
 
Interim report: Inspection into how effectively the police engage with women and girls 
 
In March 2021, the Home Secretary commissioned HMICFRS to inspect the effectiveness of 
police engagement with women and girls. This is an interim report, focussing on how the 
police respond to violence against women and girls (VAWG) offences. The final report is 
expected in September 2021.  
 
The report was published on 7th July 2021 and a response is due by 1st September 2021. 

 
1.0 Summary of key findings 
 
Victims of VAWG offences aren’t always given consistent and appropriate support 
through the criminal justice system 

• Generic victim support services not meeting specific needs of victims 

• Inconsistent approaches to providing support throughout the process, no point of 
contact, lack of staff/officer empathy/understanding 

• Immense pressure on victims through investigation delays and future court dates 

• Importance of IDVAs/ISVAs role is not always understood 
 
The police don’t always investigate VAWG-related offences effectively 

• High numbers of cases closed requiring no further action (usually outcomes 15 and 
16) and forces are often unable to explain why 

 
The low prosecution rates in cases involving VAWG offences are indefensible 

• Dropping rate convictions, with a record low last year 

• Low rates of prosecutions for DA incidents 

• Considerable impact on victims’ confidence (or lack of) in the process 
 
The police have made welcome improvements in recent years, but these aren’t enough 
to tackle the epidemic of VAWG crime 

• Inconsistent training across forces on recent legislation such a Domestic Abuse Act 
2021, and lack of recording of training and/or impact/effectiveness 

• Too heavy workloads of specialist officers and staff responding to VAWG cases – 
funding not kept pace with demand 

• Some cases where police officer understanding of legal powers available and 
evidence needed to support prosecution was lacking 

 
The police need the capacity and capability to cope with the changing demand 

• High risk cases are being allocated to response officers without necessary 
training/experience (small number of forces) 

• Crimes such as stalking and harassment being resolved through a call resolution 
centres resulting in victims not getting the right support and safeguarding measures 
being overlooked 

• Investigations with high risk victims are not always managed by dedicated domestic 
abuse officers or public protection units 

• Forces report capability and capacity gaps around vulnerability 
 



 
In multi-agency working, roles and responsibilities need to be clearer and more 
consistent 

• Lack of joined up approaches across multi-agency processes, resulting in doubling of 
effort and/or gaps in provision 

 
The police, together with other partner agencies, should have a relentless and 
consistent focus on protecting the victim and preventing further offending by bringing 
perpetrators to justice and identifying early opportunities to address harmful 
behaviour by children 

• Police need the skills and experience to address harmful behaviour and consider 
alternatives to CJS where the perpetrator is under 18 

• Where the perpetrator is an adult, every police officer needs appropriate skills and 
training to use full extent of powers to investigate and bring the perpetrator to justice 

 
Better evidence is needed to improve accountability at all levels 

• No consistent method used by police or CJS to understand how the system is 
performing when it comes to VAWG crime  

• Policing needs to have a better understanding of whether certain crime 
disproportionately affects different parts of our community  

 
2.0 The report calls for change in two key areas 

• There is a major need for an immediate, co-ordinated and relentless focus on the 
whole system to tackle these offences 

• There also needs to be an upwards shift in priority in how the police pursue and 
disrupt offenders 

 
3.0 Recommendations 
 
The report makes three overarching recommendations, with detailed actions for each. The 
majority of actions are directed at the Home Office, NPCC and College of Policing, with only 
one action for police forces (see full report for complete list of actions). 
 
Recommendation 1: There should be an immediate and unequivocal commitment that the 
response to VAWG offences is an absolute priority for government, policing, the criminal 
justice system, and public-sector partnerships. This needs to be supported at a minimum by 
a relentless focus on these crimes; mandated responsibilities; and sufficient funding so that 
all partner agencies can work effectively as part of a whole-system approach to reduce and 
prevent the harms these offences are causing. 
 
Recommendation 2: The relentless pursuit and disruption of adult perpetrators should be a 
national priority for the police, and their capability and capacity to do this should be 
enhanced. 
 
Recommendation 3: Structures and funding should be put in place to make sure victims 
receive tailored and consistent support. 
Action for police forces: All police forces should ensure information on the protected 
characteristics of victims is accurately and consistently recorded. 



