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 The criminal justice system in the UK is based on the idea of a fair trial, which is protected by Article 6 of the Human Rights Act 1998. This law ensures that justice is carried out properly. Article 6 states that everyone has the right to a fair and public hearing within a reasonable time. It also states that anyone accused of a crime must be treated as innocent until proven guilty. People facing charges also have basic rights, such as being told what they are accused of, having time and support to prepare their defence, and the right to a lawyer of their choice (Archer and Ellison, 2023, p.120).
The UK's criminal justice system is built on a long history of law and strives to deliver justice in a way that is both effective and visibly fair. Over time, legal protections have been established to safeguard individuals, reflecting the growing commitment to fairness and transparency in the judicial process. However, the balance between protecting the rights of the accused and ensuring justice for victims remains a subject of ongoing debate. While suspects are given legal protections like the right to silence and a fair trial, victims are increasingly calling for more support and a greater role in the justice process. Research by Christmas and Srivastava (2019) and Keay and Kirby (2018, cited in Wood et al., 2024, p. 393) shows that more attention is being paid to the experiences of victims during criminal cases, recognising the emotional and procedural challenges they face.
In recent years, there has been a stronger focus on preventing crime. This includes understanding the causes of offending, such as trauma or vulnerability, and using a public health approach to reduce harm (Garside and Grimshaw, 2022). These preventative measures reflect a shift in thinking but also raise questions about whether the focus on offenders is overshadowing victim's needs. It also raises questions about whether crime prevention efforts are addressing the systemic issues that affect both victims and offenders, such as poverty, mental health, and social inequality.
Finding the right balance between protecting suspects and supporting victims remains a significant challenge. Welsh, Skinns and Sanders (2021) describe the criminal justice system as a complex part of society that attempts to control crime while ensuring people are treated fairly. This essay will evaluate how both suspects and victims experience the system and whether it treats them equally in practice.
Access to justice is a key part of a fair society, yet many people in England and Wales struggle to get the help they need. Since 2010, 239 courts have closed, and legal aid funding has been reduced. This has caused significant delays and long waits in the courts. Although the Ministry of Justice has agreed to raise legal aid fees by 15%, this is not enough to fix the wider problems. The Bar Council (2022) has stated the government needs to make long-term plans and invest properly to ensure justice is delivered on time. Without this, public trust in the justice system could be seriously damaged. These challenges affect both victims and suspects, further undermining the balance and fairness of the system.
In recent years, victims have received more support than before. Historically, the focus was mainly on the offender and the state. Now, changes have been made to involve victims more in the process. Joyce (2019) explains that support services, victim impact statements, and the Victims Code all help victims feel more informed and included. However, concerns remain about how much influence victims really have, as the system still largely centres around the offender and legal process. For many victims, the criminal justice process is emotionally challenging as well as legal. Giving evidence often means reliving traumatic events and facing the accused, which can be distressing. The adversarial court system may worsen this, with victims' credibility sometimes being questioned. Victim Support (2023) highlights how this can re-traumatise victims, especially in cases of sexual violence, with some developing PTSD or experiencing suicidal thoughts. 
The treatment of suspects during arrest and investigation is another important issue. The Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (PACE) provides suspects with key rights, such as being informed of the reason for arrest, the right to remain silent, and access to legal representation. These rights help ensure suspects are treated fairly. However, concerns about fairness in practice persist. The Equality and Human Rights Commission (2010) found that 35% of people who died in police custody had mental health problems, and that people from Black, Asian, and minority ethnic backgrounds were more likely to have negative experiences in custody. This raises serious questions about whether the system treats all suspects equally.
