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The aim of this report is to critically analyse the police and criminal justice response to the case of Axel Rudakubana following the Southport murders. Desktop research was conducted using reports, government papers, academic articles, and internet sources.
Rudakubana killed three girls in Southport while attempting to stab other children present in a dance class. Police quickly arrested him and searched his home, where they found evidence including a terrorist-related manual, a blade, and ricin. Research indicated that Rudakubana had been referred to Prevent three times following concerns from his school regarding violent behaviour. However, these referrals did not progress to further action and the case was closed, which was later criticised as a failure of multi-agency working and communication.
The police were also criticised for withholding information, which some argued may have contributed to subsequent riots described as some of the worst public disorder since 2011. The police stated that information was withheld in accordance with advice from the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS).
The CPS used evidence gathered by the police but did not prosecute Rudakubana under terrorism legislation, as there was insufficient evidence of religious or political intent. However, he was charged with murder, attempted murder, possession of a knife, and possession of terrorist documents, resulting in a 51-year prison sentence.
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On the 29th of July 2024, Axel Rudakubana, aged 17 at the time, entered the Hart Space Studio on Hart Street, Southport, and carried out planned murders and acts of violence involving 26 children and two adults. When Axel Rudakubana entered, he used a 20cm long blade and stabbed the nearest child to him. After stabbing her, he continued to stab as many people as possible before they could escape (Office of the Independent Prevent Commissioner, 2026). Rudakubana managed to stab 11 children, three of whom he killed. They were Elsie Dot Stancombe, aged 7; Bebe King, aged 6; and Alice da Silva Aguiar, aged 9.
According to the Judiciary (2025), Rudakubana demonstrated a settled and determined intention to commit these offences, with an intent to kill all 26 children and any adults who intervened. The number of fatalities was limited only by the fact that some victims managed to escape.
[bookmark: _Toc734708333][bookmark: _Toc229778253]Background
[bookmark: _Toc1129091259][bookmark: _Toc1262763591]Axel Rudakubana and his family were described by neighbours as “normal.” He was raised in an evangelical Christian household and had previously shown a strong interest in acting. In 2018, at the age of 12, he appeared as Doctor Who in a BBC Children in Need advertisement and had reportedly been signed with a talent agency since the age of 11 (Kherbane, 2025).
By 2019, he was identified as a victim of bullying and reported concerns to the National Crime Agency (NCA), including admitting that he had taken a knife to school. This information was passed to the police Protecting Vulnerable People (PVP) unit, which conducted a welfare visit but took no further action. Later that year, Rudakubana assaulted another student with a hockey stick, causing actual bodily harm, and was again found in possession of a knife, leading to his arrest and detention (Thomas, 2025).

Counter Terrorism Prevent Strategy 
Rudakubana was referred to the Prevent programme on three separate occasions prior to the attacks. The first referral followed searches relating to school massacres and comments suggesting violent intent. Although he was arrested shortly afterwards, counter-terrorism officers concluded that there was no terrorism-related risk, and attention instead shifted towards mental health support, later resulting in an autism diagnosis.
Fifteen months later, the same school made a second referral after regarding concerns of his online interest in Libya and Muammar Gaddafi. A third referral followed when staff discovered online material relating to the London Bridge attack, the Manchester Arena bombing, Israel and Palestine, and the IRA. On each occasion, Prevent concluded that there was insufficient evidence of radicalisation or ideological motivation, and the case was closed because his needs were considered manageable under existing educational and healthcare support plans (Thomas, 2025).
Subsequent reviews criticised these decisions, arguing that the assessments focused too narrowly on direct involvement with extremist organisations while failing to recognise broader indicators of vulnerability and ideological risk. The review concluded that the case should have been escalated to the Channel programme and managed through multi-agency risk assessment processes coordinated by the Dovetail Channel Coordinator (Home Office, 2025). 
Howevr, the prevent learning reveiw said that there was a high level of complience by the prent officers with timescales, assement completetion and adherence to policy there were in place in 2024 after the attack (Home Office, 2025).
Police officers arrived at the scene at approximately 12pm and found Axel Rudakubana standing over the body of Bebe King while still holding the knife. He was immediately disarmed, arrested, and taken into custody (Ref). The rapid arrest demonstrated an effective frontline response that prevented further immediate harm. However, the subsequent investigation raised wider concerns about missed opportunities for earlier intervention (Ref).
Following the attack, Merseyside Police searched Rudakubana’s home and recovered weapons, toxic substances, extremist material, and a knife believed to match the weapon used in the attack. The discovery of ricin and extremist content suggested that the attack had been planned in advance and that there may have been an intention to carry out mass violence. The discovery of ricin was especially concerning, as it showed the potential for a much greater level of harm and highlighted how serious the threat was. This finding highlighted a serious escalation in threat level and suggested that earlier risk assessment and intervention strategies had failed to identify the extent of the danger he posed. A knife matching the one used in the attack was also found, which further supports the idea that the offence was planned and showed clear evidence of preparation and intent (Cardy et al, 2025).
Investigators also recovered evidence of Rudakubana’s long-standing interest in violence and extremist material online, including possession of an Al-Qaeda training manual. These findings raised concerns regarding the effectiveness of previous monitoring and intelligence assessments. The case further exposed weaknesses in inter-agency communication, particularly between Merseyside Police and Counter Terrorism Policing North West (CTPNW), as an earlier 2019 investigation into his electronic devices had been considered inconclusive due to poor coordination. Consequently, the case prompted criticism of existing police and counter-terrorism risk management processes (Ref).
[bookmark: _Toc229778254]Media Misinformation

