This paper will support the presentation on the murder of James Bulger and the effect this case had on policing and the community. James Bulger was abducted and murdered on the 12th of February 1993 at two years of age. The toddler was taken from his mother at a local shopping centre in Merseyside, England (The Guardian, 2023). His murderers aged 10, evidently changed the public’s perception of the youth justice system (University of Liverpool, 2013). In addition to this, this case highlighted the importance of community policing, multi-agency response, and public relations. 

Bulger’s body was discovered by a railway line two days following his disappearance. His body was discovered a short distance away from the shopping centre and it was evident that Bulger had been assaulted before his death. The pathologist identified forty-two injuries on the toddler’s body, who sustained several lacerations and fractures to his skull (The Independent, 1993). At the scene where his body was discovered lay debris of an iron bar, bricks, and blood-stained stones that were utilised as weapons to harm the toddler. The report entails that Bulger had been sexually assaulted which illustrates the extent of the trauma he had endured.

John Venables and Robert Thompson were arrested on suspicion of abducting and murdering James Bulger on the 20th of February 1993 making them the youngest people to face a murder trial in the United Kingdom (The Guardian, 2023). Under Section 34 of the Crime and Disorder Act [1998] a child ten years of age is criminally responsible. However, they are treated differently in comparison to those aged 18 and above. Children shall be dealt with by youth courts, receive shorter sentences, and be sent to specialist units as opposed to prison (UK Government, no date). The pair were sentenced to eight years imprisonment on the 24th of November 1993. The sentence that the pair received resulted in controversy within the public and media. It became evident that the majority believed Thompson’s and Venables’ verdict was inappropriate with thousands of individuals signing petitions to increase their sentence (The Independent, 1996). 

The murder of James Bulger has normalised holding children accountable for their actions with 13, 800 children being cautioned or sentenced in the year ending March 2022 (Youth Justice Board, 2023). However, it is still important to consider young offenders as children first. The Child First, Offender Second initiative introduced to the Youth Justice System by the Welsh Government has provided children with opportunities to prevent offending and re-offending (Haines and Case, 2013). This initiative has proven effective in reducing re-offending rates and has notably reduced the likelihood of children suspected of offending from offending (Youth Justice Recourse Hub, 2022). A criticism of the Child First, Offender Second approach is that the government is putting the public at risk by being more lenient to child offenders (Day, 2022). Applying this initiative effectively to minimise further harm to the public highlights the importance of scanning, analysing, responding, and assessing crimes committed by youths. This will enable multiple agencies to collaborate to provide an effective response and solution to prevent crime whilst also addressing the individual (Ministry of Justice, 2016).

Evidence-based policing is a concept introduced by Lawrence Sherman in 1998, which utilises the best available evidence to inform policing practices, analyse crime patterns, and evaluate the effectiveness of engagement and decision-making (College of Policing, 2023). In addition to this, it has demonstrated that collaborating with the community is a valuable source of gathering intelligence, building trust, and reducing crime (College of Policing, 2013). Evidence-based policing has allowed new deterrence methods to be created and incorporated into policing practices across the United Kingdom such as closed-circuit television (CCTV). 

CCTV is an essential aspect of policing; it has been designed to deter and detect crime. It played a crucial role in identifying Venables and Thompson as the murderers of Bulger. The use of CCTV has been associated with a significant reduction in multiple crimes across the United Kingdom. According to the College of Policing (2015), drug-related crimes were reduced by 20% and a decrease of 14% to vehicle and property crimes. A limitation associated with CCTV is that it can be expensive. For CCTV to be effective, it would require multiple cameras to be designated to a specific area. Between 1994 and 1999 the government provided £38.5 million which supported 585 CCTV schemes nationwide (Home Office, 2011). Implementing more surveillance has proven to be difficult with budget restraints facing the police across the United Kingdom with an estimation of a £700 million reduction to their budget by 2026 (UNISON, 2023). 

The death of Bulger increased child safety measures and public awareness with educational schemes being introduced nationally.  Community outreach initiatives such as safety education programs inform individuals on safeguarding, and how to identify, address and report suspicious behaviour (NSPCC Learning, no date). Despite this, 1, 268 kidnappings occurred between 2018 and 2019 (Action Against Abduction, 2019). There is no definitive explanation as to why children are abducted. However, children may be kidnapped as a result of custody disputes, to demand a ransom, or by sexual predators (Megan’s Law, no date). Advances in policing since the death of Bulger allowed the community and other agencies to collaborate effectively to secure the missing individual (College of Policing, 2023). However, there were 1,700 children recorded missing for over a year in 2022 (Missing People, no date). 

This presentation has demonstrated the influence of the death of Bulger on policing, communities, and other agencies. The examination of different elements such as legislation, initiatives, and well-founded research has contributed to establishing an effective modern-day police service. Nationally, police services and other agencies are better informed and equipped to prevent such travesty from happening again with advanced protocols being introduced (HMIC, 2015). Following Bulger’s death, appropriate measures have been incorporated into the criminal justice system to ensure youth are dealt with accordingly. Such measures have been proven effective with a reduction of 79% of children being cautioned or sentenced during the last decade (Youth Justice Board, 2023).
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