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1. Introduction 

HMIC’s 2015 inspection 

HMIC carried out an inspection of South Wales Police’s response to child protection 

issues in February and March 2015.  

We published the report of our findings in July 2015, which concluded: 

“South Wales Police demonstrated a strong commitment to improving child 

protection services. The chief constable and the PCC have prioritised child 

protection and it is clear that there is a force-wide focus on delivering good 

outcomes for children.”1 

However, areas for improvement were also identified – in particular, in relation to the 

response to child sexual exploitation (CSE), and to children who go missing from 

home. The 2015 report therefore made a series of recommendations aimed at 

improving practice in South Wales.  

HMIC’s 2016 post-inspection review 

In September 2015, the force provided HMIC with an action plan which set out how it 

intended to respond to the recommendations in our inspection report. We carried out 

a post-inspection review in February 2016 to assess progress on the implementation 

of the recommendations.  

This included a review of force policies, strategies and other documents; interviews 

with staff (including the chief officer lead, and the head of protecting vulnerable 

people); and audits of 24 child protection cases relating directly to areas for 

improvement identified in our 2015 inspection report.  

Summary of findings from the post-inspection review 

It was clear to inspectors that South Wales Police has a strong desire to improve 

outcomes for children who are at risk of harm, and has made this a priority across 

the force.  

Since the 2015 inspection the force has reviewed its public protection structures, 

systems and processes, and invested extra resources in child protection (with a 

commitment to further significant increases in this area). Although the force has not 

yet made some of the planned changes to structures, it was clear that the force has  

                                            
1
 National Child Protection Inspection – South Wales Police, HMIC, 2015, p.26. Available from: 

www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmic/publications/south-wales-national-child-protection-inspection/  

http://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmic/publications/south-wales-national-child-protection-inspection/
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improved some (though not all) of its CSE investigations, its referral and risk 

assessment processes, and the awareness of staff about the link between those who 

regularly go missing from home and CSE.  

We also found some improvement in the quality of the force's child protection 

investigations that it allocates to non-specialist teams. However, inspectors were 

concerned that there were some unnecessary delays in obtaining specialist support 

for children who are at particular risk of harm. The force is addressing these issues 

through the development of more multi-agency safeguarding hubs,2 additional 

training for staff and a comprehensive review of vulnerability across the force.  

The force’s arrangements for dealing with children who are in police detention 

require improvement, as currently too many children are being detained in police 

custody unnecessarily. The force cannot solve this problem on its own; for things to 

improve, the force must liaise effectively with local authorities to identify suitable 

alternative accommodation. 

In our audit of 24 child protection files, HMIC assessed the force’s practice as good 

in seven, requiring improvement in twelve, and inadequate in five.  

Overall, HMIC considers that South Wales Police recognises the challenges it faces, 

and understands what is needed to ensure that consistently good child protection 

practice is achieved across the entire force area. The force has taken some 

important steps to address the recommendations of our 2015 report, and HMIC 

recognises the commitment by senior leaders and staff to improve outcomes for 

children in South Wales. We note that many actions which the force has put in place 

are in the development stages and we look forward to assessing their 

implementation in due course.  

 

                                            
2
 A multi-agency safeguarding hub (MASH) is a joint or multi-agency team comprising children’s social 

care workers, police and other agencies (such as local health, probation and education services). 

Within these teams, staff members are able to share information easily, which is essential in the 

successful protection of children from harm. 
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2. Post-inspection review findings 

Assessment and help  

Findings from the 2015 inspection report 

In February 2015 inspectors had concerns about the protection of some children who 

regularly go missing from home. While we saw evidence of sensitive engagement 

with children, this often focused on the most recent episode, rather than taking 

account of information held by police about previous occurrences. Inspectors also 

found that officers did not always recognise that children who regularly go missing 

from home may be at risk of being groomed for sexual abuse.  

Recommendation from the 2015 inspection report 

We recommend that South Wales Police immediately takes steps to improve 

practice in cases of children who go missing from home. As a minimum, this should 

include:  

 improving staff awareness of their responsibilities for protecting children who 

are reported missing from home and, in particular, those cases where it is a 

regular occurrence;  

 improving staff awareness of the links between children going missing from 

home and the risk of sexual exploitation;  

 improving staff awareness of the significance of drawing together all available 

information from police systems, including information about those who pose 

a risk to children, better to inform risk assessments;  

 ensuring that staff are aware of the need to pass this information on to other 

agencies; and  

 identifying the range of responses and actions that the police can contribute to 

multi-agency plans for protecting children in these cases. 

