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Vulnerability in numbers 
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*Merseyside Police was not able to provide data for percentage of total crimes 

recorded as having a vulnerable victim. 

Data: for full details on the data used in this graphic see annex A in the vulnerability 

national report. 

 

 

 



5 

Introduction  

The public expects their local police force to support victims of crime by responding 

to calls for help, putting in place the right support and keeping them informed. It is 

particularly important that vulnerable people, whether or not they have been a victim 

of crime, are identified early and receive the support they need.  

As part of its annual inspections into police effectiveness, efficiency and legitimacy 

(PEEL), HMIC’s effectiveness programme assessed how well forces keep people 

safe and reduce crime. Within this programme, HMIC’s vulnerability inspection 

examined the overall question, ‘How effective are forces at protecting from harm 

those who are vulnerable, and supporting victims?’ We have considered in depth 

how forces respond to and support missing and absent children and victims of 

domestic abuse, and assessed how well prepared forces are to respond to and 

safeguard children at risk of sexual exploitation. 

We have looked at four areas:  

 How well does the force identify those who are vulnerable and assess their 

level of risk and need? 

 How well does the force respond to vulnerable victims? 

 How well does the subsequent police action and work with partners keep 

victims safe? 

 How well does the force respond to and safeguard specific vulnerable groups 

(missing and absent children & victims of domestic abuse); and how well 

prepared is it to tackle child sexual exploitation? 

At the heart of this inspection is the protection of people who are vulnerable. A force 

may therefore be judged as requiring improvement by HMIC where it exhibits 

shortcomings in one of these areas, even if its performance in other areas is strong, 

and even if there are many elements of its service that HMIC considers to be good. 

This inspection follows up our 2014 domestic abuse inspection and reviews forces’ 

progress on implementation of their action plans following that inspection. A national 

domestic abuse report summarising the findings across 43 forces is being published 

at the same time as this report. 

During our inspection we collected data and plans from forces, conducted a review 

of case files and observed multi-agency meetings. We heard from victims of 

domestic abuse through a number of focus groups across England and Wales and 

conducted an online survey with practitioners, including Independent Domestic 

Violence Advocates, outreach and refuge workers, to gauge views on what has 

changed since the 2014 inspection and inform local practitioner focus groups. 
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During the in-force inspection, we interviewed chief officers in each force and held 

focus groups with officers, staff and partners, and made unannounced visits to police 

stations, force control rooms and specialist teams.  

We also worked with the force missing person coordinator (or equivalent) to review 

cases of missing and absent children, including children considered to be ‘repeat 

absent’ and ‘repeat missing’ and children shown to be at risk of child sexual 

exploitation.  

All forces are subject to significant cost reductions and these issues have been 

reflected in our efficiency reports published in October 2015. The judgments we are 

making in this vulnerability report are made understanding the financial challenges 

forces are facing. 

This report sets out the findings from this wide-ranging inspection of Merseyside 

Police. 
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How effective is the force at protecting from harm 
those who are vulnerable, and supporting victims? 

Summary  

 
Good  

 

Protecting vulnerable people and supporting victims is a clear priority for Merseyside 

Police. The force’s plans and the Police and Crime Commissioner’s police and crime 

plan both focus on these areas, and we found good leadership and oversight (both 

internally and from partners) to make sure that this is translated into action. The 

force is developing further its understanding of crime trends and patterns related to 

all vulnerable and repeat victims, and known perpetrators. It has a good 

understanding of vulnerability from the incidents and information that are reported to 

the force, and is working with partners to expand and develop the sharing of 

information effectively. On this basis HMIC judges Merseyside Police overall to be 

good. 

Merseyside Police responds well to vulnerable victims. They are treated as a priority, 

and good support is given to those victims who are the most vulnerable (such as 

missing children). The force uses its specialist functions effectively to support and 

protect victims and works well with partners.  

HMIC’s crime inspection in 2014 recommended that officers should complete risk 

assessments for vulnerable victims while at the scene. In this inspection, we found 

that the initial risk assessment is widely recognised by staff, consistently completed 

by officers, and victims are provided with support contact details. 

HMIC found that the force responds well to the safeguarding of missing and absent 

children in the majority of cases. However, it is not making full use of some of the 

available information that would assist the force in its enquiries.  

The force has expanded its work around child sexual exploitation and is developing a 

comprehensive response. In terms of child sexual exploitation, this inspection only 

considered how well prepared the force is. 

It responds effectively to victims of domestic abuse, and has progressed well with 

implementing recommendations since HMIC’s domestic abuse inspection in 2014. 
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How well does the force identify those who are vulnerable 
and assess their level of risk and need?  

