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If an officer becomes aware of a girl or woman at risk of FGM, they should:

· take immediate steps to make that person safe – safeguarding action may be appropriate, including taking a child into emergency protection
· take immediate steps to secure evidence of an offence, including a preparatory offence under sections 44–46 of the Serious Crime Act 2007
· consider arresting suspects
· seek advice of a supervisor

Emergency protection powers can be used when children are at risk of FGM. The relevant powers are:

· Police protection powers under section 46 of the Children Act 1989, see APP on child abuse, police protection. This allows a child at risk of ‘significant harm’ to be removed to a place of safety for up to 72 hours and is a police decision.

· Emergency protection orders under section 44 of the Children Act 1989. These are issued by a court where a child is in ‘imminent danger’, usually on application by the local authority, although a designated police officer could also apply.

When talking to potential victims about FGM, officers should:

· ensure that the person is made safe
· ensure that a female officer conducts the interview wherever possible
· consider that the person may not wish to see a police officer from their community
· create an opportunity for the individual to disclose by speaking to them alone and in private – this may require making arrangements for the person to speak to an officer in a safe setting on a later occasion
· ensure no family or community member is present – consider using an appropriate   adult rather than a family member when interviewing a minor
· make no assumptions
· give the individual time to talk
· be sensitive to the intimate nature of the subject
· be sensitive to the fact that the individual may be loyal to their parents
· be non-judgmental (pointing out the illegality and health risks of the practice but not blaming the girl or woman)
· use simple language and ask straightforward questions
· avoid loaded or offensive terminology such as ‘mutilation’
· adopt a victim-centred approach ‒ offer accurate information about the person’s
· choices and rights and respect their wishes where possible.

Officers should bear in mind that people living in communities where FGM is practised may not view the procedure as a form of mutilation. They may not, therefore, understand the term or recognise it as applying to their own practice, e.g. elongation, which does not involve cutting. They may also consider the term offensive.

Victims and witnesses may refer to holding a ceremony, celebration or party in their honour, or becoming a woman. Officers should take note of and adopt the terminology used by the person as it is likely to make them feel more comfortable. If an officer is unsure of the relevant term to use, it is acceptable to ask a potential witness or victim which they would prefer.

Examples of terminology that may be better understood and may avoid alienating a potential witness include:

· Circumcision – ‘Have you been circumcised?’ ‘Is circumcision practised in your community?’
· Cut – ‘Have you been cut down there?’
· ‘Have you been closed?’

These approaches to questioning are not exhaustive and alternative language may be more prevalent in some communities. Culture-specific terms for the practice can be found in the Multi-Agency Practice Guidelines on FGM (Annex G). These set out the terms by country and language and are a useful resource for officers preparing to conduct a victim or witness interview on the subject.

Officers should recognise that, for victims, FGM is a complex subject with lifelong impact on many levels. Officers should never show shock or revulsion and must be mindful that although some communities may celebrate the practice, others consider it a taboo subject which should not be openly discussed.
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