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This report is based on the Southport murders committed by Axel Radakubana in 2024 and how the criminal justice system responded to this case, throughout this case there will be details on what happened within this case which potentially positively or negatively impacted communities around the area. 
The Southport murders on 29 July 2024 are widely considered one of the most shocking and disturbing violent incidents in the UK in recent years, and they raise serious concerns about how effective the criminal justice system is, particularly when it comes to preventing this kind of situation from happening. The perpetrator was Axel  Rudakubana and at the time was 17 years old when he carried out a knife attack at a children’s dance class in Southport, killing three young girls and injuring ten others. The nature of the attack, especially the fact that it targeted young children in what should have been a safe environment, led to widespread public outrage and grief. It also created strong pressure on the criminal justice system not only to punish the offender appropriately, but also to explain how such a could occur despite earlier warning signs (BBC, 2025) .
A major issue in this case is that Rudakubana had already come to the attention of authorities before the attack took place. There were several indicators that he may have posed a risk, including a pattern of concerning behaviour and an apparent interest in violence. He had been referred three times to Prevention Units between 2019 and 2021, which suggests that professionals had recognised at least some level of concern. However, these referrals did not result in any long-term monitoring or intervention. This raises important questions about how effective prevention units are as a safeguarding tool. While it is designed to identify individuals at risk of radical ideas, it tends to focus mainly on ideas of extremism. In Rudakubana’s case, although he possessed extremist material and even produced ricin, which is a toxic chemical that poisons the individual and normally results in death, there was no clear political motive identified. As a result, he did not meet the criteria for continued involvement in the programme (The Guardian, 2026) .
This highlights a key limitation within the current system, by focusing heavily on ideology, prevention units may overlook individuals who demonstrate dangerous behaviour but do not fit into traditional categories of extremism. In a case like this, where the threat appears to be more personal or psychological rather than ideological, the existing ideas may not be flexible enough to respond effectively. It could be argued that this reflects a broader issue in the criminal justice system, where policies are often designed around specific types of threats and struggle to adapt when those threats evolve. The Southport case suggests that the definition of risk may need to be expanded to include a wider range of warning signs, even if they do not align with established categories.
At the same time, it is important not to place all responsibility on prevention units alone, as the case also points to wider problems in how different agencies work together. In the UK, safeguarding relies on cooperation between multiple organisations, including schools, social services, healthcare providers, and the police. In theory, this multi-agency approach should allow information to be shared and risks to be identified early. However, in practice, communication between agencies is not always effective. In Rudakubana’s case, it appears that different organisations held pieces of information about his behaviour, but these were not combined in a way that led to action that could have prevented him prior to the murders. This suggests a breakdown in coordination and raises concerns about accountability between forces and how moving forward cooperation is more beneficial than was potentially previously believed. When responsibility is shared across multiple agencies, it can become unclear who is ultimately responsible for the blame in a circumstance (Sky News, 2026).
The idea that the attack may have been preventable is one of the most troubling aspects of the case. If earlier intervention had taken place, it is possible that the outcome could have been different. This does not mean that the attack could have been stopped, but it does highlight weaknesses in the system that allowed the risk to escalate. From a criminal justice perspective, this raises important questions about the balance between individual rights and public safety where increasing monitoring or intervention could help prevent future attacks, but it also risks infringing on personal freedoms. This makes it a complex issue, with no straightforward solution (CPS, 2025).
Once the attack occurred, the police response itself was relatively effective to the situation where officers on the scene acted quickly to arrest Rudakubana, which prevented further harm and allowed the investigation to begin immediately. Amongst this, the involvement of counter-terrorism units shows how seriously the case was taken, particularly given the discovery of ricin and extremist material from previous notes on Rudakubana being discovered. Unfortunately, even though this could have lined up as potential terrorism, the attack was not officially classified as terrorism, as there was no clear ideological motive. This decision has been debated, as many people felt that the scale and nature of the violence resembled a terrorist act. It raises questions about whether current legal definitions are still appropriate, especially in cases involving isolated perpetrators who may not have a clear or consistent ideology (GOV.UK, 2024).