Protecting vulnerable people and supporting victims is a clear priority for Merseyside 

Police. Both the police and crime commissioner’s police and crime plan and the 

force’s plans focus on these areas, and appropriate governance is in place, both 

within the force and with partners. The force is developing further its understanding 

of crime trends and patterns related to all vulnerable and repeat victims, and to 

known perpetrators.  

Identifying those who are vulnerable 

The force effectively assesses risk, and identifies repeat and vulnerable victims at 

the first point of contact. The majority of incidents are reported by phone into the 

force control room, with fewer incidents reported when a victim attends a local police 

station or is referred from other organisations, such as health or social care. 

HMIC found that when a victim contacts the force by phone there is an established 

system in place to identify vulnerable and repeat victims.  

Forces define vulnerability in different ways. The majority of forces use either the 

definition from the government’s Code of Practice for Victims of Crime1 or that 

referred to in ACPO guidance.2 Nine forces use their own definition or a combination 

of these definitions. 

Merseyside uses the definition from the ACPO guidance and defines a vulnerable 

adult as: 

“Any person aged 18 years or over who is or may be in need of community 

care services by reason of mental, physical, or learning disability, age or 

illness AND is or may be unable to take care of him or herself or unable to 

protect him or herself against significant harm or exploitation.” 

The proportion of crime recorded which involves a vulnerable victim varies 

considerably between forces, from 0.03 percent to 34.3 percent. There is no 

standard way in which forces are required to record on crime recording systems 

whether a victim is vulnerable and forces do this differently. Merseyside Police is one 

of eight forces that were unable to quantify the number of recorded crimes with a 

                                            
1
 Code of Practice for Victims of Crime, Ministry of Justice, 2013. Available from 

www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/254459/code-of-practice-

victims-of-crime.pdf 

2
 The Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO) is now the National Police Chiefs’ Council (NPCC). 

ACPO Guidance on Safeguarding and Investigating the Abuse of Vulnerable Adults, NPIA, 2012. 

Available from www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/major-investigation-and-public-

protection/vulnerable-adults/ 

https://teams.ho.cedrm.fgs-cloud.com/sites/PROCCY/PEVPROC/Management/Management/4%20Analysis%20Assessment%20And%20Reporting/OutlookSecureTemp/www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/254459/code-of-practice-victims-of-crime.pdf
https://teams.ho.cedrm.fgs-cloud.com/sites/PROCCY/PEVPROC/Management/Management/4%20Analysis%20Assessment%20And%20Reporting/OutlookSecureTemp/www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/254459/code-of-practice-victims-of-crime.pdf
http://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/major-investigation-and-public-protection/vulnerable-adults/
http://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/major-investigation-and-public-protection/vulnerable-adults/
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vulnerable victim for the time period of the data collection. The force has now 

introduced a process designed to capture details of victim needs which includes 

vulnerability.  

While the call-handler is speaking to the victim they complete a thorough 

assessment by asking a series of questions and listening for specified indicators of 

vulnerability. The call-handler will see vulnerability markers for specific incident types 

on the IT systems, which show whether there have been any previous incidents at 

the address, or whether the address is marked as requiring urgent attention. 

Although it is not possible to identify specific individuals as being vulnerable, there 

are also information markers to identify the addresses of high-risk victims. An 

incident is created on the system and allocated a level of priority which determines a 

priority response. Managers monitor calls randomly each day, which is an effective 

method of quality-assuring the assessment of the nature of the victim’s vulnerability. 

This ensures that vulnerable and repeat victims are identified at the earliest 

opportunity so that an appropriate response can be made.  

However, the information that the force holds about vulnerable people within 

Merseyside varies. The force recognises that there are gaps in the information that it 

has access to within its own systems, as well as in the way information is shared 

with other organisations. We also found under-reporting from some communities 

who live in particular areas and sometimes specific streets within those areas.  

The understanding of vulnerability and crime trends is better at a local level than at 

force level. This is because of the availability of information and local partnership 

working. However, the force has a good working relationship with partners, and its 

senior force leaders participate in a number of meetings across Merseyside which 

are focussing on improving the sharing of clear and consistent information. 

Assessing levels of risk and need 

Although the majority of initial contact is effective in assessing the risk and identifying 

vulnerable victims, we found some inconsistency in the force’s approach to 

immediate safeguarding3 and its consideration of what may be needed for a 

successful investigation. While some call-handlers took positive steps to ensure that 

the victim checked the house for weapons (such as knives) in case the perpetrator 

returned, this was not always the case. We also found that, where the perpetrator 

was still present, sometimes the call-handler stayed on the line until the police 

officers arrived in order to provide reassurance, but this was not consistent practice. 

