



The criminal justice process for victims and suspects is a very complex institution requiring many factors in hope to deliver justice to those who are victims of crime. At the core of the criminal justice system are two main factors which are the victims and suspects, both will experience different processes through different legislation, practices and social values. Historically the focus of the criminal justice process was the rights of the suspect, however in the modern day there is more interest in the concern of needs and rights for the victims. Within this essay there will be a critical evaluation of the balance between the victim and the suspects, through the evaluation there will be the examination of different key stages of this process including factors like, investigation, court trials and post court trial outcomes. There will also be a consideration over the legal protection of victims and witnesses, rights of the victim and suspect and the fairness of the criminal justice system.
The suspects experience of the criminal justice process has been influenced through legal protection founded by the principles of the criminal process. The main rights during this process are the rights to be presumed innocent, right to a fair trial and the right to freedom from arbitrary detention. These are the key rights in most countries including England and Wales, these protections began mainly from the need to avoid abuses from legal matters and to prevent the innocent from an in just conviction (Ashworth, 2010). The European Convention on human rights also provides the principles of these rights under both Article 5 and 6 explaining the right to security and a fair hearing in court. All suspects are provided with the right to legal representation, access to any evidence and the right to remain silence from the time of arrest to the time they appear in court for sentencing. In England and Wales these rights are governed by the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984, this is what provides suspect to be treated fairly through all legal proceedings and to be informed with all legal rights.
[bookmark: _Int_zPcNBhL3]On the other hand, victims were primarily viewed as playing the role of the witness with very little to no concern of their emotional or psychological interests. Rock (2004) suggests victims were routinely pushed to the periphery once they had reported a crime with little scope for participation in proceedings or decision making. This exclusion reflects the controversial nature of the law systems within the UK where the suspect will be prosecuted but no further action or help for the victim. The more traditional view of this was that justice is more served as an objective and is more prioritised over emotional investment (Doak, 2008). This then can lead to a bad perception from the public over the criminal justice process within the UK. In the past recent decades, there has been a notable change in the policy for an increased role of victims in the criminal justice system. The introduction of the Victims code of practice and the specialist victim support services shows the growing recognition of victims' rights and needs. For example, in England and Wales the victims code entitles the victim to be kept informed of the criminal case and to have the right access to victim support material also to be questioned on decisions like whether to prosecute the suspect or not (Ministry of Justice, 2020). In addition to this victim impact statement will allow the victim to provide the personal impacts the crime has had upon them during the sentencing in court, even though the personal statement may not be detriment to the sentences they will have the potential to influence judicial decisions and give victims the closure they need (Roberts & Manikis, 2013). However, these critics have argued that these reforms in the victims' code have been insufficient, and too many victims are still reporting to have poor treatments, little communication and no support whilst going through the criminal justice process (Victims’ Commissioner, 2021). Aswell as this the discretion given to the police and prosecutors often leads the views of the victim not being central to the decision making of the crime especially with the low-risk cases.
[bookmark: _Int_rTqiT2fx][bookmark: _Int_A2JS3Cl3]The concept of balance within the criminal justice system relies on legal justice and the suspects and victims are both entitled to be treated equally with respect and neutrality. However, the adversarial model will often mean that if one is protected then the other often won't be. For example, cross examination is re traumatizing for victims mostly in cases which involve sexual violence. The use of pre-recorded video evidence through court can assist in reducing this trauma, however debates persist as to whether such provisions compromise the right for the suspect to challenge the evidence (Ellison & Munro, 2014). Similarly, the expansion of special measures and anonymity safeguards for victims whilst it is necessary to be able to report a crime it can raise worries about the transparency within the justice system. The balance therefore needs to navigate between both the pressure of suspect fairness and victim sensitivity. One of the key areas of imbalance in the criminal justice system is the access to justice. While suspects can have the rights to have legal aid and representation whilst the victims would struggle more to receive the same amount of assistance. Agencies like the Victim support and the Witness Service do provide emotional and practical assistance however there is no right to legal representations for victims even when the victim would be interested in that aspect (McGlynn & Westmarland, 2019). Additionally, inequalities add negativity to these imbalances because victims who are in the marginalized communities like the disabled or ethnic minority will also face more barriers such as language barriers, discrimination and cultural sensitivity (Walklate, 2007). Similarly, suspects in this matter can also experience unequal treatment due to bias or inadequate resources, although the legal system will offer some help to those of disadvantaged groups.

[bookmark: _Int_JAXUm8w8][bookmark: _Int_sS9Dtwcq]Following the trial the victim and the suspects criminal justice journey will differentiate. For the victims the sentencing and conviction can bring them a sense of closure but that does not mean the trauma has been removed. Many victims of crime report long term psychological harm and dissatisfaction of the outcome of the sentence is perceived as too lenient (Spencer & Walklate, 2016). For the suspects who have been through the process the reputational damage is prominent in the effect it has upon them even when they still haven't been convicted. However, for those who have been convicted, after prison life is a challenge to go back into society how it was prior to conviction, with struggles for housing and employment. Even though rehabilitation programs are available for them support is typically limited.

Significantly, restorative justice schemes have proven to be leading in the right direction for post-conviction between both the victim and the suspect during the criminal justice process. The restorative justice schemes have the ability to bring both the suspect and victim in contact with each other which can eventually lead to a mutual understanding and accountability for actions but also healing for the victim to have that reassurance they might have needed. This is proven through research conducted by Sherman and Strang (2007).
To conclude, the equality between victims and suspects in the criminal justice process is a complex situation. On one hand, the rights of suspects are secure, offering a vital safeguard against miscarriages of justice. On the other hand, the victim has traditionally been neglected, though recent measures have sought to redress the imbalance. Despite this, ensuring optimum balance remains a major part of the criminal justice process, however from research previously discussed it is clear to see that the justice system is more favouring over the legal process of the system rather than the victim's empowerment. Although there is a progress towards attempting to enhance the victim’s rights and creating a more supported foundation, it will require reforming to achieve victim empowerment. This reform can be achieved through creating a fairer system for the victim going through the process and making sure there is a commitment to procedural justice. This justice does not include taking away any of the suspects rights, but it can be created more equally for a more legit criminal justice system.
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