Summary of post-inspection review findings 

South Wales Police had taken steps to improve its response to those who go 

missing from home. The force had reviewed its approach and had developed new 

processes that had begun to recognise risk more effectively (particularly that of 

CSE), which had led to improved protective plans in some cases.  

Detailed post-inspection review findings 

Since the initial inspection South Wales Police had reviewed its processes for 

assessing and escalating risk when dealing with missing children and those at risk of 

sexual exploitation. The force had provided additional training to frontline staff on 
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responding to vulnerability, and supervisors scrutinised daily those incidents in which 

children were potentially at risk, to ensure that appropriate action was taken. In 

addition, the public protection units (PPUs) reviewed all child protection cases daily 

to ensure that they were being dealt with appropriately. High-risk cases were 

discussed at daily meetings to provide additional oversight. However, inspectors 

were concerned that in some cases clear CSE risks were not identified at the earliest 

opportunity, and there were examples of children still being reported missing a 

significant number of times with limited evidence of early intervention.  

Inspectors were also concerned that while further training had resulted in a better 

awareness of the links between children going missing from home and the risk of 

sexual exploitation, recording practices remained inconsistent during initial contact. 

Although we found some evidence of officers completing comprehensive initial 

assessments, inspectors found that some assessments at the scene lacked detail 

with no additional context describing their concerns about children. The lack of such 

a narrative prevents specialist teams from making the most comprehensive 

assessment of a child’s vulnerabilities and needs.  

South Wales Police had invested in the introduction of four CSE child advocates 

across the force area. Staff appointed to this role have been seconded from 

children’s charity Barnardo’s to carry out early engagement and intervention work 

with children identified as being at risk from sexual exploitation. The advocates had 

begun to carry out de-brief interviews and proactive engagement work with missing 

children and those identified as being at increased risk of CSE. The co-location of 

the advocates with PPU staff had improved awareness of the link between CSE and 

those who go missing from home and enhanced multi-agency protective plans, as 

the following example shows.  

 

Although at an early stage of implementation, inspectors considered this to be 

innovative and effective practice.  

A 15-year-old boy regularly went missing from foster care and was thought to be 

vulnerable to exploitation as a result of increasingly erratic behaviour. Sensitive 

engagement by the CSE advocate built a rapport with the boy which developed 

trust and confidence and enabled the development of better protective plans. 

Prompt multi-agency working enabled an alternative placement (nearer to the 

boy’s father) to be identified. Regular contact has been maintained and while the 

missing episodes have not ceased they have decreased markedly; the boy’s 

behaviour is less erratic and he is being supported to pursue a career in the 

military.  
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Investigation  

Findings from the 2015 inspection report 

In 2015 HMIC was concerned that some serious cases – for example, rape and 

other sexual offences – were dealt with by non-specialist officers and were of a 

poorer standard with some drift in investigations. In addition the force did not have a 

dedicated specialist team to tackle child sexual exploitation and cases were 

investigated by child abuse detectives in the PPUs or by non-specialist teams.  

Recommendation from the 2015 inspection report 

We recommend that, within three months, South Wales Police takes action to 

improve child protection investigations by ensuring that, as a minimum:  

 every referral received by the police is allocated to a team with the skills, 

capacity and competence to undertake the investigation;  

 investigations are supervised and monitored and, at each check, the 

supervisor reviews the evidence and any further enquiries/ evidence gathering 

that may need to be done;  

 until such time as these changes are embedded, the force should conduct 

regular reviews of practice that include the quality and timeliness of 

investigations; and  

 further steps are taken with the Crown Prosecution Service to monitor and 

improve the timeliness of case reviews and charging decisions.  

Summary of post-inspection review findings 

South Wales Police had taken action to improve child protection investigations, 

including CSE investigations. Supervision had improved, although this was not 

adequate in all cases, and some investigations were delayed unnecessarily, 

particularly those allocated to non-specialist teams.  

Detailed post-inspection review findings 

Since the initial inspection, South Wales Police has reviewed and improved its 

referral processes and provided additional training to staff to ensure that decisions to 

allocate investigations are carefully considered and informed by relevant information.  