There was very little evidence of call-handlers considering the opportunities to 

protect and gather evidence.  

                                            
3
 The term safeguarding means providing protection and support to ensure the safety of the 

vulnerable person and prevent further harm. 
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Victims can also report incidents to the front enquiry offices at local police stations. 

This assessment of the nature of a victim’s vulnerability by the office staff is similar to 

that completed by a call handler. However, front enquiry officers do not receive the 

same level of training, and there is limited quality assurance of the incident logs 

created. This means that the force cannot be confident the same level of service is 

received by victims who report incidents in person. 

Understanding the risk to victims and ensuring they are protected and 
supported 

HMIC found that Merseyside Police continues to develop its understanding of crime 

trends and patterns of all vulnerable and repeat victims, and known perpetrators. It 

has a good understanding of vulnerability as a result of analysing the incidents that 

are reported.  

The force analyses the information that is recorded within its systems relating to 

domestic abuse and anti-social behaviour incidents. With this information the force is 

then able to understand better the extent and scale of specific types of vulnerability 

within communities. This means that it can give more specific support, and is able to 

identify and monitor known perpetrators who are not currently the subject of any 

legal action.  

The force’s understanding of and response to the needs of missing and absent 

children is done well in the majority of cases and the force is developing and 

expanding its approach to tackling child sexual exploitation. 

In order to provide the most appropriate support to vulnerable victims, the force has 

invested more resource in the parts of its organisation which works to keep them 

safe: 

 each local policing area4 has a vulnerable persons unit (VPU) which 

investigates incidents involving vulnerable adults, domestic abuse, child 

protection, and missing persons. The VPU works alongside the multi-agency 

safeguarding hub (MASH);5 

 the local VPU and MASH are supported by specialist resources such as a 

centralised public protection unit (PPU) and a specialised rape unit; and 

                                            
4
 In Merseyside, local policing areas are referred to as basic command units, or BCUs. 

5
 A multi-agency safeguarding hub (MASH) brings together into a single location key safeguarding 

agencies to better identify risks to children (and in some areas, vulnerable adults), and improve 

decision-making, interventions, and outcomes. The MASH enables the multi-agency team to share all 

appropriate information in a secure environment, and ensure that the most appropriate response is 

provided to effectively safeguard and protect the individual. 
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 the force has invested in very effective schools liaison officers. 

The allocation of resources to incidents is effective and based on the level of risk the 

victim faces and their vulnerability. Completed incident logs are forwarded to 

dispatch officers, who allocate an officer to attend the incident. Where the incident is 

domestic related or involves a child missing from home, dispatch supervisors do 

further checks on other police databases. Dispatch officers, who deploy officers to 

incidents via radio in the control room, have the autonomy to change the priority of 

an incident. The incident is allocated to an officer to respond to based on its priority. 

This results in the allocation of resources being prioritised to those victims who are 

most vulnerable. 

The IT systems used by the force have some restrictions in their ability to identify risk 

and vulnerability. The command and control system identifies repeat victims at the 

same address or using the same phone number again, with manual markers 

identifying if a location indicates a victim needs urgent attention. But it is not possible 

to identify specific individuals as vulnerable. There is also limited access to wider 

police databases containing information on victims of domestic abuse and children 

missing from home. This means that attending officers may not always have a full 

picture of harm to a victim or their children. Officers commented that they could 

request further searches to be completed while they were on their way to the 

incident. The force plans an upgrade to this system, including a merger with other 

databases in autumn 2015. This should allow call-handlers direct access to a wider 

range of police databases. 

How well does the force initially respond to vulnerable 
victims?6 

The force responds well to vulnerable victims. A priority response (within the hour) 

and valuable support are given to those victims who are the most vulnerable.  

Response officers 

The initial risk assessment is effective and immediate support is provided to victims 

who are considered vulnerable. In line with the force policy, the incident is allocated 

to a response officer. High-risk incidents are brought to the attention of the critical 

incident manager (an inspector within the local policing area), who will then manage 

the incident.  

                                            
6
 The question within the PEEL inspection methodology asks “How well does the force respond to 

vulnerable victims?” HMIC has amended the heading in this report to make it clear to the reader that 

this section focuses on the initial police response to vulnerable victims, rather than the overall police 

response to vulnerable victims. 
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Officers attending incidents complete an initial risk assessment form for all 

vulnerable victims. The form includes contact details for partner organisations that 

provide support to vulnerable victims. HMIC found that the initial risk assessment is 

widely known by staff, consistently completed by officers, and victims are provided 

with support contact details. Being face-to-face with the victim allows officers to 

determine the victim’s individual needs, level of vulnerability, and immediate 

safeguarding measures. This results in a more comprehensive risk assessment to 

determine the victim’s needs. 

