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Super-complaint – A duty to protect: Police use of protective measures in cases 
involving violence against women and girls  
 
This super-complaint comes from the Centre for Women’s Justice and raises concerns that 
the police are failing to use the protective measures available to them in cases involving 
violence against women and girls. It addresses in detail four legal powers available to the 
police and explores the extent to which they are being used. 
 
These powers are: 

• Pre-charge bail conditions 
• Non-molestation orders 
• Domestic violence protection notices and orders; and 
• Restraining orders. 

 
The investigation into the super-complaint was carried out by HM Inspectorate of 
Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services (HMICFRS), the Independent Office for Police 
Conduct (IOPC) and the College of Policing. 

 
Summary  
 

The joint investigation found that there were good examples of the police using these 
measures. A common theme from police forces where there was good practice was support 
from a legal team. However, the report also identifies a lack of understanding within police 
forces over how and when to use protective measures, which means support for victims is 
sometimes not good enough – and could lead to women and girls being harmed, or victims 
being less likely to report crime in the future.  
 
The report concluded that better data collection on the use of protective measures is needed 
to help the police determine which measures are most effective in different scenarios. 
 
The report made several recommendations, including 7 recommendations for police forces, 
as detailed in the Chief Constable’s response below. 

 
 
Chief Constable’s comments 
 

We welcome the Super-Complaint publication ‘A duty to protect: Police use of protective 
measures in cases involving violence against women and girls.’ This publication can be 
seen to compliment the HMICFRS inspection report on the police response to violence 
against women and girls. 
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The publication identifies seven recommendations for police forces. The progression of a 
number of initiatives aimed at tackling VAWG offences, by our dedicated teams and 
committed command structure, has been further developed specifically to tackle these 
issues. 
 
Recommendation 1 asks forces, in conjunction with the NPCC lead for bail, to implement 
processes for managing suspects released under investigation (RUI). 
 
Within the force we have a dedicated Suspect Management Team who review all of the 
RUIs and suspects on police bail. This team ensures investigations are conducted 
efficiently and effectively by liaising with the Officers in the Case (OICs) and their 
supervisors. In doing so, they adopt a 3-stage approach: The OIC is spoken to first to 
understand the status of the crime. If they are unable to communicate with the OIC or have 
further questions, they will liaise with the OIC’s supervisor. If the team determine that 
further work is required to achieve the required standard, they will highlight this to the 
Chief Inspector of the Criminal Justice Department. 
 
The Suspect Management Team also review all Statutory Time Limit (STL) offences, 
including RUI and police bail, whilst actively encouraging timely submission of case files to 
the Criminal Justice Department. A rolling 3-month and 6-month spreadsheet for senior 
managers is circulated for senior managers to review. This data will is also fed back into 
force performance meetings to inform ongoing decision making. 
 
Recommendation 2 asks forces to ensure data is gathered on the use of voluntary 
attendance (VA) to ensure it is only being utilised in those cases where it would be an 
appropriate case management tactic. 
 
Devon and Cornwall’s Criminal Justice Department review and update the VA policy on a 
regular basis. At this time, the data we are able to gather from our Record Management 
System (RMS) and Custody system (UNIFI) pertains to the risk assessments we have 
created in force; these are pre-assessment, arrival assessment and post interview. This 
data is recorded and monitored centrally, reflecting the offence under investigation and 
which assessments have been completed.  
 
This process is due to change in summer 2022, when as a force we move to the ‘NICHE’ 
RMS and custody system, which includes a VA module which mirrors the custody function. 
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This will allow more accurate monitoring and analysis of data alongside improved efficacy 
of risk assessment.  
 
Recommendation 3 asks forces to introduce processes to ensure that in all pre-charge 
bail cases where bail lapses, the investigator in charge carries out an assessment of the 
need for pre-charge bail to continue, and where decisions are made to extend or terminate 
bail, clear rationale is recorded.  
 