 
 
The full report can be viewed here: 
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/publications/interim-report-inspection-into-
how-effectively-the-police-engage-with-women-and-girls/ 

 
4.0 Chief Constable’s comments 
 
I particularly welcome the HMICFRS report “Inspection into how effectively the police engage 
with women and girls”. 
 
Violence against women and girls/children are emotive crimes which present in different 
forms. In respect of reported crime as well as community based intelligence from the third 
sector, Devon and Cornwall remains one of the safest places to live in the United Kingdom. 
Violence against women and girls/children has been at the forefront of many historic 
inspections and I welcome the findings from this report detailing where policing has made 
vast improvements in how it responds to and investigates crimes within these elements of our 
communities. This includes improved risk assessment tools, improved safeguarding 
measures and increased use of body-worn video within incident attendance and investigative 
processes. Such crimes again women and girls have rightly received significant community 
and media attention in recent months, which has encouraged victims to come forward and 
calls from support groups for greater endeavour and transparency within policing. The police 
approach alone, including the key policy and commissioning role of the Police and Crime 
Commissioner, is not sufficient to tackle the wider issue of violence against women and 
girls/children.  
 
The co-led serious violence prevention endeavour of the PCC/Devon and Cornwall Police, is 
clear evidence of an enduring commitment in this area. The revolving door of social and 
criminal injustices within our communities, combining a public health approach alongside 
hard edged policing, requires an equally considered and long-term investment from our 
partners within the private sector, public sector and third sector. Most of all, it requires our 
communities to look within themselves and particularly how they support and encourage 
children and young people.  
 
I remain concerned that the issues of rural/coastal poverty and violence is not sufficiently 
understood or prioritised within central government funding considerations or policy within 
key governmental departments. Equally, I recognise and applaud the investments in urban 
areas, including those within the force but must question why it is necessary for the PCC to 
augment funding within some of the most poorest of our urban areas when reflecting upon 
the scale and scope of funding available to urban forces. The safety of women and 
girls/children is a universal right, not a service which should be managed through huge 
variations within police funding. 
 
The report identifies a number of recommendations for police forces and I am pleased to 
report progress against these, is already well underway.  
 
Recommendation 1 asks the force to immediately show commitment in responding to 
violence against women and girls, ensuring it is a priority in policing.  
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The force can evidence its commitment in this area and more broadly in respect of violence 
against children. Nevertheless, it is essential that the force better evidences and 
communicates its endeavours in this arena but not only those of the force but also our 
partners. The investment of the PCC within commissioning arrangements but also the 
endeavours of the force both on and off duty working with community partners such as the 
CSAS commitments, the funding by the PCC of street based initiatives and the serious 
violence programme, has a sustainable focus in this area of violence against women and 
girls/children.  
 
Our Local Criminal Justice Board Business Plan will prioritise an action which will monitor 
and drive forward the improvements required to respond to these crime types.  
 
The Serious Violence Prevention Programme was launched in 2020 with an aim of working 
together towards a common long-term purpose, to prevent inherent violence and its impact 
on our communities. The governance structure for the programme includes the delivery of 
agreed objectives encompassing this area of criminality. 
 
The Strategic Safeguarding Improvement Hub (SSIH), implemented in July 2020, is directly 
responsible for improving policing policy, practice and performance in relation to the strands 
of vulnerability, alongside developing and delivering improvements defined by the 
vulnerability reduction strategy. Initiatives include the introduction of a score card for 
measuring performance and will include a reporting structure for VAWG offences. 
 
Devon and Cornwall Police also have a Rape and Serious Sexual Offences (RaSSO) 
Portfolio lead who oversees the activity required to address recommendations. This work is 
supported by SSIH and includes initiatives to invest in a team of dedicated RaSSO Evidence 
Review Officers (ERO’s). Their sole responsibility will be for timely, specialist evidential 
reviews designed to improve file quality, closer aligned working with RaSSO CPS to ensure 
national best practice and ensure current learning and thematic change are reflected in 
Police Case files.  
 
