


The Criminal Justice System is the process in which a defendant and victim have to go through to determine whether an offender is guilty of a crime. However, victims and the offenders are entitled to support throughout this process. The Police and Crime Commissioner for Cleveland (2022) identifies that victims should be receiving  appropriate support from the criminal justice system from the moment they report a crime onwards. However, some believe that the criminal justice system lacks support for vulnerable victims of crime. Vulnerable victims of crime will encounter difficulties when going through the criminal justice system. This essay aims to evaluate some difficulties that a vulnerable victim may encounter within the criminal justice system. The essay will observe the case study of Fiona Pilkington and identify 3 main vulnerable aspects of this case study to evaluate the difficulties that may be faced within the criminal justice system for vulnerable victims.  
There are many factors in life which make an individual a vulnerable victim. The British Society of Criminology vulnerability research network (2022) identifies vulnerability as an individual who has a mental illness, a disability, age related, trauma, learning disabilities and neuro-disabilities. The Crown Prosecution Service (2021) states that the The Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act 1999 identifies that Sections 16 to 33 cover the entitlement of vulnerable victims to special measures during the criminal justice process. The victims code outlines the services that should be provided to victims of crime (Ministry of Justice, 2021). Therefore, this proves that there are services available to victims of crime. However, these may be irrelevant if the victims are unaware of these procedures. The College of Policing (B, 2021) identifies that the victim of a crime has the right to be referred to support services which are tailored to the crime which they are victims of.  
In the Case of Fiona Pilkington, there were several mistakes made by the police service throughout. Fiona Pilkington killed herself and her severely disabled daughter by setting her car on fire. The College of Policing (2021, A) identifies that Pilkington and her children were victims of harassment and anti-social behaviour. It was identified by the Independent Police Complaints Commission (2009) that between the 9th of January 2004 and 4th of October 2007 Pilkington made 33 complaints to the police and the council in regards to the harassment and anti-social behaviour that they were experiencing. During multiple of these calls to the police there had been times where they would attend to Pilkingtons house and dismiss the reports. The Hampshire Safeguarding Adults Board (2014) identified that the Pilkinton family had not been considered vulnerable. 
Williams (2023, pp. 1-2) identified that in 2021 the police force began using the mnemonic THRIVE to identify threat, harm, risk, investigation, vulnerability and engagement. He also states that there was a lack of definition to vulnerability and suggests that THRIVE would have been useful during this case. 
 
The Ministry of Justice (2022) states that there are different supporting services for different crimes. However, due to the lack of police work within the Fiona Pilkington case study, there were no support services provided to the victims. During the year 2021-22 Victim Support (2022) provided information and support to 786,574 individuals. This strongly shows that victims are being provided information for support from the criminal justice system. In the year 2019-20 victim support helped 931,606 individuals (victim support, 2020). This shows that there is high demand for victim support. This also shows that a significant amount of people are receiving the support that they are asking for.   
During the inquest into the Fiona Pilkington the Independent Police Complaints Commission (2009) case the police identified that they had failed to identify that the Pilkington family were vulnerable victims. One officer, who attended the reports in regards to a shed incident, did not believe that Fiona herself was vulnerable. As vulnerability is identified by the British Society of Criminology vulnerability research network (2022) previously, the Pilkington family were recognised to be vulnerable victims due to the disability of two children, the mental health of Fiona and the repeat reporting of crimes, after the death of Fiona and Francecca Pilkington. Due to the lack of identification of the family's vulnerability, there was no victim support provided to the family during the period of the reports made to the police by Pilkington. Pilkington required support for both her daughter, who was severely disabled, and her son who had learning difficulties. Pilkington also required support herself as she suffered with mental health due to these incidents. This indicates that there was a lack of support being provided to the Pilkington family.  
However, another factor which contributes to a victim being a vulnerable victim are disabilities. The World Health Organization (2023) shows that there is an estimate of 1.3 billion people in the world who have some form of disability. This is 16% of the population of the world. This demonstrates that having a disability is significantly rare. The Equality Act 2010 (A) defines disability as a person who has physical or mental impairment, or an impairment which has a long-term or substantial effect on their ability to carry out normal day to day duties. It is identified by the National Crime Agency (2022) that any person over the age of 18, who has a disability, an illness or is not able to look after themselves, is labelled as a vulnerable adult.The Crown Prosecution Service (2022, A) has a booklet which provides support to disabled victims and witnesses. The Crown Prosecution Service (2017) shows through their website that this support and guidance is available on their website and is set out as a step to step guide to ensure that all victims understand every step during the criminal justice process. This booklet identifies that victims are entitled to multiple forms of support during the criminal Justice Process, which include the victim liaison unit during the process and support from external services after the criminal case is completed. However, as this guidance is accessible online, not everyone has access to the internet.     
 