Following the knife attack in Southport, national unrest and violent public disorder occurred across the UK, from towns to cities (HMICFRS, 2024). There was growing public demand for information about Axel Rudakubana and his background; however, the police released limited details during the early stages of the investigation. The UK’s Independent Reviewer of Terrorism Legislation later criticised the police for the inadequate quantity and quality of information provided to the public after the attack (Coffey and Moritz, 2025). However, the police defended their decision to withhold information because Rudakubana was 17 years old at the time of the attack. They also stated that their main priority was to secure justice for the victims and avoid compromising any future criminal proceedings. Police argued that releasing inappropriate or excessive information could have allowed the defence to claim that a fair trial was no longer possible (Coffey and Moritz, 2025).
According to the Crown Prosecution Service, the position taken by the police and the Government on the disclosure of information reflected the advice given by the CPS. The CPS expressed that disclosing information earlier would have put the trial at risk because, at the time, Axel Rudakubana had not pleaded guilty and therefore the CPS was preparing for a full trial, where there was a possibility that evidence would be challenged. The CPS stated that “public reporting of significant information before the conclusion of the trial, including the actions of Axel Rudakubana on the day and elements of his past history, would have posed a serious risk to the integrity of the trial and risked undermining justice for the victims and their families” (Parkinson, 2025, p. 4). 
[bookmark: _Toc229778255]Courts
The current definition in the Terrorism Act 2000 is the use or threat of serious violence against a person, or serious damage to property, with the aim of advancing a political, religious, or ideological cause. It must also involve the intention of influencing the government or intimidating the public (Crown Prosecution Service, no date). Non-terrorist crimes, such as hate crimes, can also be motivated by factors such as race. However, they are not necessarily intended to influence the government or to intimidate a wider group of people.
The prosecution in the Southport attack made it clear that the offences did not constitute acts of terrorism within the meaning of terrorism legislation, because there was no indication that Rudakubana’s purpose was to advance a political, religious, racial, or ideological cause. 
Axel Rudakubana was charged with three counts of murder, ten counts of attempted murder, and one count of possession of a knife. Although he was not formally charged as a terrorist, two additional charges were brought by Merseyside Police, including the production of a biological toxin (ricin) under Section 1 of the Biological Weapons Act 1974. In addition, Rudakubana was charged with possession of information, namely Military Studies in the Jihad Against the Tyrants: The Al-Qaeda Training Manual, which was considered likely to be useful for committing or preparing an act of terrorism under Section 58 of the Terrorism Act 2000 (Merseyside Police, 2024).
During the trial and sentencing, Rudakubana continued to disrupt proceedings. He refused to confirm his name to the judge and shouted in the courtroom that he was unfit to continue and required a paramedic. However, after being assessed and deemed fit to stand trial by a paramedic, the judge believed that he was acting cowardly and attempting to avoid facing the victims of his crimes. Following careful consideration by the judges, it was decided that he should be removed from the courtroom because his behaviour was preventing the trial from proceeding in the  normal proceedings (The Sentencing Note, 2026).
Axel Rudakubana was sentenced to life imprisonment with a minimum term of 52 years and 190 days to be served before parole could be considered. It is considered highly unlikely that he will ever be released (ref).

[bookmark: _Toc229778256]Recommendations

The Prevent Learning Review set out 14 recommendations following the case of Axel Rudakubana. Some of these included a better understanding of signs of radicalisation where an obvious ideology is not present and identifying the risk from repeat referrals. The review highlighted the need for stronger training and guidance, changes to terminology used in Prevent to make identification easier, and enhancing assurance processes. It also recommended increasing the use of Channel processes for complex cases, including concerns about neurodivergence and mental health, and improving information sharing between agencies such as schools, healthcare services, police, and Counter Terrorism Policing so that warning signs are evaluated cooperatively (Home Office, 2025a; Home Office, 2025b).

[bookmark: _Toc229778257]Conclusion

This report set out to examine the police and criminal justice response to the case of Axel Rudakabana. Evidence showed that a lack of multi-agency working and communication led to a failure for Rudakubana to be referred to the Channel process after police failed to escalate the matter following three sperate Prevent referrals and concerns from Rudakubana’s school about violent behaviour. In terms of the police response, their quick and efficient evidence gathering was instrumental in the case, however, they were criticised for withholding information, which some argued could have de-escalated the riots or may have prevented them. The police stated that they withheld certain information following CPS advice. 
The CPS decided not to prosecute Rudakubana under terrorism legislation as there was no evidence to suggest that he had a political or religious intent. Lessons from this case highlighted the need for training on how to recognise indicators of radicalisation, a stronger focus on repeat referrals, increased use of the Channel process for complex cases, and improved information sharing, multi-agency working, and safeguarding processes. Ultimately, he was sentenced to 52 years in prison after police evidence demonstrated his intent to murder. He was also charged for attempted murder, possessing a knife, and being in procession of ricin and a terrorist document.
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