



Child abuse can be defined as the maltreatment of anyone under the age of eighteen in the form of emotional, physical and sexual abuse and neglect (Metropolitan police, 2024). With their being four types of child abuse, makes it very complex due to the multitude of adverse and detrimental effects it can have on children and young people. Since high profile cases such as the Rotherham scandal, many people such as the South Yorkshire crime commissioner took positive actions by implementing different programs and interventions to protect and support children (South Yorkshire Police and Crime Commissioner, 2024). However, it is still a very prevalent issue with approximately 25% of children experiencing child abuse in their lifetime and of these, 18% are being abused physically, 78% percent are neglected and 9% are sexually abused (Brown et al, 2023). The exploitation of a child links very closely with child abuse but it defines differently as being groomed into either criminal exploitation or sexual exploitation in exchange for drugs, gifts, money, affection and status (Robinson et al, 2018). By looking at why certain children get abused and exploited will help understand what protective measures can be put in place as well as what responses to these crimes are already being implemented. Overall, both these concerns need addressing so victims and survivors can be protected and supported in the most efficient way. 
When looking specifically at child sexual abuse, there is growing acceptance that children who have any type of disability are more vulnerable and more likely to be targeted by predators (Helton, Gochez-Kerr & Gruber, 2017). This is due to them being dependent on care givers throughout the entirety of their life. Also, the position they have in society is seen as powerless due to suffering from communication and intellectual impairments as well as having a poorer educational background (Klebanov et al, 2023). Overall, there is a widespread lack of evidence and research surrounding sexual abuse and exploitation against children with disabilities which could be due to them not understanding what is happening to them which therefore leads to them not reporting the crime (Christoffersen, 2020). People may make stereotypical judgements that the child’s different behaviours are down to their disabilities without first eliminating external factors like child abuse which can cause different emotional, social and physical effects. One response to child sexual abuse and exploitation which has changed overtime is that since 2020, relationships and sex education in schools was made compulsory as part of the curriculum. Section 34 of the Children and Social Work Act 2017 states that primary school children must receive relationships education and all secondary school children must be taught relationships and sex education (Children and Social Work Act 2017). They give children knowledge on what sex is, but most importantly what safe sex, consensual sex and violence in relationships looks like (Gahagan & Colpitts, 2017). In 2022, relationships and sex education changed its name to relationships and sexuality education to focus more on what healthy and safe relationships are (Welsh Government, 2022). By teaching this in schools helps encourage good sexual health decision making and educates children that originally weren’t aware of the dangers (Rabbitte & Enriquez, 2019). 
Between the years of 1997 and 2018, approximately 1400 girls were sexually exploited and sexually abused by men of predominantly Pakistani heritage in Rotherham. Girls as young as eleven were raped, abducted, trafficked, intimidated, and beaten. Two girls in particular were targeted as the men knew they were vulnerable due to them spending time in the care system and, using alcohol and drugs, exploited them for their own sexual gratification (Cps, 2024). The men were prosecuted for their actions; however, the girls will live with the effects of the crime forever. Since this, a safeguarding strategy to help tackle and prevent child exploitation in Rotherham was introduced to help educate and keep children safe. Their main aims were to be more proactive in the identification of individuals and groups of children that present more vulnerable and that may be at a greater risk of being exploited or targeted. They also stated that they will ensure survivors receive post abuse support to help them deal with the negative outcomes. Their strategy somewhat mirrors the compulsory relationships and sex education subject as they also want to implement targeted education and training, but this will mainly focus on criminal and sexual exploitation (Rotherham Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2023). 