The Office of National Statistics (2019) identified that disabled women were twice as likely to be victims of domestic abuse, in comparison to 7% of non-disabled women. It was also identified that 3.7% of disabled women, between the ages of 16 and 59 were victims of sexual assault or attempted sexual assault, within the three years ending in March 2018. This suggests that disabled women are highly vulnerable to serious crimes. In an article it identifies that disabled victims are overrepresented as victims, however, they are underrepresented in their access to justice (Thorneycroft and Asquith, 2021). The Equality and Human Rights Commission (2020) has been identified to agree with Thorneycroft and Asquith, in which the criminal justice system is failing to assist disabled victims. This suggests that others can see that disabled victim support is lacking within the criminal justice system. However, Sarrett and Ucar (2021) argues that the criminal justice system provides significant support to disabled individuals within the criminal Justice System. Therefore, this argument may also suggest that there is support being provided to disabled victims, however, there is a lack of evidence to suggest that support is being provided to all disabled victims, which suggests that this could be a difficulty in which disabled victims may face within the criminal justice system. During the Pilkington case there was no disability and mental health support provided to the family. 
The Equality and Human Rights Commission (2021) identified that the criminal justice system is not adapted to the needs and abilities of disabled individuals and that there is a lack of communication in regard to identification of disabilities. This suggests there is change required within the criminal justice system. Citizens Advice (2023) states that all organizations must legally make reasonable adjustments to those who are at a disadvantage. Section 20 of the Equality Act 2010 identifies that reasonable adjustments must be made to victims or perpetrators who have a disability. However, the Fiona Pilkington case occurred between 2004-2007, therefore this legislation was not in place. In spite of that the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 was in place. Section 21E within the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 also identifies that there should be reasonable adjustments made in relation to cases with disabled victims or perpetrators involved. Therefore, this shows that although there was legislation in place during the time of the Fiona Pilkington case, there was no support provided to the family for disabled victims. This suggests that disabled support for disabled victims may be a challenge which is faced within the criminal justice system. In his article Cusack (2020) identified that in Ireland there are two pieces of legislation which were produced in 2017 which identified that children under 18 years of age who were witnesses to sexual or trafficking offences, children under the age of 14, a child who is a witness to specific crimes and adult witnesses which had a “mental handicap” were allowed to carry out a video recording of their evidence to present in court to prevent further harm. The Children’s Evidence (Northern Ireland) Order 1995 states that under section 81A a child up to the age of 18 is able to provide video recorded evidence for crimes which fall into section 81(3)(c). In the UK children under the age of eighteen are allowed to provide video recording evidence in courts (Crown Prosecution Service, 2019). However, there is no specification on whether these two pieces of legislation, from 2017, impacts North or South of Ireland. However, Northen Ireland are a part of the United Kingdom therefore, may suggest that this legislation only applies to the North. 
 