Response officers make good use of immediate safeguarding measures. These 

include the installation of panic alarms, allocation of quick response mobile phones 

and the facility to relocate vulnerable victims immediately. Specialist advice is also 

available from the staff located within specialist units, as is the attendance of a 

mental health triage car with specialist nurses who attend incidents where required. 

Officers make good use of body-worn video cameras to capture evidence at the 

scene, particularly where there has been a violent assault. This means that the 

behaviour of the offender is captured, the victim’s injuries are visible, and any 

damage to property is recorded.  

Supervision of the response to vulnerable victims 

The initial risk assessment is referred to one of the five MASHs across Merseyside 

so that continuing safeguarding measures can be put in place. In the local MASH a 

dedicated risk assessor completes a secondary assessment to ensure the 

appropriate level of prioritisation is given to the victim. The transfer of safeguarding 

requirements to the MASH ensures consistency of approach for victims, with 

referrals to statutory organisations completed in a timely way.  

Where safeguarding measures are not required, the force has recently introduced an 

assessment of need form. This is in line with the Code of Practice for Victims of 

Crime. However, HMIC found that the use of these forms had only been 

implemented on the first day of our inspection, and staff had little knowledge of their 

purpose or how to complete them.  

Officers have received some training on vulnerable victims, specifically vulnerable 

persons, domestic abuse and coercive control. The force has also made a significant 

investment in raising staff awareness of so-called honour-based violence, forced 

marriage, female genital mutilation, and child sexual exploitation. We found that 

where officers had attended seminars or training they had a good understanding. 

Other staff were aware of the issues but stated they had not had time to complete 

the internal and national e-learning packages available. 
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How well does the force investigate offences involving 
vulnerable victims and work with partners to keep victims 
safe?7 

The force uses its specialist functions effectively and works well with partners to 

safeguard and protect victims.  

Investigation of crimes involving vulnerable people 

HMIC reviewed 42 files,8 of which 17 were identified as involving a vulnerable 

person. This demonstrates that the force generally carries out effective 

investigations, with good supervision. However, we found three case files completed 

by one officer which were linked to one incident where poor supervisory oversight 

and investigation was identified. This was assessed by us to be an isolated, rather 

than systemic issue.  

The use of specialist officers in investigations was good and timely. There was 

evidence of victim needs assessments in some cases, but no evidence of victim care 

plans. We also found that victims are consistently kept informed of investigations 

through a victim contact contract. A witness care unit, co-located with CPS, ensures 

that victims are supported through the court process.  

Specialist teams understand the use of victim personal statements9 and they are 

consistently completed. However, this is as a result of response officers not always 

completing them at the earliest opportunity.  

HMIC also found a false perception by response officers that the form identifying any 

special measures (or requirements) which victims would need in order to give 

evidence in court is a court document. This was confirmed in our review of case files, 

and during the inspection.  

                                            
7
 The question within the PEEL inspection methodology asks “How well does the subsequent police 

action and work with partners keep people safe?” HMIC has amended the heading in this report to 

make it clear to the reader that this section focuses on the investigation of offences involving 

vulnerable victims, rather than the police’s initial response to vulnerable victims. 

8 HMIC reviewed a sample of rape, burglary, offences of serious violence and actual bodily harm 

cases. In most forces the review consisted of 10 cases from each crime category, but in some larger 

forces the sample was increased to 15. The file review was designed to provide a broad overview of 

the identification of vulnerability and the effectiveness of the investigation. 

9
 The victim personal statement (VPS) gives victims an opportunity to describe the wider effects of the 

crime upon them, express their concerns and indicate whether or not they require any support. 

Provisions relating to the making of a VPS and its use in criminal proceedings are included in the 

Code of Practice for Victims of Crime (Victims’ Code), which was published on 29 October 2013 and 

came into force on 10 December 2013. 
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Compliance with the code of practice for victims of crime 

All police forces have a statutory duty to comply with the Code of Practice for Victims 

of Crime, which sets out the service victims of crime can expect from all parts of the 

criminal justice system. The force is moving from a compliance approach to a quality 

approach for the Code of Practice. The use of the Code is monitored for both quality 

and quantity. In some areas of the force a so-called tick box approach is still evident. 