As described previously, since the initial inspection the force has also created 

dedicated CSE structures and invested in dedicated CSE advocates who work 

directly with PPUs and missing from home coordinators. These teams manage the 

higher-risk investigations and provide support (including an initial risk management 

plan) for lower-risk matters allocated to non-specialist teams. Inspectors were 

pleased to find evidence of improvements in child abuse investigations allocated to 

non-specialist teams. However, inspectors also found some cases where allegations 
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of abuse were not properly escalated at the earliest opportunity, leading to some drift 

in the investigation and delays in the implementation of protective plans, as the 

following example shows.  

 

The implementation of a multi-agency safeguarding hub (MASH) structure across the 

force area provides an opportunity for further improvements in the referral and 

assessment of child protection concerns. The force is committed to providing further 

specialist training for staff as the new processes evolve. This may assist in more 

effective joint planning and provide further opportunities to undertake prompt and 

meaningful assessments with partners to ensure better outcomes for vulnerable 

children. 

The force had reviewed its performance management framework and developed a 

regular review process to audit the quality and timeliness of decision-making in its 

child protection investigations. Learning and development opportunities are fed into 

force improvement and governance structures for consideration and action by senior 

leaders. A dedicated central team carries out the reviews, and while this was at an 

early stage, and some of the assessments lacked detail, HMIC acknowledges the 

commitment of the force to continually improve. This is a significant and positive 

step, and inspectors saw evidence of the force disseminating learning to frontline 

staff via the force intranet using various media, and informing future decisions about 

force-wide training. The upcoming vulnerability review may also provide the force 

with further opportunities to enhance the quality of its decision-making.  

In February 2015 inspectors found delays in cases sent to the Crown Prosecution 

Service (CPS) for review and decisions on charging. Since the initial inspection the 

force has made consistent efforts with the regional CPS office to improve the 

timeliness of decision-making. To that end, the force has invested in a dedicated 

officer resource to improve liaison with the CPS (including the obtaining of early 

investigative advice) and improve case file quality. While delays were still apparent in 

a small number of cases, the force has improved significantly the timeliness of its 

decision-making. HMIC acknowledges the collaborative efforts of the force and its 

clear intention to continue to work with the CPS.  

An investigation into a 14-year-old girl being groomed by a 45-year-old man, 

who was also employed to transport children for a local church, was initially 

allocated to a non-specialist officer. The suspect was arrested promptly, but 

there was a delay of six days before the force conducted a specialist interview 

with the victim. The force also held a strategy discussion, however did not share 

information regarding the suspect’s previous history of violence and did not 

consider safeguarding for the suspect’s children. 
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Trusted adult  

Findings from initial inspection report 

In February 2015, inspectors found that when the concern was serious and 

immediately recognised as a child protection matter, the force’s approach to the child 

or parents (or social worker when the parent was a suspect) was carefully 

considered, and the best ways to engage with the child were explored. However, 

when a non-specialist team dealt with the investigation inspectors found very little 

information, in the majority of cases, on the views of the child; the impact of the 

issues in the case on the child; or the outcomes of police intervention for the child.  

Recommendation from the 2015 inspection report 

We recommend that, within six months, South Wales Police ensures that:  

 staff record the views and concerns of children;  

 staff record the outcome for the child at the end of police involvement in a 

case;  

 staff inform children, as appropriate, of any decisions that have been made 

about them; and  

 information about children’s needs and views is made available, on a regular 

basis, for consideration by the police and crime commissioner and to service 

managers to inform future practice.  

Summary of post-inspection review findings 

Inspectors found some very good examples of sensitive engagement with children 

where their views were sought and they were kept informed of major decisions. This 

was particularly apparent in those cases dealt with by the CSE advocates working in 

conjunction with police colleagues.  

Detailed post-inspection review findings 

Since the initial inspection, South Wales Police had invested in its approach to CSE 

in order to more effectively recognise and engage with children at risk, to carry out 

effective investigations and to protect children from harm. This was particularly 

apparent in those cases dealt with by the CSE advocates working in conjunction with 

police colleagues. This had started to improve outcomes for children, and inspectors 

found some examples of very good practice where their views were sought and they 

were kept informed of key decisions. In these cases inspectors found evidence of the 

views of children being obtained more promptly and of the children responding 

positively to this approach. This allowed for more effective engagement at an early 

stage. Inspectors also found in these cases that children were kept informed through 

regular contact with staff. However, as described in the previous section, the force 
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still has more to do to ensure that all children at risk of sexual exploitation receive the 

appropriate support.  

Inspectors also found that in those cases dealt with by non-specialist teams the 

recording of the views of children was of a poorer standard with little information 

recorded about outcomes or engagement with the child.  