The investigation also reflects the increasing complexity of modern criminal cases where a significant amount of digital evidence had to be examined, including online activity and communications. This required cooperation with international agencies that further highlights how crime is no longer limited by crime occurring in countries they are based in but how the role of the internet shapes individual's behaviour and providing access to harmful material is an important factor in cases like this. It suggests that the criminal justice system must continue to adapt to new challenges, particularly in relation to technological advancements and online environments (Express News, 2026).
In addition to the investigation itself, the police also had to manage public reaction to the murders where the public's reaction to the Southport murders by gained extensive media coverage, and there was a strong emotional response from the public. At the same time, misinformation spread quickly on social media, including false claims about the identity of the offender. This created additional challenges for law enforcement, as they had to maintain public order while also ensuring accurate information was communicated. This reflects a wider issue within modern policing, where managing public perception and online narratives has become an important part of the job (ISD, 2024).
The court proceedings in the case were relatively straightforward due to the guilty plea entered by Axel Rudakubana where he admitted to all charges, including; three counts of murder, ten counts of attempted murder, possession of a knife, production of ricin, and possession of terrorist material. This meant that a full trial was not necessary, which may have reduced the emotional impact on the victims’ families. However, it also meant that fewer details were explored publicly, which can sometimes limit understanding of the case from a public perspective. Trials often provide an opportunity to examine evidence in depth and explore the motivations behind an offence, so this aspect was somewhat limited (Judiciary.uk, 2026).
The sentencing decision reflects the seriousness of the crimes committed. Rudakubana was given a life sentence with a minimum term of 52 years, which is one of the longest sentences given to someone of his age in the UK in over 60 years. This demonstrates that the court took the severity of the offences into account and aimed to impose a punishment that reflected the harm caused. However, because he was under 18 at the time of the attack, the judge could not impose a whole-life order which left the UK public ‘Disgusted’ and how the legal restrictions have led to debates about whether sentencing laws should be changed for extreme cases involving young offenders (Law Commission, 2025).
The issue of youth sentencing is particularly complex where on one hand, it can be said that the criminal justice system recognises that young people are still developing and may have a greater potential for rehabilitation but on the other hand, cases like this challenge that assumption, as the level of harm caused is so significant. Which further raises questions about whether the current approach strikes the right balance between punishment and rehabilitation. Some may argue that the sentence is appropriate given the legal framework, while others may feel it does not go far enough in reflecting the seriousness of the offence.
The role of the Crown Prosecution Service was also important in ensuring that the case was handled effectively where they brought up multiple charges, including those related to ricin and extremist material, which led to the prosecution being able to present a constructive and accurate picture of the offender’s actions. This approach helps to ensure that sentencing reflects the full extent of the offending behaviour, rather than focusing only on the most serious charges. It also demonstrates the importance of careful case preparation and legal strategy in achieving a justified outcome (UK Parliament, 2025).
Following the conclusion of the case, attention turned to understanding how the attack had been allowed to happen which led to the UK government launching a public inquiry into examining the circumstances leading up to the murder and identifying any failures within the system. Public inquiries play a key role in holding institutions accountable and recommending changes to prevent similar incidents in the future however, earlier findings from the inquiry suggest that there were significant failings in communication, risk assessment, and intervention. The fact that Rudakubana had been referred multiple times but was not effectively managed indicates that improvements are needed in how risk is identified and addressed.
One of the main areas of focus is the potential reform of prevention where there have been calls to broaden its scope so that it can deal with individuals who pose a risk even without clear ideas that include violent motives. However, this raises important ethical and legal questions where potentially expanding the criteria for intervention could increase the ability to prevent harm, but it may also lead to concerns about surveillance and the targeting of individuals who have not committed a crime. This highlights the ongoing tension within the criminal justice system between the system and individuals from different backgrounds (Southport Inquiry, 2024).
Overall, the criminal justice response to the Southport murders shows both strengths and weaknesses where the system was able to respond effectively after the murders, with a quick police response, a thorough investigation, and a strong sentencing outcome. However, the failures in prevention are more difficult to ignore and because of this, this case highlights the need for better communication between agencies, a more flexible approach to risk, and a willingness to adapt to new forms of violence. It also shows that while the criminal justice system can deliver justice after a crime has occurred, preventing such crime from occurring in the first place remains a significant challenge.
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