Surrey County Council (2023) identified that during the courtroom process, children under the age of 14 are entitled to additional support. However, the Crown Prosecution Service stated children under the age of 18 are able to provide video recorded evidence, as previously mentioned. This suggests that different organizations believe that the special measures are for children of different ages. Therefore this may become a challenge which is faced within the criminal justice system. The Ministry of Justice (2012) identifies that vulnerable victims of crime can be eligible for special measures, which includes the members of the courtroom removing their formal wigs and gowns to make the victim feel more at ease, and having someone there to explain the question to the victim if they do not understand. This strongly suggests that there are important supporting procedures in place to support young victims. 
The Fiona Pilkington case study identified that her son was autistic, and her daughter had severe disabilities. There was a report made to the police that youths had threatened to kill her son. There was no evidence provided as when the police arrived to speak to her son he was not home. Therefore they were unable to get any information in regards to  the youths to do anything about the incident. They stated that they would return the following day to speak to her son, however they did not return (Independent Police Complaints Commission, 2009). However, this case happened between 1997 and 2007 therefore this suggests that the rules and regulations for dealing with child victims could have changed. The victims code was introduced in the Domestic violence, crime and victims act 2004, however, was enforced in 2006 (Victim Support, 2022). This raises the question how come Fiona Pilkington and her family were not provided the support that they required during the times that she reported the incidents. The Ministry of Justice (2021) identifies that a victim has the right to be referred to services that support victims and have services and support tailored to their needs. This demonstrates that all victims have the right to some form of support during their experiences within the criminal justice system. However, the Pilkington family were not provided with any support therefore the victims code was not followed in accordance. This strongly shows that this was a difficulty for the Pilkington family. 
One factor which contributes to being a vulnerable victim, is being the victim of Harassment. It was identified that the Pilkington family were victims of harassment and stalking (Hampshire safeguarding adults board, 2014). It has been identified by The Metropolitan Police (2023) that Harassment does not have a set definition within the Protection from Harassment Act 1997, however, it can be the repeated attempts to force communications and contact with a victim in a way which is expected to cause distress or fear in any reasonable person. The Office of National Statistics (2022) identified that between the 16th of February and the 13th March 2022 there were more females who had experienced some form of harassment in the last 12 months, then there were male. The percentages were female 27% and males 16%. This demonstrates that females are more likely to be victims of harassment than males. It has been identified (College of Policing, 2017 pp. 1) that in most cases of stalking there is a pattern which includes obsessive behavior and attachment. If This behavior would be repeated then it would be identified as stalking. It has been identified by the Crown Office & Procurator Fiscal Service (2022) that those who are victims of stalking are entitled to special measures when providing evidence during a trial. This strongly shows that during the court process there is special support provided to victims and witnesses. However, during the Fiona Pilkington case there were no reports of stalking made to the police. 
It has been identified by West Yorkshire Police (2023) that Stalking is a form of harassment. It is a more severe form of harassment due to the causing of discomfort and showing more aggression due to the obsession of the victim. Therefore this strongly suggests that the Pilkington family were victims of stalking and harassment. However, it has been identified within their article (Taylor-Dunn et al., 2021) that research collected shows that there were positive and negative aspects of the police when dealing with cases of harassment and stalking. The main positive points that were collected in this research was that there was a positive response from the police in taking statements, patrolling the streets, listening carefully during the call, empathy towards the victims, information providing, information of support organizations for the victims (Taylor-Dunn et al., 2021). There were also some negative feedbacks that was provided which entailed such as not doing anything about the report straight away, not enough evidence (Taylor-Dunn et al., 2021). This shows that there are a higher number of positive experiences from the police force towards victims of harassment and stalking. Therefore, this suggests that there has been a significant improvement since 2007. This may suggest that there may be a significantly lower chance of this being a difficulty faced within the criminal justice system in today's day and age. This suggests that disabled victims face a significant difficulty within the criminal justice system. 
During the Fiona Pilkington case there was no support provided by the criminal justice system for her disabled daughter and autistic son as there was nothing done when the numerous times that she reported the harassment towards her family (Independent Police Complaints commission, 2009). There was no support provided to her son in particular as there were multiple reports to the police made in regards to her son being threatened and beaten up by the group of youths that would be harassing Fiona and the rest of the family. This strongly demonstrates that there was no support, at all, provided to the family with a consideration that there were 2 disabled victims involved. Therefore, this suggests that this was a significant difficulty, which the family faced, in receiving support for victims of crime who have a disability or multiple disabilities. This could be an encounter that multiple disabled victims may face during the criminal justice process. Another factor that contributes to an individual being vulnerable is their age. Fiona’s Mother had called the police multiple times to report the gang of youths who were throwing stones at the windows and sitting on her car and more instances of harassment. Similarly, to Fiona, the police did not provide any support or any assistance in trying to stop this harassment. 

To conclude, there were several difficulties that Pilkington and her family faced during their experience with the criminal justice system. The placement of rules and regulations that must be followed strongly suggest that there should be more being done to support young victims of crime. All arguments encountered throughout this essay identifies that there was a lack of support for Fiona Pilkington’s case, however there seems to have been a significant improvement between the years of 2007 and 2021. Therefore, this suggests that there is a significantly lower chance that a vulnerable victim, who is disabled, young or older, would encounter any difficulties in receiving the correct support throughout their process within the criminal justice system. The placement of rules and regulations that must be followed strongly suggest that there should be more being done to support young victims of crime. However, as demonstrated in the Fiona Pilkington case study, there was no support provided for her children or herself and her mother when they were being harassed and threatened. This strongly suggests a lack of support for victims of harassment could be a difficulty in which victims may face within the criminal justice system. However, this was a case study that occurred between the years 1997 and 2007. The research gathered back in 2021 strongly presented a significantly higher number in positive reactions to victims of harassment than it was negative. This therefore suggests that there has been a significant improvement and a lower chance of this support being a difficulty within the criminal justice system in today’s service.
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