Dissertation Proposal
The opinions of professionals working in the VAWDASV sector, on how the Criminal Justice System dealt with the ‘Shadow Pandemic’.

Introduction
This dissertation will survey current and former professionals working in the Violence Against Women, Domestic abuse and Sexual Violence (VAWDASV) sector. Requiring them to rate the service from the police and other criminal justice agencies regarding domestic abuse. The respondents will be asked to consider the service, before lockdown, during lockdown and since lockdown measures have been removed. The respondents will mainly rate on a scale of very poor to very good.
In late 2019, the first cases of Covid-19 began emerging in Wuhan, China. Then on the 11th March 2020, the World Health Organisation deemed the outbreak of Covid-19 as a pandemic, which lead to a series of lockdowns worldwide (World Health Organisation (WHO) 2022). This series of lockdowns worldwide has led to evidence of increased incidents of domestic abuse (Panovska-Griffiths 2022).
Domestic abuse can be defined as “'Any incident or pattern of incidents of controlling, coercive or threatening behaviour, violence or abuse between those aged 16 or over who are or have been intimate partners or family members regardless of gender or sexuality” (Home office, 2013). Domestic abuse accounted for over half of the caseload for the Crown Prosecution Service during the first quarter of 2020, which covered the first Covid-19 lockdown. (CPS, 2022).

Literature Review
Shortly after lockdown measures were introduced, agencies supporting victims of domestic abuse received an unprecedented demand for services (Speed, et al., 2020). However, Panovska-Griffiths, et al., (2022) found that the number of referrals to a domestic abuse support organisation dropped by over 25%. Hopkins and Assami (2021) reported that domestic abuse crimes recorded by the police had decreased during the Covid-19 pandemic, however the Wales national domestic abuse helpline, The Live Fear Free Helpline, reported over a 40% increase in requests for support since lockdown in March 2020. Slakoff, Aujla and PenzeyMoog (2020) also reported that the domestic abuse helpline based in England “reported a 700% increase in calls…in a single day”.
The United Nations (2020) said that due to lockdown measures there was an increase in domestic violence and all forms of violence against women and girls and gave it the name of the ‘Shadow Pandemic’.
Walklate, et al., (2022) says that experiences of domestic abuse can be “exacerbated by poor policing and criminal justice responses”, however, Walklate et al (2022) did go on to mention that it was noticed that there was an initial decrease in the number of domestic abuse calls to police, however pointed out that the number of calls soon returned to normal levels by May 2020.
When you consider the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) Walklate et al (2022) does mention that there was an increase in charging decisions for perpetrators of domestic abuse during lockdown. Speed et al (2020) wrote that the CPS enacted special provisions for those who perpetrated domestic abuse and that “high risk domestic abuse cases will require an immediate charging decision”, However Speed et al (2020) also discussed that there were issues with the CPS during lockdown which included delays on criminal trials and would see the “wait times in the crown court [increase] ‘from 18 weeks to 29 weeks’”. 
However in order to mitigate the waiting times and to support victims and witnesses in the courts, the Home Office (2022) reports that there is a client management system being developed which allows all domestic abuse cases to be flagged accordingly so that court staff are aware, however the Home Office (2022) recognises that this system wil not be available until 2024. It is also worth noting that Harker and Ryan (2022) studied remote hearings in family courts and found that professionals preferred attending remote hearings, citing reasons such as it saved time waiting for cases to be called however families shared concerns about which way their case was held, and many claimed that they did not understand the information provided during the hearing and even more mixed views when you consider those who have experienced domestic abuse, as some said that they felt safer as they didn’t have to see the perpetrator in court, but others said that they felt more vulnerable giving evidence as they weren’t sure whether the video was shown.
Speed et al (2020) recognises the work that is carried out by support workers in the domestic abuse sector, namely the Idependent Domestic Violence Advisers (IDVAs) and Independent Sexual Violence Advisers (ISVAs). Gelder et al (2021) notes that professionals working in the field had experienced challenges working in the sector of domestic abuse, including challenges of multi-agency working, lack of referrals from other professionals such as police and health and funding issues. However a report by the Home Office (2022) says that the UK has committed over £40 million for agencies supporting survivors of domestic abuse and over £80 Million for IDVAs and ISVAs since the Covid-19 pandemic.
The Home Office (2022) also reports on domestic homicides in relation to the covid-19 pandemic, and references a report prepared by Bates at al (2021) which said that almost half of victims of domestic homicides were known to the police.

Methodology
This survey will be conducted by way of online questionnaire. The form will be prepared using either Microsoft forms or Google forms. This form will be dessiminated by email and social media to current and former colleagues. It will also be sent to Welsh Women’s Aid to be included in their fortnightly newsletter.
The questionnaire will consist of several questions, asking respondents to rank the service they have had from key criminal justice services such as the police, MARAC, courts, prisons and probation service. Respondents will eb asked to rank the service from very poor to very good at three key stages, firstly the response before lockdown measures were introduced, secondly the response during the stringent lockdown and thirdly, what the response is now that all lockdown measures have been withdrawn.
Questionnaires have been choosen for this topic as questionnaires can be standardised and as a result this can ensure that the results could be comparable (Lavrakas, 2008). Lavrakas (2008) also mentions that the main advantage of using online questionnaires to collect results is that the survey can be distributed to respondents quickly with very little cost involved. However Lavrakas (2008) does mention that with online questionnaires, the credentials of the respondents is unable to be verified and as a result there may be responses received from participants outside the target groups.
Once the questionnaires have been sent out, I will be offering a timescale of 3-4 weeks for response collection and once this window has passed, the survey will be closed to any further responses.
Time Management
	June- July 2022
	Submit research proposal

	July 2022
	Prepare literature review and prepare questionnaire for online survey

	August 2022
	Prepare methodology chapter, distribution of questionnaires online, 3–4-week turnaround for results

	September 2022
	Prepare analysis of results

	October 2022
	Prepare findings and conclusion

	25th November 2022
	Final Submission deadline



Results
The number of completed responses are expected to be around 15-20. It is also expected in the results, that I will have several responses that are unable to rate the criminal justice services before lockdown measures were enacted due to the length of time that has passed, however I will still consider their responses at any of the other key stages. 
I do have to consider the results based around researcher bias. Researcher Bias is where the author can have an unintentional impact on the data, (Smith & Noble, 2014). As I have previously worked in the South Wales Police force area, and the area where currently most of my current and former colleagues work in, there will be a bias towards responses in the South Wales area. This will be mitigated by the distribution of the questionnaire to services Wales wide through Welsh Women’s Aid.
I am expecting that there will be a negative opinion of the criminal justice service in relation to domestic abuse throughout the key stages. However Walklate, Godfrey and Richardson (2021) found that police forces had moved to more frequent MARAC meetings and as a result found that MARAC meetings were more efficient online.

Evaluation
This piece of research could have positive and negative implications for both the professionals dealing with domestic abuse and the criminal justice agencies represented in the survey. For example, the results of this survey could be used as a learning opportunity for future police officers and other criminal justice agencies regarding how to respond appropriately to an incident of domestic abuse. 
However, the results could be limited as the results could be focused in one area of Wales and as a result would not provide an accurate picture of the criminal justice systems throughout Wales. 
Walklate, Godfrey and Richardson (2021) studied MARAC’s (Multi-agency risk assessment conferences) in England and Wales and the response given during the pandemic and concluded that while the police thought that the move to online platforms was beneficial, the response from multi-agencies who attend the meetings has not been studied and invited researchers to explore the views of victims of domestic abuse and their support workers.
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