Critically evaluate how the criminal justice system          responds to victims of crime. 
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In every street, in every community and in every country, unfortunately there is and always will be victims of crime. As far back as 1947, Benjamin Mendelsohn first recognised the understanding of victimology which is the scientific analysis of victims of crime. This analysis considered the reasons as to why people become victims, how the victims' lives are affected and the support and advice given by the criminal justice system. (Ben-David, 2000). The term victim has a multitude of meanings depending upon a person's personal circumstances. There are a number of different types of victims which include, Crime victims - where an individual has suffered due to someone committing a crime, Vulnerability - where a defenceless person can be taken advantage of by someone who can recognise their vulnerabilities, Victim precipitation - this is when a person initiates the crime which has led them to become a victim. (Dussich, 2006). One of the most up to date definitions used by the Ministry of Justice to define a victim is “ A victim under the victims code is a person who has suffered harm including physical, mental or emotional harm or economical loss which was directly caused by a criminal offence and a close relative of a person whose death was directly caused by a criminal offence” (Ministry of Justice, 2020). 
            Although victimology has been recognized for over 70 years, it is believed by many that victims of crime were neglected by the criminal justice system due to lack of support and understanding of the needs of a fragile victim (Rock, 1999). It is also the view of many campaigners for justice for victims that the criminal justice system's main concern was prosecuting criminals whereas many recognised that victims of crime should be one of their main focuses alongside the offender. (Dignan, Maguire, 2005). Surprisingly, although victims were a major aspect of a crime, their involvement was almost non-existent unless they were giving evidence as a witness. Unfortunately, victims were unable to access any information regarding the perpetrator or receive support for any trauma they have suffered (Gordon, Gordon, 2020). Society throughout the years has moved away from focusing just on the offender, to now taking both the offender and victim into consideration and accepting that victims are no longer forgotten about, they are at the forefront of the criminal justice system (Puggan, Heap, 2014).
         Fortunately, over the years, the lack of support for victims has been recognised by the Public services, Government, Criminal justice system and many others which has resulted in a number of positive actions moving forward for victims. A variety of policies and schemes have been put in place to help develop the human rights of all victims within the criminal justice system. The more support given to victims will encourage further victims to speak out and assist the criminal justice system in dealing with crime (M. Wemmers, 1996). One of the first key movements in the right direction for supporting victims of crime was the introduction of the Victim Support charity which is a free charity for England, Wales and Northern Ireland who offers support and guidance to all victims of crime who may or may not have decided to report their crime. However, the majority of people accessing the charity have reported their crime as 97.3% of their victims are introduced to the charity by the police (Dunn, 2004). Alongside this, the government has developed the Victim Charter, which is a document that informs all victims of crime that have reported the incident to the police on the rights they are entitled to as a victim and the quality of care they should receive throughout their process within the criminal justice system. This includes, to be treated justly and without prejudice, to be fully informed of the process throughout and be given the opportunity to speak freely and honestly about what the victim has experienced (Department of Justice, 2019). In addition to the Victim Charter, victims can also access witness service which is a free support system funded by the government since 1994 which is provided by skillful volunteers at the citizen advice Centre. Throughout the stressful court proceedings witness service offers support and guidance to all witnesses to ensure victims feel safe, secure and confident enough to proceed in the court procedure. This service is currently available in all criminal courts throughout England and Wales (Citizen Advice, 2021).  In conjunction with the Victims Charter, in 1996 The Victim Personal Statement Scheme was developed by the Home office. This allows victims to inform others of how the criminal incident has impacted on their lives, any physical or emotional damage they have encountered and the concerns of being a future target and becoming a recurring victim. This is a huge step forward for victims to allow their voices to be heard and for them to have a positive effect on the trail (Roberts, Manikins, 2011).
            Although many services are available to victims of crime, one of the most beneficial legislations introduced by the ministry of justice was the codes of practice for victims of crime which was first established in 2006. The purpose of this code was to ensure that the criminal justice system prioritised victims with an accessible uncomplicated document that allows the victim to understand the criminal justice process. This code of practice was set out to ensure that every victim was treated fairly, with compassion and empathy during criminal proceedings (Ministry of Justice, 2013). Under the code of practice for victims of crime, there are a variety of different rights that victims in England and Wales are entitled to. These include, the right to be provided with relevant information that is easy to follow, the right to report an incident to the police immediately after the crime has been committed and to be frequently updated on any relevant information relating to the case and any services available to offer support and guidance to victims during the process (Ministry of justice, 2020). 