However, the force has recently introduced a new process for assessing the needs 

of victims which reflects the Code, supported by leaflets and a new website.  

Officers within Merseyside Police apply the Code consistently in the majority of 

cases. Staff in the vulnerable persons units (VPUs) who investigate cases keep 

victims up-to-date on the investigation and developments. Special measures are 

applied consistently for victims of high-risk cases. However, as victim personal 

statements are not always offered or obtained early in the investigation, VPU staff 

normally obtain them before sentencing. 

Working with partners 

Each local policing area contains a VPU, which investigates incidences involving 

vulnerable adults, domestic abuse, child protection, and missing persons. The VPU 

works alongside the MASH. The allocation of resources across the VPUs differs by 

local policing area allowing for flexibility in the use of resources, but all have access 

to experienced investigators. A force policy ensures the allocation of crimes to 

specialist units. 

Each MASH provides access to specialist resources. This brings together staff from 

police and partner organisations who work from the same location, sharing 

information and ensures a timely and joined-up response to protect children and 

adults. Joint meetings are held to determine the most appropriate safeguarding for 

the victim, and a plan of care developed. HMIC found that officers were consistently 

positive about the role of the MASH taking responsibility for strategy meetings with 

statutory organisations, and enabling investigators to concentrate on the 

investigation. Each MASH refers high-risk cases of domestic abuse and child sexual 

exploitation to their local multi-agency risk assessment conference (MARAC),10 or 

the multi-agency child sexual exploitation conference (MACSE). This ensures that 

the ongoing safeguarding of victims is planned with appropriate measures put in 

place. 

The local VPU and MASH are supported by a central public protection unit (PPU) 

within the force. This unit has two distinct functions, one which focuses on force-wide 

investigations, and one which provides policy and advice. Alongside the PPU is 

                                            
10

 MARAC (multi-agency risk assessment conference) – a local meeting where information about 

high-risk domestic abuse victims (those at risk of murder or serious harm) is shared between local 

agencies. 
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Unity, a specialised rape unit. This provides direct support to victims of rape and 

sexual offences. HMIC received positive comments from staff about the unit’s sexual 

offence liaison officers (SOLOs), who monitor incidents and provide officers with the 

relevant advice when on their way to an incident. Working relationships with partners 

are good in the sexual assault referral centre (SARC), and with independent sexual 

voluntary advisers (ISVAs). 

The standard of police investigations is good, with effective cross-boundary 

arrangements in place between local policing areas. Investigations are signed-off by 

managers and monitored by a senior investigator.  

The force gathers some feedback from victims. This includes feedback collated by 

the Unity team, and received through SARCs. The office of the police and crime 

commissioner (OPPC) has also conducted research with victims, and has a victims’ 

web portal. This assists with the force’s understanding of the victim experience and 

is used to improve processes.  

All substantive investigators are trained to the appropriate accredited level to 

undertake these investigations. Officers are undertaking refresher training for 

achieving best evidence. An investigator career pathway allows for the continued 

professional development of investigation staff. However, HMIC inspectors raised 

concerns about the resilience of staff within specialist units. The caseload being 

carried by investigators within the VPUs is high and remains constant. An 

organisational review of the force has begun which will determine options for a 

functional model to allow more flexibility in responding to threat, risk and harm. 
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How well does the force respond to and safeguard specific 
vulnerable groups (missing and absent & victims of 
domestic abuse), and how well prepared is it to tackle child 
sexual exploitation?  

The first three questions have explained how the force identifies those that are 

vulnerable, the response that is provided to them and what action the force takes to 

investigate crimes and to work with partners to keep them safe. This question looks 

specifically at how the force deals with three specific areas of vulnerability: domestic 

abuse, missing and absent children and its preparedness to deal with child sexual 

exploitation. 

Missing and absent children 

The force responds well to reports of missing and absent children in the majority of 

cases, and puts in place effective safeguarding measures. 

A clear policy and supporting procedures are in place. Staff can articulate the 

difference between missing children and absent children. The policy states clearly 

that children missing from home will not be identified as low risk. The force policy 

defines that only children aged 14 years or over may be identified as absent11 

(medium risk). This ensures that those children aged 13 years and under remain as 

high risk. The force recognises that there is no incidence of a missing child that does 

not contain an element of risk. 

The force has a good understanding and analysis of the level of incidences of 

missing children, particularly those children who go missing from care. However, 

when children in foster care go missing they are not always reported as missing. 