The force does not currently have a criminal justice led process or system that applies 
scrutiny to pre-charge bail. The force investigative standards policy outlines the 
expectations on investigators and their supervisors to conduct regular workload reviews. 
These include a review of bail status and timelines are recorded on the free text of the 
crime.  

Supervisors have responsibility for ensuring that suspects on bail are recorded as moving 
to RUI, whilst completing these workload reviews.   

The Suspect Management Team are responsible for checking overdue police bail and 
highlight to the OIC any issues, encouraging liaison and aligned working with their local 
custody centre. In terms of pre-charge bail, custody sergeants review bail returnees in 
advance, to ensure the OICs have everything they need before the detainee arrives and 
bail conditions are imposed. The rationale is recorded on the ‘Crime Enquiries’ page 
and/or the custody electronic detention log (DL). 

 
Recommendation 4 asks forces to review and if necessary, refresh their policy on Non-
Molestation Orders (NMOs). 
 
The primary method for checking if any NMOs are in place, is via the Police National 
Computer (PNC). At present the Force National Computer Bureau (FNCB) will add NMO 
orders issued when they have been notified to PNC. They will also create a local 
flag/warning on UNIFI. The department have noted on occasions that this notification 
process can take up to 6 months after an NMO is issued.  
 
We believe this recommendation requires a whole system approach in tackling this issue, 
including prosecutors and HM Courts. Devon and Cornwall is committed to playing our 
part and have subsequently reviewed and amended our PNC Policy to include information 
to officers on NMOs. 
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Recommendation 5 is in relation to the governance, use and communication of Domestic 
Violence Protection Notices and Orders (DVPNs/DVPOs) to ensure they are used 
appropriately, monitored correctly, and inform the future use of Domestic Abuse Protection 
Orders (DAPOs).   
 
As a force, we make best use of our forcewide document, providing links to relevant 
Authorised Professional Practice (APP). The document highlights the importance of 
positive action in domestic abuse incidents and promotes the use of DVPNs and DVPOs in 
appropriate circumstances. This document is now being reviewed for potential 
amendment, in light of the conclusions of this super-complaint, to ensure that it clearly 
articulates the need to prioritise DVPNs and DVPOs.  
 
The force specifically invested in vulnerability lawyers in respect of the use of DVPNs and 
DVPOs. The force has a dedicated team of four vulnerability lawyers and two vulnerability 
paralegals, who are responsible for DVPN/DVPO advice and applications, as well as other 
types of civil preventative orders. This team provides dedicated training to officers of 
various ranks to promote the appropriate use of DVPN/DVPOs. Each of the lawyers are 
based within a station, working alongside officers in order that they can actively identify 
opportunities for applications through direct discussion, training and reviewing of police 
information. The vulnerability lawyers are part of the wider Legal Services Team, the 
management team of which regularly reviews statistics and data around application 
numbers, to ensure effective and meaningful use.  
 
In terms of monitoring individual cases, many areas in the force have DVPO management 
plans which are actively monitored by officers and staff. Once a DVPO is granted, a 
management plan is created for the subject, providing details of the person who is subject 
to the DVPO, their conditions and when the subject/victim has been checked during the life 
of the DVPO. Force-wide, three victim address checks are undertaken for each DVPO. 
This is actively monitored and supervised. This is to provide the victim with reassurance 
and to identify if any further offences or breaches have occurred.   
 
The vulnerability lawyers have developed processes to further improve the force’s use of 
DVPOs since their introduction in 2017 and have personally implemented appropriate 
working practices and training for DVPN and DVPO delivery. The same lawyers are 
responsible for managing the introduction of DAPOs and will ensure that implementation is 
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undertaken in light of their learning on DVPOs. Additionally, one of the force’s vulnerability 
lawyers has been an active member of the National Police DAPO Working Group for the 
last two years and has provided insights on the current use of DVPOs and views on the 
new proposed legislation for DAPOs. 
 
