


The public sector covers the responsibility for all public services within the UK (Higginbotham, 2021). For the UK these public services include emergency services such as police, ambulance, fire, and coastguard (Gov.uk, 2021). As well this, the public services cover healthcare, social care, education, housing, and refuse collection (Higginbotham, 2021). The purpose of the public sector and the specific public service roles within the sector all work to protect and serve the public’s needs (Higginbotham, 2021). According to the Office for National Statistics (2021), 5.68 million people are currently employed in the public sector, comparing to June 2020 when there were 131,000 less employees, this emphasises the size and scope of the UK public sector. The increase in employees within the public sector is due to the increasing number of contemporary issues that the public sector is faced with (Tizard, 2012). A key issue within the public sector is child abuse and the numerous branches into different forms of abuse it is associated with. In terms of the public sector, services for vulnerable children in conjunction with the police and education services are arguably amongst the most important as children do not have the capacity to fend for themselves and can find themselves at risk of significant harm.
According to NSPCC (2021a), child abuse occurs when an adult or another child intentionally harms a child. This can not only be a one-off action but also something that reoccurs over a long period of time. The types of abuse can be physical, emotional, or even sexual and can occur in person in most cases, but it is becoming increasingly popular online. Neglect also comes into play within child abuse for the lack of care, attention, and love (NSPCC, 2021a). 
It is important to note that a child is considered under the age of 18. Factors such as living independently, in further education, in the armed forces, or in custody, do not change the fact that they are still considered a child and it does not jeopardise any entitlements to services and protection (College of Policing, 2019).
Child abuse is also related to offences such as human trafficking and child sexual exploitation. In most cases, the child is likely to know their perpetrator, whether this be a family member, a friend, neighbour for example. Child abuse becomes extremely complex as they might not be aware or even understand that they are a victim of abuse (College of Policing, 2019). Because of the dynamics of this, the victim may have developed a relationship/attachment to the perpetrator. This makes it difficult to identify the abuse in the first place and resulting in the victim denying the abuse or creating excuses for it to protect their perpetrator (College of Policing, 2019). 
Another form of child abuse is sexual. This occurs when a child is either forced or tricked into doing sexual activities. The difficulty with this is that the child may not understand what is happening to them or understand that it is wrong, leading them to believe it is normal and will not seek help or tell anyone (NSPCC, 2021b). It is important to note that all children should be aware that it is not their fault if they have been sexually abused. Sexual abuse can be through contact and non-contact. Contact abuse includes physically having contact with the child, such as sexually touching parts of the child’s body, with or without clothing, raping, or penetrating a child with a body part, forcing the child to do sexual activities, or making the child touch someone else and undress (NSPCC, 2021b). Non-contact abuse of this other hand occurs when the child is not touched by the abuser and can happen in person or online. This includes acts such as exposing or flashing body parts, showing the child pornography, exposing the child to a sexual act, making a child masturbate, forcing the child to associate with child abuse images or videos, forcing the child to participate in sexual acts or conversations online (NSPCC, 2021b). 
Child sexual abuse has a link to child sexual exploitation. However, the difference is that the abuser takes advantage of the child and uses the imbalance of power to persuade a child into sexual activity in exchange for something the victim requires and/or for a financial advantage or increased hierarchy of the abuser (Gov.uk, 2017). The victim could be sexually exploited even if consent was given and does not have to be physical contact it could be through technology. Likewise with other forms of abuse, children may not be aware of the coercive nature and do not believe or are unaware that they are a victim of exploitation (College of Policing, 2021). For exploitation to be identified, a person requires professional knowledge and skills for an assessment in analysing the risk and circumstances of the child to be carried out. In terms of law, even where a child is of legal age, if they feel that they do not have a meaningful choice, in fear of what would happen if they do not comply or are under the influence of a substance such as drugs or alcohol then consent is not valid (Gov.uk, 2017). Professionals believe that children who are exposed to other factors may be more vulnerable to sexual exploitation. These may include living in a chaotic/dysfunctional family; history of abuse within the home environment; guardians who misuse harmful substances; social exclusion resulting from poverty; social or learning difficulties; involvement in criminal activity; homeless or in care, foster care; live in a deprived area where gang culture is common. However, these factors are not to say that children who come from secure, loving homes are not victims, because they too can be sexually exploited (College of Policing, 2021). 
County lines is another form of exploitation, referring to urban gangs that supply drugs to different areas using mobile phone lines or deal lines. The child is used to deal with the move of drugs and money to the different areas. What makes this exploitation is the risk of physical or sexual violence, gang recriminations and trafficking (Home Office, 2018). According to the National Crime agency (2019), children carry out these low-level crimes as they are essential to the operations and the use of children makes the deals go unnoticed and less suspicious by authorities. 
Emotional abuse is another form of child abuse. This is the use of words, criticism or even silence, to the point where the child may start to believe what the abuser is saying is true. This can include name calling, shouting for no reason, ignoring, making the child feel bad about themselves, pressurise the child into doing things they are not able to do, treating the child differently to others, putting the child in dangerous situation, stopping the child from having friends or socialising (Childline, 2021). 
According to the College of Policing (2021), neglect is also a form of child abuse. The Children and Young Persons Act 1933 section 1 states that a child’s guardian or anyone legally liable for a child has willingly neglected the child in such manner that the child’s health is in danger by not providing essentials such as food, clothing, medical attention, or lodging. Food, clothing, and lodging are basic needs for a child to ensure they are safe. Neglect can also follow through into education, when the child’s guardian has no interest in giving the child an education or ensuring they attend (NSPCC, 2021c). Emotional neglect is abusing the nurture and stimulation the child needs, such as ignoring and isolating them, linking further with emotional abuse. Medical neglect includes regular dental check-ups, refusing medication for the child or ignoring the recommendations and well as refusing to take the child to the doctors or hospital (NSPCC, 2021c). 