Inspectors found that information about the needs and views of children is regularly 

shared with the police and crime commissioner’s office (OPCC) and service 

managers to inform future practice. The force provides information gathered by the 

CSE advocates to the OPCC to inform its commissioning of future victim services.  

Managing those posing a risk to children  

Findings from the 2015 inspection report 

In February 2015, inspectors found that South Wales Police had recognised the 

need for better arrangements to deal with child sexual exploitation and had taken 

steps to review its processes and resourcing aligned to public protection. 

Nevertheless, at the time of the inspection, we found that the force did not have 

enough staff with specialist knowledge to identify victims and perpetrators. The force 

had made some progress, such as the introduction of flags placed on the records of 

children at risk of exploitation. However, the force’s response remained largely 

reactive. 

Recommendation from the 2015 inspection report 

We recommend that South Wales Police, within six months, evaluates the impact of 

its investment in tackling child sexual exploitation – in particular, the extent to which 

the new approaches lead to improved investigations, improved protective plans, and 

the disruption of offenders, and thereafter implements the results of that evaluation 

with a view to improving practice.  

Summary of post-inspection review findings 

The force has improved its quality assurance and performance management 

processes and has begun to carry out regular reviews of practice. The force has also 

commissioned a comprehensive force-wide vulnerability review and an evaluation of 

the training provided to staff. These reviews were under way at the time of HMIC’s 

post-inspection review.  

Detailed post-inspection review findings 

As described earlier, since the initial inspection the force has developed a 

performance management framework which places emphasis on the quality 

assurance of decision-making, and to that end has begun to carry out regular 

reviews of practice. The force has also commissioned a comprehensive force-wide  
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vulnerability review, the scope of which will be to make recommendations for 

changing force structures and processes to provide better support to vulnerable 

victims from first contact to the end of police involvement.  

This is a major review with deliberately challenging timescales and will provide the 

force with a blueprint for achieving its priority to protect vulnerable people and 

safeguard children from harm.  

Police detention  

Findings from the 2015 inspection report 

In February 2015, HMIC found that children were being unnecessarily detained in 

police custody overnight. Inspectors were also told by custody staff that they had not 

received training in child protection and sexual exploitation. Nor was information 

about children, such as risks of sexual exploitation or whether a child was subject to 

a child protection plan, readily available to custody staff. Inspectors reviewed the 

most recent custody refresher training plan and found there was no reference to the 

action that should be taken when child protection concerns were suspected or 

apparent. 

Recommendation from the 2015 inspection report 

We recommend that, within three months, South Wales Police undertakes a review 

(jointly with children’s social care services and other relevant agencies) of how it 

manages the detention of children. This review should include, as a minimum, how 

best to:  

 ensure that all children are only detained when absolutely necessary and for 

the absolute minimum amount of time;  

 assess, at an early stage, the need for alternative accommodation (secure or 

otherwise) and work with children’s social care services to achieve the best 

option for the child;  

 ensure that custody staff comply with their statutory duties to complete 

detention certificates if a child is detained for any reason in police custody 

following charge;  

 ensure that custody staff make a record of all actions taken and decisions 

made on the relevant documentation;  

 ensure that children detained under section 136 of the Mental Health Act are 

only detained in police custody as a last resort, for a minimum amount of time;  
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 ensure specific additional consideration is given to using family members as 

appropriate adults for children detained under section 136 of the Mental 

Health Act, and that parental support and personal attendance at the custody 

suite are encouraged; and  

 improve awareness among custody staff of child protection (including the risk 

of sexual exploitation), the standard of risk assessment required to reflect 

children’s needs, and the support required at the time of detention and on 

release. 

Summary of post-inspection review findings 

The force had issued additional training and guidance to staff, and reviewed internal 

systems to allow custody data to be shared with the local authority. The force's 

oversight of custody issues related to children had begun to improve. However, the 

cases we examined showed that the force was not consistently making requests for 

alternative accommodation, and it was still detaining some children unnecessarily 

instead of transferring them to local authority accommodation.  

Detailed post-inspection review findings 

South Wales Police had provided updated guidance to custody staff regarding 

children being held in detention. However, while we saw some signs of improvement, 

there were some cases which had not had sufficient consideration about the child’s 

welfare.  

Inspectors also found some evidence that South Wales Police was considering the 

provision of alternative accommodation for children detained in custody and for 

escalating concerns. However, inspectors found in most cases examined, that the 

force was still detaining children unnecessarily in police custody because of a lack of 

appropriate alternative accommodation being available. Detention certificates were 

also not completed in a number of cases that required them.  