I am also pleased to report that there are regular VAWG/children meetings and RaSSO 
Improvement Groups held in Force. The VAWG/children meetings include representation 
from Independent Advisory Groups (IAGs) and provides an opportunity to discuss 
performance and progression of VAWG priorities. The RaSSo improvement group focus on 
performance and improvement activity within the RaSSO Business Plan and Joint CPS and 
Police action plans. 
 
As a police force, we acknowledge that tackling VAWG/children requires a sustained multi-
agency approach. The following activities capture findings and subsequent actions needed to 
improve our police response from a partnership perspective. 

• The Peninsula EOS, which focuses on an improved system approach to domestic 
abuse, incorporates the VAWG/children strategy in assessments in response to the 
Domestic Abuse Bill. 

• We are working with our partners, engaging in the serious sexual violence and abuse 
board (SAAS).  This board delivers against 6 objectives which drives our police 
response. These objectives are the approach to prevention, promoting safeguarding, 
involving victims in the development and improvement of services, introducing 



 
consistent quality standards, collaboration and ensuring an appropriately trained 
workforce. 

• As a force we have partnered with Exeter University and recently held a conference 
within the education sector in response to VAWG/children. 

• Within our shared partnerships we are actively looking to make best use of national 
funding to help prevent VAWG/children crimes, including two bids to the Safer Street 
funds 3, (Plymouth and Falmouth).  Safer Streets fund 2 in Exeter is being used to 
support VAWG objectives and preparing of local bids for the Women’s Safety at Night 
fund which was launched last week.  

 
Recommendation 2 asks the force to make the disruption of adult perpetrators a national 
priority, ensuring we have the capability and capacity in dealing with these crimes. Devon 
and Cornwall Police’s Management of Sexual or Violent Offenders (MOSOVO) business 
plan is designed to focus activity and improve performance, provide continuing 
professional development opportunities (CPD) and support for staff working within this 
area.   
 
Multi-agency public protection arrangements (MAPPA) workloads are monitored across 
the organisation to ensure oversight and regular review of demand. This includes details 
on the number of visits and the risk level presented by individuals.  
The SSIH Adults at Risk Safeguarding portfolio are working with pathfinder to understand 
the vulnerabilities of those entering the Criminal Justice System to assess how we support 
adults at risk who are also offenders or suspects.   
 
The Serious Violence Prevention Programme work to prevent and reduce serious 

violence, talking a whole-system approach to understand the causes and consequences 

of serious violence, focusing on prevention and early intervention provides a further 

potential for VAWG/children focus. 

 

As a force, we utilise the benefits of a Criminal Justice Liaison and Diversion Scheme. 

This service is a joint enterprise between mental health service providers and the police. 

It aims to reduce demand on both agencies by identifying the needs of those with 

mental health conditions who come into contact with the police as a suspect for crime 

and/or anti-social behaviour. 

  

Devon and Cornwall Police are also currently exploring the opportunities to join the work 

of Pathfinder, Integrated offender management (IOM) and MOSOVO within a single 

Management of Offender Team within the Vulnerability command.  The co-ordination of 

these teams will assist with a more streamlined, improved engagement and 

understanding of perpetrators of VAWG offences. 

 

We are fortunate as a police force to have a working in Partnership for Women within 

the Criminal Justice group, commissioned by the Local Criminal Justice Board (LCJB) 

where the strategic principles and objectives include Early help and intervention, 

Domestic Abuse and Sexual Violence (DASV) and Multi-agency communication, a 



 
joined-up approach in services, to name but a few. Consideration is also being given to 

the Project Bluestone model as part of the force operating model discussions, which 

advocates a holistic view of offending and suspect focused investigations. 

  

Recommendation 3 asks the force to have sufficient structures and funding in place to 

ensure the victims of these crimes receive the tailored and consistent support they 

deserve throughout.  

Regular attention is paid to driving standards in association with information recording 

within the Investigation Standards Board (ISB). We are dedicated to ensuring we record 

the characteristics of victims correctly.  

In terms of structures and funding, two examples of services being adapted to provide 

specific support to those with protected characteristics within the VAWG/children 

portfolio include, the OPCC securing additional funding for Independent Domestic 

Violence Advisors (IDVA) and Independent Sexual Violence Advisors (ISVA), some of 

these are specialist posts, for example two being specifically Lesbian, gay, bisexual and 

transgender (LGBT) and IDVA’s based within Intercom Trust. 