NSPCC (2021d) states that physical abuse is when the abuser intentionally hurts and harms a child. The type of harm inflicted includes an endless list of physical acts such as slapping, punching, kicking, throwing, burning, biting, and breaking bones. The injuries, however, may not be noticeable at first or even external. The deliberation of causing ill health to a child or fabricating an illness is also considered physical abuse (College of Policing, 2019). 
The police have a duty to safeguard children, including significant involvement in strategic partnerships that relate to the safeguard of children, as well as the requirement of action at which takes place at an operational level to refer any concerns they may have for a child or children to other agencies for information (College of Policing, 2019). This would come under child protection, in accordance with the Children Act 1989 section 47 where there is risk of a child suffering significant harm, or in accordance with the Children Act 1989 section 17(10), where the child is considered ‘in need’. The police will work with local children’s social care services, health services and education services to safeguard children. The guidelines state that the police should identify any child or children who seem at risk of abuse and neglect; investigate any alleged offences against a child or children; work with supporting agencies to share information relevant to protection issues; protect children through exercising emergency powers (HMIC, 2015).
All police officers, as well as Police Community Support Officers (PCSO) are trained to identify early stages of child abuse, when a child’s welfare is at risk, and they may need protection. Specifically, there are officers within the force that will be trained in child abuse investigation. Additionally, they are fully aware of other factors that might pose a safeguarding risk and would also pay attention to them (HM Government, 2018). Therefore, an officer that attends a domestic abuse incident would have to be aware of controlling or coercive behaviour within the household. However, if the child is the alleged offender, for example possession of drugs, they may be a victim of county lines exploitation with gangs and will be offered safeguard and protection the same as any other child (HM Government, 2018). If the police receive a report of child abuse of any form, they must share information with other services such as social care and education, where it is a necessity to protect the child. Likewise, the police will receive information from these services if they are informed of child abuse activity (HM, Government, 2018). 
In England and Wales, Citizens Advice (2021) states that if a report of child abuse is received by the police, a specialist within the child abuse investigation team will deal with it. Following this, the police will notify the local child protection team and a social worker will offer support to the child and family depending on what is necessary. The police have the authority to speak to the victim with or without parental or guardian permission, as well as visit where the offence/offences took place and/or where the victim lives to search for any potential evidence (Citizens Advice, 2021). A medical examination of the victim will be arranged regardless of what is discovered from the visit and statements will be taken from the child, the alleged abuser, and any potential witnesses. Additionally, if the police believe the child is exposed to risk of significant harm, they will remove the child from where they live and place them under police protection (Citizens Advice, 2021). 
If the alleged abuser or abusers are the guardians of the child, the police and local council work together to decide on whether the child will be placed in foster care, or they may have other family members willing to let them stay. Social workers then have the responsibility of deciding the level of contact the child will have with their guardian and what will be agreed at the end of the 72-hour police protection. However, if the services involved in the report do not raise any further concerns, then the child by law must be returned to their guardian. Although, if concerns are raised, the council will resort to a court order allowing them to receive more time to investigate (Citizens Advice, 2021). 
If the abuser is the child’s primary caregiver/mother, there is beliefs that if the child is removed from her care, it could cause significant damage to the child. Bowlby’s hypothesis suggests that maternal deprivation can disrupt the attachment between the child and mother and result in long term difficulties in terms of cognitive, social, and emotional functioning (McLeod, 2017). Furthermore, Bowlby believed that the child will be exposed to delinquency, reduced intelligence, increased aggression, depression, or affectionless psychopathy. For example, the child will act on impulse without the thought of possible consequences and showing no guilt (McLeod, 2017). 
Not all abusers are the guardians of the child, meaning the process of removing the child from their home is not necessary, unless the child is at risk of harm by remaining there. In a case where the abuser is not the guardian, the child will have a medical examination where the police, social workers and the child’s guardians will attend (Citizens Advice, 2021). The police will take statements from any witnesses to use at evidence in court. A decision between the police and Crown Prosecution Service will then be made on whether a charge of a criminal offence will be rolled out. However, factors such as not enough evidence and deciding whether a charge would not be the best thing for the child will lead to no charge (Citizens Advice, 2021). 
According to the Office for National Statistics (2020), one in five adults have experienced child abuse before the age of 16. In depth, around one in one hundred adults were victims of physical neglect before the age of 16. An estimated 227,500 child abuse cases were recorded by the police between March 2018 and March 2019, only 4% resulted in either a charge or summon. These statistics relating to child abuse are appalling, more so that children are the most vulnerable within society and they are exploited and manipulated by these abusers to the belief that the behaviour and actions are normal.
In conclusion, it is understandable why child abuse is a contemporary issue within public services. The statistics justify the horror surrounding the issue and emphasise that people do not realise they have been a victim of child abuse until later in life as the statistics rely on adults who have experienced a form of abuse before the age of 16, not statistics explaining child abuse cases at the time. Additionally, child abuse takes many forms and for many it is misunderstood. Unless researched, adults would be unaware of what the different forms of child abuse mean and include, which accentuates how a child can be completely unaware of the wrongdoing of abuse. Undoubtedly, the police, social services, local council and education work great together to recognise the signs of child abuse and report them to one another to provide justice and safety for the children which is great to acknowledge. However, not all abuse is visible and can go unnoticed by services and as children may be unaware, there would be no report of the abuse from them in most cases. This with certainty suggests that the statistics may be far worse than recorded and it is a difficult task for the public services to attempt to decrease. 
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