              Despite the initiatives being developed to help support victims of crime, unfortunately victims of crime are still feeling let down by the criminal justice system and many victims have lost confidence in the system. An inspection report in 2015 carried out by the government found that vulnerable witnesses and victims suffered as they were not given the extra support that is needed. Alarmingly, the inspection report also found that throughout the court proceedings vulnerable victims were not treated in a sensitive and understanding manner by the police or prosecution service (Williams, 2015).  The joint inspection team clearly has high expectations and standards in regard to how vulnerable witnesses and victims are treated by the crown prosecution services. Their expectations officially state 
“victims should receive a consistently effective response, regardless of where they live. In particular, vulnerable victims should receive empathetic and extra support. Police officers and staff must understand the code’s provisions and the importance of supporting victims. Risk assessments should be thorough and appropriate” (Criminal Justice Joint Inspectors, 2015, Pg.4).  A person can be classed as vulnerable for a variety of different reasons including suffering mental health. A qualitative study undertaken in 2015 positively illustrates that most police officers recognised that victims who were suffering with mental health problems, dealt with the victims in a caring, considerate and understanding manner. This effective policing gives confidence to anybody suffering with mental health to know that they will always be treated with the greatest respect for their condition (Koskela, Pettitt, Drennan, 2016).
             Following this, there has also been reports from the Ministry of justice July 2015 report on public confidence which suggests that victims and witnesses have had a negative experience with the criminal justice system which has led to 49% of these victims being unsatisfied with the treatment and care they have received. Regrettably this has had a detrimental effect on the number of victims and witnesses who would appear in court in the future as just under 50% of these victims and witnesses have expressed that they would not appear in court again. This clearly implies that the criminal justice system needs to develop their strategies in supporting victims and witnesses during court procedures (Houses of Commons, 2016). In 2018, the victim strategy was devised to work alongside the victim’s code of practice to assess and evaluate the effectiveness of the victim’s codes and the progress it has made. The then Prime Minister Theresa May, suggests that innocent victims of crime can suffer tremendously during the time of becoming a victim and it is of utmost importance that these victims should not experience any further trauma whilst dealing with the criminal justice system. Ensuring that a victim of crime feels safe and secure is as vitally important as catching criminals (HM Government, 2018). 
               One of the most influential roles over the last decade is the victim’s commissioner, this role was introduced by the British Government in 2010. The purpose of this significant role is to ensure that all victims and witnesses are provided with high standards of care whilst dealing with the criminal justice system and to continue to evaluate the victims code of practice in order for victims and witnesses to receive positive and professional treatment (UK Government, online). The current victim’s commissioner for England and Wales is Dame Vera Baird who works tiresomely hard in order to listen to and respond to the views of victims of crime. She stated
 “I want all victims to be treated with dignity and respect, kept informed and to get quality services to help them cope and recover. I intend to press for national standards, so they are good wherever a victim lives” (Dame Vera Baird, 2021). 
An important part of the victim’s commissioner’s role is to communicate with victims and witnesses of crime and evaluate the opinion and responses received from people who have needed support from the criminal justice system. A recent report published in 2021 which involved 600 victims of crime revealed that only 43% of victims would feel confident in the future to report a crime again due to their personal experience whilst dealing with the criminal justice system. The survey highlights that one of the main reasons why this percentage is so low is due to the victims having to wait such a long period of time before their case is taken to court, this long process only adds to a victim’s anxiety and stress. Shockingly alongside this, only 29% of victims had been notified about the existence of the victim’s codes of practice which suggests that victims are not being given enough information about what support and help is available for them (NAPAC, 2021). 
               Court proceedings can be a lengthy and challenging process which can often have a detrimental effect on victims' place in society and a damming effect on their lives financially. It was recognised by the late Margery Fry back in the 1950s that the victims of crime were often overlooked and neglected, however due to the dedication of Margery Fry, compensation for victims was introduced to help to rebuild victims' place in society and overcome poverty (Floyd, 1970). Following the development of compensation for victims of crime, the British Government has continued to offer the Criminal Injuries Compensation Scheme which allows victims of crime to make an application to be awarded compensation for the emotional, financial or physical distress they have encountered whilst being a victim of crime (UK Government, 2014). The continuing evaluation and review of the Criminal Injuries Compensation Scheme plays a vital part in ensuring that the British public, who have been victims of crime, are continuing to understand the compensation process and are being compensated in a fair and just manner. (Ministry of justice, 2020) Review of the scheme explains that a large number of applicants are satisfied that the scheme met its purpose and in 2018 - 2019, the customer service score was 95%. However, the analysis of the scheme highlighted the importance of 100% of its victims should be made fully aware of the compensation process as every victim needs to be given the opportunity to apply for the compensation. Alongside this, making sure the application process can be accessible to all victims is crucial as victims can often miss out due to lack of understanding when dealing with correspondence linked to the compensation. Compensation to victims plays a vital role in rebuilding a victim's place back into normal society. Although the public perspective on compensation focuses on money, to the victim, compensation from the offender gives the victim satisfaction that the offender recognises their wrong doings and how their crime seriously affected the victim’s life (Johnstone, 2002). 
