IDVA) involvement in a domestic abuse cases, to aid effective communication and 
support.  
 
Recommendation 3 asks the force to immediately review the use of outcome 15 and outcome 
16, to ensure appropriate use and rationale is clearly recorded. 
 
In terms of Victim engagement, sharing good practice around evidence lead prosecutions is a 
focal point of the Devon and Cornwall Police and CPS joint strategy. Targeted evidence led 
prosecution training has now been incorporated into the initial course for trainee detectives. 
Further, a working group has also been established to raise awareness, understanding and 
improve performance, alongside reflective learning panels, which are now embedded within 
the force. The force is currently exploring an option for bringing Independent Advisors into the 
process for evidence led prosecutions and domestic abuse. 
 
Devon and Cornwall Police and the CPS have introduced a specific process for domestic 
abuse retraction statements (MG6DAR). The aim of the proforma statement is to help 
improve the quality of information available to support evidence-led prosecutions. 
 
In terms of effective supervision of investigations, Policy D24 (Crime Reporting, Management 
and Investigation Working Practice) stipulates supervision of investigation requirements, 
including the nature and frequency of updates and reviews. There are regular reflective 
learning panels (as detailed above) of which an aspect of the focus is around effective 
supervision to pursue ELP opportunities, victim needs assessments and victim support.  



 
 
The Force Crime Registrar has reviewed the use of outcomes 15 and 16, seeking to achieve 
a consistent and meaningful approach through bench marking with other forces and seeking 
direction from the Home Office. There is no consistent application across the Police Forces of 
England and Wales. The Force Registrar has provided clear rationale as to what constitutes 
each outcome, to ensure the correct classification is consistently applied. Force performance 
monitoring of both outcomes is actively in place and our force crime management system has 
the facility to record victim contact and engagement, along with supporting safeguarding 
activity.   
 
I welcome the report which highlights ongoing opportunities to ensure our service continues 
to be delivered to a high standard.  
 
Police and Crime Commissioner’s response 

 
I welcome this report from HMICFRS which examines the police’s response nationally to 
domestic abuse during the pandemic. We know that the Covid-19 pandemic and lockdown 
periods have had considerable impact on those affected by domestic abuse, with many 
victims being unable to distance themselves from their abuser, contact the police or seek 
help from support services or friends and family. This has meant that the police and partners 
had to find innovative ways to support victims to report abuse or seek help. 
 
Devon and Cornwall Police, alongside forces nationally, recognised the need to work 
differently and I am proud of the way that the force responded to the additional challenges 
brought about by the pandemic, and the continued commitment shown by officers and staff to 
keep individuals and communities safe. 
 
All three recommendations in this report are directed at police forces and ask for immediate 
action to be taken. The Chief Constable has provided some detail as to how the force is 
already responding to each of these. 
 
As outlined by the Chief Constable in reference to recommendation 1, the force has not 
introduced a specific online contact method for domestic abuse victims, but the recently 
introduced IVR system has reduced call wait times for high priority calls (such as domestic 
abuse) considerably. I am also assured that the force’s initial response to domestic abuse 
incidents and crimes continue to be appropriate and in line with the College of Policing 
guidance, and encourage the continued practice of completing DASH face to face in the 
majority of cases.  
 
I also recognise the significant impact that witnessing domestic abuse can have on children 
and the key role played by schools in supporting child victims (now acknowledged as such by 
the Domestic Abuse Act 2021). Devon and Cornwall Police have worked with Operation 
Encompass1 since the charity’s inception and the force and my office have continued to 
support them to carry out their vital role during the difficult circumstances presented by the 
Covid 19 pandemic. This includes my office funding their Teacher’s Helpline early on in the 
pandemic which offered additional advice and support for teachers and other school staff 

 
1 https://www.operationencompass.org/  

https://www.operationencompass.org/


 
who were needing to support and stay connected with vulnerable children who they may no 
longer be seeing on a daily basis. The helpline attracted Home Office funding within a matter 
of weeks, enabling the service to be rolled out nationally.  

 
In reference to recommendation 2 the Chief Constable has set out a range of resourcing and 
support already in place to maintain contact with victims awaiting their case to go to trial, and 
I am assured that the force is working with partners to ensure that victims have access to 
high quality domestic abuse support services. I am pleased to see that HMICFRS have 
highlighted good practice by Devon and Cornwall Police’s provision of an unmarked car used 
by a trained specialist domestic abuse officer and an Independent Domestic Violence Advisor 
(IDVA) at times of highest demand for domestic abuse incidents during the pandemic, to 
support victims, gather evidence and conduct a thorough risk assessment. IDVAs provide a 
vital service to victims and my office has recently secured funding for 13 additional IDVAs, 
who will soon be available to support victims of domestic abuse through the criminal justice 
process across Devon and Cornwall. 
 
The Chief Constable has also outlined the force’s activity in relation to recommendation 3, 
including investment in training and improving performance in evidence-led prosecutions. As 
noted by the Chief Constable, the force has introduced a specific process for domestic abuse 
retraction statements, with the aim of improving the quality of information available for 
evidence-led prosecutions and I am pleased to see that HMICFRS have highlighted this as 
good practice in the inspection report. 
 
Providing an appropriate response to domestic abuse and supporting victims will continue to 
be a high priority for Devon and Cornwall Police as we move out of Covid-19 restrictions, and 
I will continue to monitor change and progress in these areas. 