Social inequality worsens the challenges faced by both victims and suspects in the criminal justice system. Minorities and people from lower socio-economic backgrounds are often at a greater disadvantage, not only in terms of the crimes committed against them but also in their ability to navigate the legal system. The unequal distribution of resources, like legal aid, can make these unfair differences even worse, leaving the most vulnerable people with less chance of being treated fairly. Those living in deprived communities are more likely to encounter criminal justice agencies. Research suggests that around 20% of criminal behaviour is closely linked to mental health problems and contact with criminal justice institutions can often worsen these issues. The relationship between social inequality and criminal justice involvement is complex, with the system appearing to focus more heavily on the crimes of the disadvantaged than on those committed by more privileged individuals (Welsh, Skinns and Sanders, 2021, pp. 479–480). A system that continues to reflect inequality is unlikely to be seen as fair, especially if it does not recognise that people have different levels of access to justice because of differences in money and power. When the process feels unfair, people lose trust in it, weakening both its legitimacy and the foundations of democracy (Welsh, Skinns and Sanders, 2021, p.480).
As mentioned earlier, the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (PACE) provides essential legal protections for suspects, ensuring they are informed of the charges against them, have the right to remain silent, and can access legal representation. These safeguards are crucial for upholding fairness, particularly during investigation and arrest. However, while suspects' rights are well protected, concerns remain about the consideration and involvement offered to victims within the same legal framework.
The criminal justice system has taken steps to give victims more recognition and support. The Victims’ Code (2020) outlines several rights, including being kept informed about case progress and accessing support services. Yet, many victims still report feeling excluded, especially during court proceedings. Legal procedures, although designed to ensure fairness for suspects, often limit victims' participation, making them feel like observers in cases that deeply affect them. This imbalance suggests that while legal fairness for suspects is prioritised, emotional and procedural fairness for victims is still not given the same level of attention. Furthermore, while legal protections for suspects help prevent wrongful convictions, they can sometimes be seen as prioritising offenders' rights over victims' needs. The Victims' Commissioner (2020) has noted that the adversarial nature of the system can leave victims feeling powerless. This issue reflects not just a lack of communication, but the broader structure of the justice process, which tends to favour legal rights over emotional justice.
Despite improvements in how victims are treated, it remains difficult to ensure both victims and suspects are treated equally. Suspects are granted strong legal rights to prevent miscarriages of justice, which is important, but this can leave victims feeling ignored or unsupported. The Victims' Commissioner (2022) highlights that some victims feel their treatment by the justice system is worse than the crime itself. This shows that more needs to be done to ensure victims are properly supported, respected, and included in the process. Without these changes, public confidence in the criminal justice system is at risk. To ensure the system functions as intended, greater attention must be given to victims' emotional and procedural needs, integrating their participation more effectively into the judicial process (Victims' Commissioner, 2022). 
To establish a genuinely fair and balanced criminal justice system, reforms should aim to amplify victims' voices throughout the process. This involves clearly defining victims' rights and prioritizing their emotional well-being during proceedings. Additionally, ensuring accessible legal aid and support services, especially for individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds, is crucial. By addressing these areas, the system can progress towards greater fairness and equity for all participants. According to Wood et al (2024) Protecting the rights and wellbeing of both victims and witnesses is essential for the criminal justice system to function properly. The Human Rights Act 1998 includes several protections that apply to them. One key part of the Act already discussed is the right to a fair trial and to support the rights of victims and witnesses by ensuring that courts consider the impact on victims when deciding an offender’s sentence (Wood et al.,2024, p.470).

In conclusion, this essay has examined how both victims and suspects are treated in the criminal justice system. While suspects benefit from established rights under the Human Rights Act and PACE 1984, victims have only recently begun to receive structured recognition through policies such as the Victims' Code. However, many still feel left out or overlooked, particularly during court trials. At the same time, some suspects particularly those with mental health issues or from disadvantaged backgrounds may face unfair treatment. This analysis shows that the system is not always balanced. While the law aims to be fair, in practice, people's experiences often differ based on their role in the case or their social background. To create a more balanced and trustworthy system, both victims and suspects must feel heard, supported, and treated with fairness and dignity. 
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