                   When looking at victims of crime, society often only views those who have been physically, emotionally or financially harmed by a crime as victims. However, victim precipitation and vulnerability victims are victims whose lives have been affected by crime due to their vulnerability and way of living. Defenceless children and young people often become victims of crime due to their vulnerability and negative lifestyles they lead. Unfortunately, there are a number of causes as to why children become vulnerable, these can include being excluded from school, neglected or abused at home and suffering with mental health or special needs. These young people are easy targets for individuals or gangs to exploit and take advantage of this is known as county lines. These children often get lured in by the promise of a better lifestyle and beneficial rewards (NSPCC, 2021). Sadly, this was the case for young Chris just aged 14 when he was shot dead in a gang related incident in East London. Unfortunately, Chris, who had special educational needs, came from a violent and abusive background, had little to no education due to exclusion from school. He became an easy target for a drug gang who groomed him at the age of 13. Following this tragic incident, the children's commissioner for England published her opinions on the matter stating that not enough is being done to protect vulnerable children and young adults like Chris becoming victims of crime. Alongside this, she suggests that these children need to be treated as victims and not criminals as most of these children’s situations are unavoidable (Longfield, 2019). Targeting these vulnerable children at an early age can prevent these children from being exploited and becoming victims of crime. This is an extremely challenging task due to the high number of children falling victim to crime, it is reported that a staggering 27,000 children in 2019 were reported to be members of a gang in England (Longfield, 2019). The Children's Society is an organisation which works alongside the police and criminal justice system to support and guide vulnerable children who are and could be victims of crime. The focus of their work is to reassure children that they are victims of crime and they will not be punished or seen as a criminal if they come forward with their personal situation. Building up trust is the key focus for these children to obtain a better life in the future. (The Children's Society, 2021). As county lines are a massive issue throughout the country, the police and other agencies recognise that more extensive work needs to be done in order to reduce victims of drug related crimes. In order to tackle these crimes, the police, national crime agency and organised crime units have formed the multi agencies county lines coordination centre where they work collaboratively to protect vulnerable victims of county lines crimes and to build on their knowledge of drug crimes in order to reduce these type of crimes (National Crime Agency, 2021). 
                  Looking at victims of crime over the last 10 years, the percentage of victims over the age of 18 has positively dropped from 17% in 2014 to 13% in 2020 (UK Government, 2021). Although these figures are encouraging, it is still a high priority for the criminal justice system to continue to work on reducing this percentage and supporting victims of crime. The introduction of the new Victims Code 2021, highlights the importance of building up relationships with victims in order for every victim to gain confidence when working with the criminal justice system. The code ensures that every victim of crime has the opportunity to participate in the victim needs assessment which allows the police to establish the individual needs for each and every victim (College of Policing, 2021). In addition to this, Boris Johnson and his government in 2021 has devised the Beating Crime plan which will be implemented across the UK to minimize crime, to provide safer communities and safeguard victims of crime. Introducing 20,000 extra police officers across the UK by 2023 will provide communities with the presence of police officers on the streets to ensure the British public that they are doing everything in their power to reduce crime and support victims (Home Office, 2021).  
           It is clear that the government and criminal justice system recognises that support for victims of crime needs to be developed to ensure that all victims are 100% satisfied with the service and care they have received from the criminal justice system in order to carry on with their daily lives. Former Prime Minister Theresa May believes that as a government
 “We must make it easier for people who have suffered a crime to cope and recover and move on with rebuilding their lives by looking at the criminal justice system through the eyes of the victim” (HM Government, 2018). 
All areas of the criminal justice system including police, prosecution and court procedures need improving as a 3rd of past victims would not report a crime again due to negative experiences (Hymas, 2021). For victims to be able to resume their day to day life prior to becoming a victim, they need to have faith in the criminal justice system and feel confident their case has been dealt with in a professional manner.
 “If the needs of the victim are met they often move on to the recovery or ‘reorganization’ phase. In this phase, they recover from the emotional trauma, regain their sense of autonomy and power, and resume normal relationships with others. While their experience may still affect them, it no longer dominates them” (Johnstone, 2002). 
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