This creates a gap in the force’s understanding of the extent and scale of those 

children missing or absent. Information that would assist in developing a richer 

picture of what happens to missing children who subsequently return is not available 

to the force. Officers complete ‘safe and well’ checks once missing children return 

home, and voluntary organisations conduct an interview with the child. We found 

variation across the range of providers who conduct the return interviews on behalf 

of the local authorities. The outcome of these interviews provide the force and 

partners with valuable information on what happened to children who went missing. 

The force has effective processes in place to assess the risks faced by and 

vulnerability of children who are missing or absent, although HMIC found that this 

was not always applied consistently. HMIC reviewed 12 cases of missing children. 

Of these nine were well-managed and appropriately assessed for risk. In three cases 

                                            
11

A person is classified as absent if they are not where they are expected to be but they are not 

considered to be at risk. Whereas, if they classified as missing the police are obliged to take steps to 

locate them, as the level of perceived risk is higher. 
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supervision was not effective. Additionally, relevant information available within the 

case file or on other systems had not been identified, which could result in vital 

information being missed that is relevant to protecting a missing child from harm. 

These three cases were corrected during the period of inspection. 

When the force receives a call, call-handlers ask a series of mandatory questions 

and create an incident on the IT system, which is also recorded on the missing from 

home database. Each incident of a missing child is given a high priority. If the child 

remains missing, a senior investigator reviews progress at 24 hours, 7 days and 27 

days. The review activity is managed by the missing person’s co-ordinator. Cases of 

missing children are always reviewed at the daily management meeting ensuring 

that there is appropriate ownership of the case.  

Specialist officers and partner organisations provide effective support. A missing 

person’s co-ordinator is co-located within each MASH, and is responsible for 

protecting children who go missing, and preventing a repeat occurrence. They work 

with the child sexual exploitation co-ordinator and staff from other partner 

organisations. Within each local policing area there is a single point of contact for 

each care home.  

This person develops and maintains information on those children who are at risk of 

going missing. However, there was little evidence of plans in place for those who are 

repeatedly missing. These would include actions according to where the child was 

last found, who they were with, and what they were doing. 

HMIC recognises the investment that the force has made in schools liaison officers 

and the benefits this brings from working with children in secondary schools. We also 

found effective working between a police community support officer and primary and 

junior schools. The staff we spoke to provided examples of presentations they had 

given on a range of topics, including child abuse, child sexual exploitation and the 

risks to children who go missing. Some of the officers had taken the initiative in 

gathering information on potential child sexual exploitation. The missing person’s  

co-ordinators work effectively with local schools and will notify the school when a 

child goes missing. However, it appears that the schools liaison officers are not 

made aware of this. This could result in information being missed about the child, 

such as the contact the child has with others, and their behavioural patterns. 

  



18 

Preparedness to tackle child sexual exploitation  

The force has made good progress in its activity around child sexual exploitation and 

is developing a comprehensive response to it. This inspection has focused on 

actions and activities the police has taken to understand and identify the extent to 

which children are at risk of sexual exploitation and the policies, practices and 

procedures it is putting in place to tackle this. It did not test the quality of how the 

force conducted these complex investigations with other agencies such as children's 

services as these issues are covered in HMIC’s rolling programme of child protection 

inspections. 

Child sexual exploitation is a clear priority for the force, and appears as a high 

priority in the force’s assessment of risk. The force uses a recognised definition of 

child sexual exploitation and has a specific child sexual exploitation policy. This links 

to those policies such as missing persons and child abuse and neglect.  

Effective support is available from specialist officers and partner organisations. 

Within each local policing area there is a dedicated child sexual exploitation team 

located within the VPU. This team is resourced with experienced investigators under 

the supervision of a detective sergeant. Within each MASH a child sexual 

exploitation co-ordinator works alongside the missing from home co-ordinator. The 

force has effective working relationships with partner organisations within the MASH 

and also the sexual assault referral centre (SARC), with a separate SARC for 

children in place at a local hospital providing a service to victims up to the age of 16 

years.  

The force and partners see the multi-agency child sexual exploitation meetings 

(MACSEs), which are based on the same principles as the MARAC, as a positive 

development across the force. A challenge faced by the force in investigating child 

sexual exploitation is the volume of cases resulting from online child sexual 

exploitation due to the length of time taken in examining online devices. 

Officers are trained with partners around child sexual exploitation. The training 

provides an increased awareness and improved understanding of the link between 

missing and absent children and the potential for a missing child to become at risk of 

sexual exploitation.  

