


The criminal justice system is designed to ensure justice by holding individuals accountable for their crimes while safeguarding the rights of all parties involved. The suspect and the crime are two key figures in this system. Traditionally, in common countries like the United Kingdom, the rights of the accused have been given precedence, often leaving victims feeling overlooked (Hall, 2010). The criminal justice system is meant to be fair to everyone involved in a crime, both the person accused (the suspect) and the person harmed (the victim). Over the years, the system has concentrated on protecting the rights of suspects, for example, making sure they have a fair trial and are treated as innocent until proven guilty (Council of Europe, 1950). These protections are crucial, in order to stop mistakes and unfair treatment (Ashworth and Zedner, 2010). However, many victims have left ignored or left out of the process, even though they are the ones most affected by the crime (Rock, 2004). 

According to Council of Europe (1950), the suspect’s path starts with an investigation and can end with arrest, charges, trial, and possibly a sentence. During this process, the suspect is protected by important legal rules from the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR), especially Article 6, which ensures the right to a fair trial. These protections make sure that suspects are treated fairly and that the justice process is clear and accountable. Without these safeguards, people could be wrongly punished or treated unfairly, which could harm public trust in the justice system. The process of being arrested, can be traumatic for the suspect. The stigma of being arrested may have lasting effects on their reputation and mental health (Goffman, 1963). Upon arrest, suspects have the right to legal counsel. Effective legal representation is crucial for protecting their rights throughout the process. A competent defence can significantly influence the case’s outcome, and suspects often rely heavily on their attorneys (Struckman- Johnson et al, 2003). There are several key protections which play a vital role in preserving personal freedom and preventing miscarriages of justice. These protections include right to legal representation, right to silence, right to be informed of charges and evidence and presumption of innocence (Ashworth & Zender, 2010). However, according to Rock (2004) these strong protections can dimmish the focus on the victim’s experience, resulting in sense of imbalance within the justice system potentially causing secondary victimisation. 

The first step of the victim’s journey through the criminal justice system start by reporting the crime. Secondly, the police investigate the crime. Thirdly, charging the suspect by either charging the suspect and refer the case to the Crown prosecution service, or the police give the offender a caution with certain conditions they will need to follow or if there isn’t enough evidence, the police might decide not to progress the case. Stage 4 include the first court hearing followed by the court trial and then after the trial (Anon, n.d.). Victims mainly take part in the justice system as witnesses. Unlike suspects, they have fewer rights and aren’t considered formal parties in the process. According to the CPS, (2018) Some common challenges that victims face includes lack of agency, as after a crime is reported, the police and the Crown Prosecution Service decide whether to charge or prosecute someone, usually without talking to the victim. Ellison (2002) also highlights that the victims face distress as court processes, especially cross examination can cause distress, especially in cases involving sexual or domestic violence. Inconsistent support is also an issue, even though there are services like victim support and the witness care unit, many victims say they don’t get enough help (CJJI, 2021). And lastly delays, there are long delays in trial dates, especially after covid-19, have caused some cases to be dropped and made people loose trust in the system (Justice, 2021). The victims code of practice (Ministry of Justice, 2020) explains what help victims should get, like being given updates and support. But the rules in the code are not legally enforced, so victims can’t take action if their rights are ignored (Hoyle, 2012). According to Rock (2004) the crown Prosecution Service (CPS) is running one source called the witness care unit to help victims. This source stays in touch with victims and help with practical things, like getting to court and understanding how the legal process works. Another main source is victim support, which is a charity that gives free, private help and support to people affected by any crime, even if they haven’t reported it to the police (Victim support, 2023). 

The way suspects move through the criminal justice system is supported by strong legal protections that ensure fairness. Suspects have benefits like the presumption of innocence, the right to a fair trial, as stated in Article 6 of the European Convention on Human rights (Council of Europe, 1950). Laws like the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (PACE) provide additional protections during arrests and questioning. In contrast, victims do not have the same legal status. They are not official parties in the case and usually only take part as witnesses. Although the victims code of practice outlines rights such as receiving updates and support (Ministry of Justice, 2020), these rights are not legally enforceable (Hoyle, 2012). Many victims feel unsupported, especially during court proceedings, and some victims suffer emotional distress from repeated questioning or long delays (Rock, 2004). This highlights a significant imbalance in how the system treats both suspects and victims. 

Effort to enhance the victims experience have been accelerated. COPFS (2024) highlights that there have been special measures put in place to give support. Under the Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act 1999, vulnerable or scared witnesses can share their evidence behind screens or through video calls. Victim personal statements was introduced in 2001, this allows victims to share how a crime has affected them personally, and this information is taken into account during sentencing (www.cps.gov.uk, n.d.).  The police and court professionals are receiving training to interact with victims in a more caring way, this is called trauma- informed training (CJJI, 2021). And lastly restorative Justice which means that victims and offenders can choose to talk to each other. This process has led to better satisfaction for victims and greater responsibility from offenders (Sherman & Strang, 2007). 

There are still ongoing challenges and imbalances for example cross- examination tactics. According to Ellison & Munro (2009) in cases of rape, victims often express that they feel as though they are being put in trial themselves. This sensation arises largely from the intense and sometimes aggressive questioning they face, particularly from defence barristers. Another challenge is the Crown Prosecution Service makes its decisions by considering what is best for the public, which can sometimes conflict with what the victim personally wants regarding prosecution (CPS, 2018). And lastly, according to Victims’ commissioner (2020) another challenge is victims trying to get compensation deal with a lot of red tape from the Criminal Injuries Compensation Authority (CICA). This organisation has been criticized for being slow and not always fair in its decisions. 

Reforming the system does not mean reducing the rights of suspects. Instead, by enhancing the role of victims and ensuring their role of victims and ensuring their active participation and protection, we can achieve better justice results for everyone involved. According to UK Government (2023) recommendations include legal acknowledge of victim’s rights. The suggested victims and prisoners bill seek to establish the victims code as a legal requirement, ensuring that relevant agencies are held accountable. Another recommendation is independent victim advocates. Offering victims independent legal assistance, particularly in cases of sexual violence, can help safeguard their rights while still respecting the rights of the accused (McGlynn, 2011). McGlynn (2011) also recommends improving court processes by minimising delays, reducing stressful confrontations, and improving training for judges could create a better balance in the court. 

Making changes to the system doesn’t have to come at the cost of suspects rights. Rather, by empowering victims and giving them a more active and safeguarded role, they can enhance justice for everyone involved. Finding a balance between the rights of suspects and the needs of victims Is one of the toughest goals for the criminal justice system. While suspects are protected by legal rights that aim to avoid wrongful convictions, victims often do not receive the same level of formal recognition and support. Although changes like the victim’s code and special measures have made some improvements, there are still ongoing issues. A fairer and more effective system should continue to uphold the rights of suspects while also supporting and protecting victims throughout the legal process. This is essential for achieving true fairness and building public trust. 
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