As a force we are supported by the Victim Care Unit (VCU) who offer a review of the 

Victim Needs Assessment (VNA) and identify additional needs if required. They offer 

wellbeing and support, including additional services which include, Sexual Assault 

Referral Centres (SARCs) and Rape Crisis centres such as Devon Rape Crisis, all 

domestic abuse locally commissioned services, First Light and Clear (Child sexual 

abuse). 

I welcome this report which highlights ongoing opportunities to ensure that with our 
partners, we focus our endeavours on breaking the cycle of violence and intimidation of 
women and girls/children.   

 
5.0 Police and Crime Commissioner’s response 

 
I welcome this interim report from HMICFRS which considers how effectively the police are 
engaging with women and girls nationally, however, women and girls need greater 
confidence to come forward and know that they will be believed. Tackling all forms of 
violence, including ending violence against women and girls, will be a priority in my Police 
and Crime Plan 2021-2025. I concur with the Chief Constable’s comments that many 
services are not consistent across the county, with myself and other PCC colleagues making 
local decisions within limited financial envelopes to meet local demand.  
 
Violence against women and girls (VAWG) offences are known to cause complex physical, 
mental and emotional trauma which can have long-term consequences for victims. It is 
essential that the police and partners are able to work together to prevent these crimes 
occurring, to ensure appropriate outcomes (criminal justice or otherwise), and effectively and 
appropriately support victims of all VAWG offences. I am glad that the report recognises the 
complexity of this challenge, and the need for top down leadership from the Home Office, 



 
Ministry of Justice, the NPCC and the College of Policing, to bring structural improvements 
and the provision of appropriate funding, to enable us to work together to achieve these 
changes.  
 
As such I welcome the ambition of Recommendation 1, which recognises that the police can 
not tackle VAWG alone, and need to work with partners to achieve this, particularly in terms 
of preventing VAWG offences from happening in the first place.  
 
Working within current structures, the Chief Constable has outlined how the force is already 
showing commitment to prioritising VAWG offences but recognises that there is more to be 
done. I am particularly proud of our Serious Violence Prevention Programme (not a Serious 
Violence Unit but funded locally by council tax payers) as a shared endeavour with the Chief 
Constable which is providing £1 million focussed investment a year to prevent all forms of 
serious violence, including domestic abuse and sexual assault.  
 
My office is also managing a number of other relevant initiatives, such as the Lived 
Experience Advisor Scheme, which has enabled us to involve victims and survivors of VAWG 
in our work to tackle gender inequality and trauma, including working on a partnership 
engagement strategy around sexual harm adding value to existing police activity.  
 
I fully support Recommendation 2 of the report which states that the relentless pursuit and 
disruption of adult perpetrators should be a national priority for the police, and that police 
forces need their capability and capacity enhanced to support this happening. 
 
The Chief Constable has again outlined how the force is already working towards this aim 
using currently available resources through a variety of initiatives, including the Management 
of Sexual or Violent Offenders business plan, and work with pathfinder to understand how we 
better support adults at risk who are also offenders or suspects. 
 
Recommendation 3 recognises the need for structures and funding to be put in place to 
ensure tailored and consistent support for victims, which I fully endorse. The Chief Constable 
has highlighted areas where the force and my office are already putting arrangements in 
place to provide improved support to victims. I am pleased that the recommendation and 
actions recognise the important role of Independent Domestic Violence Advisors (IDVAs) and 
Independent Sexual Violence Advisors (ISVAs) and I am proud that my office has been able 
to secure funding to build on existing services for additional IDVAs and ISVA which I believe 
will make a real difference to the experience of victims of VAWG and their ongoing journeys.  
 
I agree that it is important for police forces and those providing support and services to 
victims of VAWG to fully understand the specific and individual needs of victims and I 
therefore support the proposed action that police forces accurately and consistently record 
the protected characteristics of victims to assist with improving provision in this area. 
 
If taken forward, the recommendations and actions laid out in this interim report will go a long 
way to improving the way that policing, the criminal justice system and public sector partners 
are able to prioritise and respond to VAWG and prevent harm, and I look forward to the 
publication of HMICFRS’ full report later this year. 