 
Recommendation 6 asks forces to assure themselves that officers are supported and well 
informed when it comes to carrying out their duties protecting vulnerable domestic abuse 
victims - including making referrals for further support outside of policing.  
 
Within Devon and Cornwall, we have adopted the ‘Domestic Abuse Matters’ training 
programme. The training is run by licensed DA experts, such as ‘Safe Lives’ and 
‘Women’s Aid’. The second module, which is being delivered in early 2022, develops DA 
Matters Champions. Seven hundred individuals within Devon and Cornwall will receive this 
training and become mentors. 
 
The Strategic Safeguarding Improvement Hub (SSIH) focuses on improvements across all 
vulnerability portfolios. The work of SSIH within DA is driven through ensuring officers and 
individuals working within DA receive the appropriate training and requisite skills and 
knowledge to deliver the highest possible quality of service.   
 
The Domestic Abuse Improvement Group (DAIG) meets quarterly with a purpose of 
providing an internal forum for consideration, discussion and action on all matters relating 
to the force’s approach to Domestic Abuse (DA).  
 
Within the force we also have a quarterly edition of ‘Safeguarding Matters’, which is a 
forcewide newsletter which focuses on vulnerable victims alongside topics such as early 
advice, rape and serious sexual offences (RASSO) and use of orders to safeguard victims. 
Within this publication it also directs staff to our specific DA Sharepoint site. This dedicated 
site holds key information for staff, including protection orders, the changes under the new 
Domestic Abuse Bill, investigation standards, policy and procedure, with links to partner 
agencies and support services. 
 
The force also established a DA workplace peer support network. This network has over 
50 peer supporters and was created to offer support and guidance to victims of DA who 
are employed by Devon and Cornwall Police. The purpose of the network is to reach 
victims who may not feel comfortable reporting to police, given their professional position. 
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In addition, there are regular DA talk cafes where anyone is invited to attend and is 
supported in sharing their experiences or listening to others. This initiative has also 
extended to providing advice to line managers, as well as creating a fully refreshed 
working practice which offers advice and guidance on how to recognise, support and 
manage victims of DA who work within the force.  
 
This initiative has recently extended to sharing our knowledge, learning and working 
practices with Cornwall Council and Plymouth City Council, both of whom are actively 
exploring their own approaches based on our experience.  
 
The DA portfolio, supported by the Police and Crime Commissioner, continues to work 
closely with support services in order to collaboratively improve the support a victim of DA 
receives. This work included an Independent Domestic Violence Advocate (IDVA) car pilot 
(2020) where individuals from the IDVA service worked alongside response officers in 
Cornwall and Plymouth.  To widen the scope of this project, in the summer of 2021 
representatives from the support services were positioned within the control rooms across 
the force, where operatives were then able to signpost victims at the first call to service in 
order to ensure they received the earliest possible support and guidance. This project also 
ensured that control room operatives were conversant with the role of the DA support 
services, resulting in reduced attrition rates. This work is now being evaluated and further 
opportunities are being explored. 
 
Recommendation 7 asks forces to consider and secure the legal support needed in 
relation to the use of protective measures and orders. 
 
In Devon and Cornwall, we already have a dedicated legal team comprising of four 
vulnerability lawyers, each responsible for a particular geographical area. The team 
physically work alongside officers from stations within that area. The team is supported by 
two paralegals.  
 
The establishment of this team has been instrumental in the force significantly improving 
its use of all types of civil preventative orders, particularly DVPOs. A business case is 
being compiled, seeking further investment in this capability to meet increased demand for 
this professional service.  
 
There are clear parallels and associations between the recommendations within the super-
complaint and those made within the HMICFRS publication ‘Police response to violence 
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against women and girls’. As is evidenced, considerable work and investment had been 
undertaken in respect of DA and Violence Against Women and Girls (VAWG) before either 
of those reports. Those reports have identified further opportunities for improvement and in 
addition, we have worked closely with the NPCC Lead in respect of VAWG in the 
development of our own local strategy whilst also monitoring developments in national 
guidance.  
 