The force makes an initial risk assessment of victims or potential victims of child 

sexual exploitation. When an officer attends an incident where child sexual 

exploitation is identified or suspected, the child sexual exploitation component of the 

risk form is completed. This is also used by other organisations with whom the force 

works. Completed forms are referred to the child sexual exploitation team within the 

local policing area, and on to the MACSE. The level of referrals being made by other 

agencies to the MACSE is increasing. This suggests an increased understanding of 

child sexual exploitation, and the processes available for managing high risk cases 

to ensure the safety of the child. However, staff did raise concern about the capacity 
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of the MACSE to complete reviews in a timely way, and track each case through to 

the end of the risk to the victim, which would prevent repeat cases.  

The force’s understanding of child sexual exploitation is partial, but developing as 

more information becomes available. Analysis is limited but includes examining 

information on children who are missing from care. The force recognises there are 

gaps in the information available from within the force and partner organisations and 

is working with partners to improve the sharing of information. The force and the 

office of the police and crime commissioner (OPCC) have used marketing 

campaigns such as Chelsea’s Choice12 to raise awareness. Any information received 

about suspected child sexual exploitation activity is gathered and tracked. The 

capacity at a local level to research and analyse the information differs for each child 

sexual exploitation team.  

Information is shared through the governance structures in place for protecting 

vulnerable people, and through the force briefing system. This includes information 

about child sexual exploitation, the warning signs for staff to look for, children who 

are potentially at risk of sexual exploitation, and known perpetrators. 

Across the force work is progressing around child exploitation beyond sexual 

exploitation. This enhanced work is trying to understand the problem of young 

people being exploited to become part of criminality (into gangs, organised crime 

and drugs).  

It is intended to divert young people away from crime through early identification of 

those at risk, early intervention and diversionary activities such as apprenticeships.  

The force is working with the regional organised crime unit to assist with child sexual 

exploitation across the boundaries of three neighbouring forces. This helps to 

manage the risk posed to each force, particularly where children in care are placed 

in homes within Merseyside but have previously resided elsewhere. 

Domestic abuse 

In the 12 months to 31 March 2015, recorded domestic abuse in Merseyside Police 

increased by 42 percent against the previous 12 months and accounted for 8 percent 

of all police recorded crime. Across England and Wales during the same period there 

was a 21 percent increase, with domestic abuse accounting for 10 percent of all 

police recorded crime. The force recognises this increase as a positive step with 

more victims coming forward to report this time of crime. This follows intensive 

communications by the office of the police and crime commissioner, and the force. 

The force responds well to victims of domestic abuse. Tackling domestic abuse is a 

clear priority for the force and is a commitment in the police and crime plan. The 

                                            
12

 An awareness-raising drama around child sexual exploitation. 
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force has appropriate policies and procedures in place to guide staff who respond to 

the various types of domestic abuse incidents. 

Good progress has been made to implement recommendations from HMIC’s 

domestic abuse inspection in 2014. A recommendation to ensure wider accessibility 

to force IT systems through upgrades is due for implementation in autumn 2015. 

This should provide call takers and dispatch officers with access to wider information 

on domestic abuse victims and perpetrators. 

Initial response officers assess and establish the level of risk and the nature of 

vulnerability, and consider immediate safeguarding for the victim. They complete an 

initial risk assessment, which includes the Merseyside risk identification tool (MeRIT) 

for every incident of domestic abuse. Every case goes to the MASH which arranges 

the strategy meetings and develops the safety plans required. This initial response 

results in vulnerable victims being identified at the earliest opportunity, with 

immediate support being offered. Further safeguarding is then provided through the 

most appropriate route.  

The MARAC process works well in providing the opportunity for police and partners 

to consider and assess jointly high risk cases of domestic abuse. Available 

information is shared to inform and agree a co-ordinated set of actions to help 

minimise the risk to victims, and provide support and safeguarding. HMIC observed 

two MARAC meetings and found them to be well run, with good representation of 

partner organisations. MARACs are dealing with high volumes of high risk cases. 

HMIC found that the force’s use of the MeRIT risk assessment, rather than the 

DASH13 risk assessment used by many forces, may result in more cases being 

graded as high risk due to the way in which the risk assessment is scored. This 

could increase the volume of demand on specialist units dealing with high-risk cases 

and the volume of cases referred through the MARAC process. For example, one 

MARAC is considering 124 victims, and MARACs dealing with this level of workload 

are less able to provide victim support than would otherwise be the case. 

