


Choose a UK case where someone with personal factors of vulnerability have been a victim of crime. Critically evaluate how the criminal justice supported or failed them.

This essay will be discussing a specific UK case where someone with personal factors of vulnerability has caused them to be a victim of a crime. I will be analysing the specific requirements and laws that enable social services, and other services that are in place, to provide the help that the victim needs. I will also be analysing media coverage and reliable information outlets, to fully understand what happened in the case, to provide background to critically evaluate how the criminal justice system supported, or failed the victim to fully understand whether the system is effective enough to fulfil its purpose in protecting and safeguarding people who are at risk, and are vulnerable to being taken advantage of in a criminal manner. 

As previously mentioned in Assignment 1, victims are a crucial part in crime solving and crime prevention, due to the evidence they can provide, to help arrest suspected criminals who may be causing emotional and physical harm. However due to personal circumstances such as, lack of maturity due to age or disability, as well as other similar factors, some people are more vulnerable to be victims of crime. Anyone can be considered vulnerable, however groups of people such as the disabled, the elderly and, most commonly, children are considered the most vulnerable groups of people to be victims of crime. The high-profile case of the death of Arthur Labinjo-Hughes is one of the best examples, in showing the biggest flaws in the British legal system including issues such as, lack of engagement and action, and investigation along with many other flaws, which lead to the manslaughter and murder on behalf of his father and step-mother, two people that were supposed to be there to help, support and love him. Instead he was beaten, tortured and taken advantage of. So, what actually happened?

Arthur Labinjo-Hughes was a 6-year-old boy who lived in the West Midlands in Solihull, England. He lived with his biological father Thomas Hughes, and stepmother Emma Tustin the day of the first lockdown, where the couple “decided to merge households at her house” for the lockdown . After this, the treatment of Arthur worsened. The two adults would torture the boy by making him “stand for hours” as punishment, and they would record him crying. They also used to force him to sleep on the living room floor, and used to starve him and poison him by feeding him salt. This shows that he was tortured and neglected before his death. However, this was only the surface of the physical abuse he suffered. By the time he had died, he had more than “130 injuries on his body”, which experts stated “his condition met the medical definition of child torture” . The same source also states that audio recordings could be found on Tustin’s phone, where the boy could be heard crying “no one loves me” and “no one is going to feed me”. Arthur died from head trauma “inflicted on him by an adult”, which caused a brain injury due to blunt force. As a result of these horrific events, Tustin was sentenced to life in jail for murder after she “photographed him lying on the floor” and sending it to Hughes, who was sentenced to 21 years for manslaughter. His Grandmother had this to say regarding the response from the authorities regarding the matter. Arthur was “failed by the very authorities tasked with keeping him safe” . This insinuates that authorities involved such as the police and social services didn’t do enough to safeguard and protect Arthur from his abusive parents.

Now, it is important to understand what makes a child vulnerable by UK by law. This will help get a better understanding of how the authorities and services are supposed to respond, then this will be comparable with the response to Arthurs case. Currently in the UK, there is no legislation that covers child protection, or safeguarding, however there are laws being constantly amended and updated, to make safeguarding children more effective and thorough. Such as The Children’s Act 1989. The main principles of the act include reforming the law relating to children, by providing “for local authority services for children in need and others”, amending “the law with respect to children’s homes, community homes, voluntary homes and voluntary organisations”, and to “make provision with respect to fostering, child minding and day are for young” . This means to improve the treatment, and quality of life of a lot of vulnerable children, this legislation was made to create an outline for authorities to follow to safeguard children, in similar situations that Arthur was in. Later in 2004, the act was amended further by The Children’s Act 2004, which created further emphasis on the role of the public services in safeguarding children. Holland Family Law state it “reinforces that all people and organisations working with children have a duty to help safeguard children and protect their welfare . This means services such as the Police and Social Care, have an obligation to safeguard children, and work together and support other agencies where there is concern over the welfare of a child, even if there is no crime committed. Further amendments include the Working Together to Safeguard Children Policy 2018, which encourages safeguarding agencies such as the ‘local authority’ and ‘carers’ to work in tandem, to create a system that “responds to the neds and interests of children and families” . Another example would be The Children and Social Work Act 2017, which aims to promote safeguarding children and “make provisions about the regulation of social workers” . This means the act wanted to use social workers more efficiently to safeguard children better than they already were.