Devon and Cornwall Police, in consultation with partners and those focusing in the third 
sector upon violence and domestic abuse against women, were one of the first forces to 
focus upon misogyny and remain one of the few forces in the country to investigate 
misogyny and, in discussion with victims, record it as a Hate Crime. This approach is 
currently being considered within the DA Bill within Parliament. We have already 
demonstrated a resolute commitment to prioritising and improving our approaches to DA 
and VAWG orientated services to victims and their families, with the aim of increasing trust 
and confidence in policing from the communities we serve. 
 
 

Police and Crime Commissioner’s response 
 

There is an epidemic of crime against women and girls, and protective measures are a very 
important tool for the police to help keep them safe. Whilst the investigation of this super-
complaint revealed examples of officers doing some good work with both victims and 
potential victims, I am concerned that this is not always the case. This investigation has 
highlighted clear gaps where improvements must be made in protecting vulnerable women 
and girls. My office receives examples of this from victims who write to me and express their 
dissatisfaction about the service that they have received from the police. This enables me to 
listen to victims and play an active role in helping the force to identify potential areas for 
improvement.   
 
I recognise that the Devon and Cornwall Police are already working hard to improve the 
response to Domestic Abuse and Violence Against Women and Girls and that improvements 
have already been achieved. This additional scrutiny is timely and identifies further 
opportunities for improvement. 
 
The investigation findings highlight that officers are not always aware of the powers available 
to them, or that the processes are confusing, which is putting victims at risk. It is of the 
upmost importance that the right training, support, guidance, and strong leadership is 
provided to ensure that police officers and staff understand the range of protective measures 
available to help secure the safety of women and girls. Devon and Cornwall Police is working 
towards this and already have a dedicated legal team in place comprising of vulnerability 
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lawyers. This team provides training to officers of various ranks to promote the appropriate 
use of and prioritisation of DVPN/DVPOs. My office is planning to conduct scrutiny activity in 
this area. I am aware that there is a need to expand this to include Stalking Protection Orders 
too, which the HMICFRS report does not highlight. 
 
I fully support that making sure women and girls are properly protected is not a matter for the 
police alone. Policing cannot achieve all of the necessary protections for vulnerable people, 
other bodies and organisations also have key roles to play and a joined-up system across the 
police, government, criminal justice system, as well as victim support services is needed to 
ensure victims are kept safe. Breaking the cycle of violence is an integral part of my new 
Police and Crime Plan. I have explicitly included VAWG in order to be clear to the police and 
partners that we need to work together to tackle these unrelenting crimes and injustices. 
 
The Chief Constable and I are committed to tackling this and have established and invested 
in a Serious Violence Prevention Programme primarily aimed at the 0-25 years to create 
earlier interventions in people’s lives where violence is identified. This work is seen as good 
practice nationally and we are focused on making a long-term difference to the levels of 
violence in our communities. 
 
I have backed a stronger response to preventing violence towards women and girls and 
commissioned services to support the victims of domestic violence and sexual abuse. I have 
pressed the Government for the increased funding to Independent Sexual Violence 
Advocates and additional funding for the Sexual Assault Referral Centres by increasing 
capacity to offer psychological and medical support to victims of sexual assault and funding 
for children and young people’s Independent Sexual Violence Advisors. 
 
Here in Devon and Cornwall, our biggest city has established a VAWG Commission of which 
both the force and my office have been supporting to understand wider opportunities to better 
protect women and girls from violence. This is the first in the country to be created and I look 
forward to seeing their recommendations which are expected in March this year. 
 
The Chief Constable has provided a comprehensive response to the recommendations 
outlining the activity that is already underway to help drive improvements. I will closely 
monitor the progress of this work, the use of protective measures and continue to hold the 
Chief Constable to account in this priority area.  
 
 