Specialist officers and partner organisations provide effective support to safeguard 

victims and investigate the offence. All domestic abuse cases currently go through 

the VPU. This is due to change with the introduction of ‘planned demand’ teams. It is 

intended these teams will manage low and medium-risk cases, with VPU 

investigators retaining all high risk cases. Other specialist resources are available 

through the MASH, and the central PPU. High-risk domestic abuse victims are 

provided with the support of an independent domestic abuse adviser (IDVA), whose 

role is to support the victim. The police and crime commissioner has made a 

significant investment to increase the number of IDVAs across the force. The force’s 

                                            
13

DASH (domestic abuse, stalking, harassment and honour-based violence) is a widely used tool 

which aims to assist the force to respond positively to incidents of domestic abuse, to assess risk and 

vulnerability, and to implement immediate safeguarding actions. 
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Unity team, the specialised rape team, provides a more joined-up service for victims 

through the sexual assault referral centre (SARC) and sexual offence liaison officers 

(SOLOs). Independent sexual violence advisors (ISVAs) provide support to both 

children and adults. 

As shown in figure 1, for every 100 domestic abuse crimes recorded Merseyside 

Police made 77 arrests. 

Figure 1: The number of arrests per 100 domestic abuse crimes by force, for the 12 months to 

31 March 2015

Source: HMIC data return 

The force’s charge rate for domestic abuse recorded crimes for the 12 months to 31 

March 2015 was 40 percent, compared with 27 percent for England and Wales. This 

is a decrease since the last HMIC domestic abuse inspection when the force rate 

was 47 percent for the 12 months to 31 August 2013, compared with 30 percent for 

England and Wales. 
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Figure 2: Domestic abuse charge rate for the 12 months to 31 March 2015 compared to the 12 

months to 31 August 2013 

Source: HMIC data return 

HMIC also examined the force's use of new legal powers to protect victims. 

Domestic violence protection orders (DVPOs) were introduced in England and Wales 

in 2014 to prevent a suspected offender from returning to a victim’s home or 

contacting the victim. 

The force makes good use of safeguarding measures at its disposal. Officers are 

able to provide alarms to victims, and obtain restraining orders and domestic 

violence prevention notices and orders (DVPNs/DVPOs)14 through the courts as 

additional safeguarding measures.  

The force began using DVPOs in May 2014; it made 252 applications to magistrates' 

courts for their use, of which 224 were granted. Forty eight DVPOs have been 

breached. Breaches occur when the offender fails to comply with the condition of the 

order and is taken back before the magistrates' court. This represents a DVPO 

breach rate of 21 percent compared with the England and Wales rate of 17 

percent.15 

                                            
14

 DVPNs (domestic violence prevention notices) may be issued by an authorised police officer to 

prevent a suspected perpetrator from returning to a victim’s home and/or contacting the victim. 

Following the issue of the DVPN the police must apply to the magistrates for a domestic violence 

prevention order (DVPO). The DVPO will be granted for a period of up to 28 days.  

15
 The England and Wales figure is based on data provided by 35 forces. 
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The force has made good use of body-worn video cameras to gain evidence when 

attending the scene of a domestic incident. IDVAs commented positively on the use 

of the cameras in securing vital evidence leading to an early guilty plea by the 

offender/perpetrator, and relieving the stress and anxiety of the victim. 

HMIC heard positive comments from partners of the work on domestic abuse, most 

notably through Operation Encompass and the positive impact that has had with 

schools. When a domestic abuse incident is attended by a police officer, and 

children are present, a member of staff from the VPU or MASH makes immediate 

contact with the child’s school to make them aware. This informs the school of the 

incident and provides for additional safeguarding. Partners in education described it 

as ‘the best thing the police have given to education’. 

Summary of findings  

 
Good  

 

Protecting vulnerable people and supporting victims is a clear priority for Merseyside 

Police within the force strategy and the police and crime plan. Appropriate 

governance is in place, both within the force and with partners. The force is 

developing its understanding of crime trends and patterns of all vulnerable and 

repeat victims, and known perpetrators. It has a good understanding of vulnerability 

from incidents and information reported to the force. The force is working with 

partners to expand and develop the sharing of information effectively.  

Merseyside Police responds well to vulnerable victims, responding to them as a 

priority and giving good support to those victims who are the most vulnerable, 

particularly missing children. The force uses its specialist functions effectively to 

safeguard and protect victims and it works well with partners.  

HMIC found that the force responds well to the safeguarding of missing and absent 

children in the majority of cases but it is not receiving all the information that is 

available that could assist the force in its understanding and work to inform future 

investigations. The force has made good progress with its activity around child 

sexual exploitation and is developing a comprehensive response. It responds 

effectively to victims of domestic abuse, and has progressed well with implementing 

recommendations since HMIC’s domestic abuse inspection in 2014. 

 