Even though educating and training children and young people on this matter is effective, it is important to look at educating the police who are the ones responding to the crime. During the first twelve years of the investigation into Rotherham, many victims came forward but were either ignored or disbelieved that such abuse was occurring. The police had no priority in tackling child sexual abuse and feared if they intervened, they would be branded as racist (De Jonge, 2020). This would not only impact those children at the time, but it would affect other children dealing with similar circumstances. Therefore, they would lose all trust in the police and would not disclose it. Training which looks at improving soft skills such as ways to interact with children and what mannerisms to use would help increase the police’s confidence when speaking with child victims (Millar, Devaney & Butler, 2018). They also need to be equipped to know what services and resources they can point the child to, in order for children to receive further support and guidance. The children would hopefully build trust as they would be presented with a knowledgeable but sympathetic police officer who they know they can disclose their crime with (Millar et al, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Hlk182063185]Online sexual abuse continues to increase, as it accounts for 32% of all child sexual abuse and exploitation (National Police Chiefs Council, 2022). Children and young people’s lives are often described as digital-by-default due to their lives being structured around different digital devices (Stoilova et al, 2020). The accessibility and popularity of owning any device at such a young age is ever-increasing. This puts children at a greater risk of exploitation and online sexual abuse. Examples range from image-based sexual abuse, sextortion, non-consensual sexting to revenge pornography and online solicitation (Finkelhor, 2022). To put into context, the NSPCC handled over 150 cases of adults concerned about their child’s safety in terms of sextortion in 2023 (NSPCC, 2024). Children can get targeted for many reasons but the most common are mental health, lower self-esteem and bad parental relationships (Pedersen et al, 2023). This is because the children are deemed more mentally vulnerable and may need extra support from someone other than family or friends. A predator will be able to spot signs of weakness in these children and try to be that person the children can express their feelings and worries to. Several studies on child sexual abuse highlighted words such as understood, trust, special and lucky, which relate to what the children felt when approached online (Wood & Wheatcroft, 2020). After gaining the child’s trust, they start to manipulate them into engaging with sexual acts online. Even though many children do not understand their being abused; others who do understand, find it difficult to remove themselves from the situation and feel trapped (Joleby et al, 2020). This correlates to how the gradual development into abuse and grooming becomes challenging for the child to control and they are unable to set limits or protect themselves. This is followed by an increased pressure from the abuser as actions which had been good enough previously are not sufficient enough anymore (Hamilton-Giachritsis et al, 2020).
During Covid 19, over 1.5 million children were impacted by school closures leading to them being isolated from school friends, teachers and the safe space schools provide (United Nations, 2024). The high levels of stress in family homes from receiving a lower income and being overcrowded, increased the likelihood of children being sexually abused. In addition, when schooling was introduced online for the main purpose of teaching and support, it opened up further exposures to risky online behaviours and sexual exploitation (Park & Walsh, 2022). One of the reasons for this is because during Covid-19 many people used sex as a coping mechanism to deal with the negative outcomes such as feelings of loneliness (Gillespie, 2020). Predators would target children online as they believed they reciprocated the same feelings as them. They would groom them by attempting to build a relationship with them to gain further trust and an emotional connection. These predators usually hide their identity by using images and videos of other people, to trick the children into thinking it is really them (NSPCC, 2024). Other predators have also been seen to target children playing online games by using voice editors to disguise their identity. They would entice them by offering gifts such as a new video game (The Children’s Society, 2021). To link back, children during Covid 19 were at greater risk of sexual abuse and exploitation due to playing online games more to escape boredom and make new friends. 
One response which has changed significantly from before Covid 19 to during and after, is the access to support services. Due to the lockdown, many services which would be delivered in person, had to resort to online via video calls. This is still the case for many services, even though Covid 19 have surpassed (NSPCC, 2020). Despite there not being many other options, these children who have been sexually abused online, would get flashbacks when having a video chat with support services online as that’s how the abuse started. This leads to difficulties in the child’s engagement (UK Parliament, 2024). To encourage people to report children they know being sexually abused or exploited to authorities, there is now a new legal requirement for anyone involved with children such as teachers and healthcare professionals to report it. This is to prevent different authorities and services turning a blind eye to child sexual abuse and exploitation (UK Government, 2024). The children’s commissioner believe that parents need to be tougher on applying the tools such as child safety settings, having open and honest conversations with their children about boundaries and frequently asking their children what they are doing online (Children’s Commissioner, 2024). 
One major areas of concern when dealing with young victims of both child sexual abuse and exploitation is the whole court process. Even though children are allowed to see the courtroom before the trial begins and receive an explanation of what is expected, they still may come face to face with the abuser if they plead not guilty (UK Government, 2024). When referring to supporting a child through the court process most agencies use terms such a ‘may’ and ‘might’ instead of it being a definite response such as must. For example, the Metropolitan Police service in their explanation of special measures in court specifies that child may be able to give evidence in private or they may be able to give evidence from behind a screen, however these are not certain (Metropolitan Police, 2024). A new model proposed in 2024 states that information sharing between agencies will be improved to avoid the child victims retelling their experiences in court (UK Government, 2024). Other recommendations to help support children more in court would be to permanently prevent contact between the child and the perpetrator and have increased specialised training of professionals such as the police and judges when dealing with children (Council of Europe, 2023).  Overall, if these were officially published, children would feel safer, suffer from less psychological affects and not be targeted again by the perpetrator. 
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