The force had recently begun reporting information to the local safeguarding 

children's boards (LSCBs) to support the development of alternative multi-agency 

responses when children are in custody and, in particular, to avoid the detention of 

children overnight. The force was committed to improving how it monitors and 

reviews accommodation issues for children detained in custody and to working with 

local authorities to ensure the duty to provide appropriate alternative accommodation 

is satisfied. However, at the time of the post-inspection review this was at an early 

stage of development and we found limited evidence of improvement.  

Between February and December 2015, the force detained 71 children under the 

age of 18 in custody post-charge. The Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 

requires a child under the age of 17 (and, since 26 October 2015, 17 year-olds) 

detained post-charge to be transferred to alternative accommodation provided by the 
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local authority except in exceptional circumstances. Of 57 children identified as 

requiring a transfer, only 8 were in fact transferred and 49 (85%) were not.  

Section 136 of the Mental Health Act 1983 allows a police officer to remove an 

apparently mentally disordered person from a public place to a place of safety. 

Although a place of safety can include a police custody suite, these should only be 

used in exceptional circumstances and it is preferable for the person to be taken 

directly to health facilities such as a hospital. The force had worked with partners to 

develop alternative support and assessment processes for children suffering from 

mental health issues. Since August 2015 inspectors found that the force had 

detained two children in police custody under section 136 of the Mental Health Act. 

While this represents a significant reduction (and although both were eventually 

transferred to a hospital) it is not in line with current best practice and is not in the 

children's best interests.  

Inspectors examined six cases where children were detained overnight aged 

between 13 and 17. Three cases were assessed as requiring improvement, three 

were inadequate and none were good. In all six cases an appropriate adult was 

contacted to act as an advocate and support for the child. However, there were long 

delays in some cases before appropriate adults attended, leaving the child without 

support. In two of the three cases inspectors examined where a detention certificate 

should have been presented to court, the force had not completed the certificate.  

Inspectors identified that where supervisors had reviewed a child’s detention while 

the child was asleep, they subsequently failed to record that the child had been told 

of the review or reminded of their ongoing rights when awake.  

Of the children detained in police custody for all or part of the night, the force sought 

and provided alternative secure accommodation in the case of a 16-year-old boy, 

who was transferred to an appropriate facility. However, while the force had made 

early consideration of the need for accommodation, by the time the transfer took 

place the child had been in custody for in excess of 42 hours. In one case, there was 

no record of custody staff seeking alternative accommodation and in two cases, an 

approach was made to the local authority but no place was available. We consider 

that the force’s arrangements for children in police custody require further 

improvement. 
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Leadership, management and governance 

Recommendation from the 2015 inspection report 

We recommend that, within three months, South Wales Police leaders and 

managers should:  

 further develop and improve force planning in respect of the response to child 

sexual exploitation and missing children to protect children at an earlier stage 

and;  

 develop a performance framework that reports on the outcomes of the service 

provider to children, and use this information to bring about improvement. 

Summary of post-inspection review findings 

South Wales Police continues to demonstrate a strong commitment to improving 

child protection services. The chief constable and the police and crime commissioner 

have prioritised child protection and it is clear that there is a force-wide focus on 

achieving good outcomes for children. 

Detailed post-inspection review findings 

South Wales Police has invested significant time and resources in improving its 

response to CSE, and inspectors found evidence that this had led to children being 

protected and safeguarded at an earlier stage than would otherwise have been the 

case. The force has reviewed its governance and performance management 

structures and improved its oversight and quality assurance of CSE and child abuse 

investigations.  

However, while this is positive, inspectors continued to find cases where risk was not 

identified and escalated appropriately or at the earliest opportunity. The force's 

upcoming vulnerability review may provide the it with opportunities to further improve 

its safeguarding practice and provision of protective plans. HMIC acknowledges that 

South Wales Police has a clear focus on continuing to improve the protective 

services it provides for vulnerable children and has considered carefully how to make 

progress towards implementing the recommendations of HMIC’s initial inspection.  
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3. Recommendations 

 

 

Recommendations  

We recommend that South Wales Police:  

 continues to work to implement the recommendations made by HMIC 

following our child protection inspection in February 2015 and ensures that it 

implements the recommendations in full;  

 reviews systematically the impact of improvement activity on the quality of 

its frontline services to protect children at risk of harm; and  

 provides regular reports on progress to the police and crime commissioner. 