It is important to understand why Arthur was vulnerable, making him an easy target for this kind of abuse which lead to his death. One factor that may have made him more vulnerable was the case that his biological mother was in prison. Olivia Labinjo-Halcrow was serving an “11 year sentence for manslaughter” of a previous partner . She would have been serving when Arthur was living with his father and step-mother. It’s fair to assume, should he have had somewhere else to say, he may have been spared the torment and torture he went through, and probably would still be alive today. Another reason he was extra vulnerable would have been because of the Coronavirus lockdown. According to a source, they found “around a third of adults and young people said their mental health has got much worse since March 2020” . This could have had an effect on Arthur, but not only that, also his dad and step-mum, and may have influenced them when lashing out at Arthur. Apparently between March 2019 to March 2020 “1.6 million women and 757,000 men had experienced domestic abuse”. This showed a “7% growth in police recorded domestic crime” from before covid . This showed due to people being stuck inside with their families 24/7, this had caused more and more people to be physically and mentally abusive towards their family members. Finally, a factor that may have made Arthur vulnerable was his maturity. According to the NSPCC, during 2020 to 2021, “almost a quarter of a million” children were referred to the NSPCC, an ‘8%’ increase from the previous year. This shows how vulnerable children like Arthur were during a time like this. Due to him being so young, he wouldn’t have known or thought of calling someone to get help himself, and probably because of mental trauma he had, if had thought of it, he may have been too scared of the repercussions of doing this. However, reports show that social services were involved in Arthur’s life, however they never gave him the help he needed, so what did they get wrong, and did the Criminal Justice System do all they could?

As previously mentioned, as a result of the new legislation made to assist and improve the safeguarding of children, such as the Children’s Act 2004, and the Children’s and Social Act 2018, that encourage the safeguarding of children, they allow agencies such as social services and police to work together to reach and support children experiencing all kinds of abuse.  An article shows, “family members of murdered six-year old Arthur Labinjo Hughes were ignored by social services when they raised concern about his abuse” . This shows that Social Services were given cause for concern of the treatment of Arthur by his own family, yet no action was taken. The article also states that the system that’s purpose is to probe allegations of serious harm to children, after a probe from the NSPCC, was described as a system that is “struggling to cope”. Social services never talked to Arthur in person, even after family members made social services aware of bruising that could be found all over Arthurs body. The article states that “in Arthur's case, the review said a judgement became fixed early on that his father, Thomas Hughes was "protective", which was reasonable at the time but was never challenged when circumstances changed”. The concerns raised by his family were “not taken seriously”. This shows that Social services only listened to assessments by his father, an article by the mirror state “too many assessments relied on his father, Thomas Hughes’, perspective” .

In terms of what the Police could have done, based on the facts discussed, they didn’t intervene to the best of their abilities. An article states, after a probe into Arthurs case, they found “serious problems with a West Midlands Police database”. The article goes onto state that another failure on behalf of the police included the inability to ‘link’ a girl who was at “significant risk to her abusive father”. This meant they could not link the child with her father who had a history of “domestic abuse and drugs misuse” . This shows how they were not able to help Arthur, as this malfunction shows a lack of care for the children West Midland Police are obligated, and responsible to protect. This means they may have missed the fact that his biological mother was serving time for manslaughter, which may have may have effected Arthurs circumstances at home. More evidence shows the police’s lack of engagement in the case of Arthur. The article talks about ‘Operation Encompass’ a safeguarding children’s scheme that allows children experiencing domestic abuse to get help in school. Due to the lack of investigation into Arthurs case, his school were never made aware of his situation. The article states “key information to help them make that decision was not passed on” “despite national recognition that such information sharing was vital to safeguard children” . The school said that if they were made aware of Arthurs situation, he would have been allowed to stay at the school during lockdown. Even if this operation was a thing, the Police could have done more as of the legislation previously mentioned, they need to support agencies where there is concern of a child welfare, even if there has been no crime committed as stated in The Children’s Act 1989 in section 17 and 47  . Also, if they had investigated this case, they would have found that his injuries do suggest he is a victim of physical abuse. According to the Social Care institute for Excellence, common accidental injuries for children can be found on the ‘forehead’; ‘knees’; ‘elbows’; ‘palms of hands’; and on the ‘nose’ and usually result in cuts and scratches. ‘Abusive injuries’ can be found on the ‘upper arm’; ‘forearm’ which are usually ‘defensive injuries; ‘chest and abdomen’; thighs or genitals’; facial injuries (cheeks, black eyes)’; ‘ears’ or on the side of the face; and ‘back’ . As previously mentioned, Arthur when his body was found sustained over 130 injuries, which would be a clear indicator that he is being abused.

The case of Arthur Labinjo Hughes fully puts on display the flaws and lack of engagement of services and agencies that were supposed to help him, and because of their mistakes, he was tortured mentally and physically until he was brutally murdered by his step mother. This fully shows why early intervention is so important in cases of domestic abuse with children, as if the authorities had investigated, and seen the warning signs, he could have grown up and lived a happy life. Improvements must be made to ensure that no child in the UK will meet the same fate as Arthur.
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