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Data: for full details on the data used in this graphic see annex A in the vulnerability 

national report. 
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Introduction  

The public expects their local police force to support victims of crime by responding 

to calls for help, putting in place the right support and keeping them informed. It is 

particularly important that vulnerable people, whether or not they have been a victim 

of crime, are identified early and receive the support they need.  

As part of its annual inspections into police effectiveness, efficiency and legitimacy 

(PEEL), HMIC’s effectiveness programme assessed how well forces keep people 

safe and reduce crime. Within this programme, HMIC’s vulnerability inspection 

examined the overall question, ‘How effective are forces at protecting from harm 

those who are vulnerable, and supporting victims?’ We have considered in depth 

how forces respond to and support missing and absent children and victims of 

domestic abuse, and assessed how well prepared forces are to respond to and 

safeguard children at risk of sexual exploitation. 

We have looked at four areas:  

 How well does the force identify those who are vulnerable and assess their 

level of risk and need? 

 How well does the force respond to vulnerable victims? 

 How well does the subsequent police action and work with partners keep 

victims safe? 

 How well does the force respond to and safeguard specific vulnerable groups 

(missing and absent children & victims of domestic abuse); and how well 

prepared is it to tackle child sexual exploitation? 

At the heart of this inspection is the protection of people who are vulnerable. A force 

may therefore be judged as requiring improvement by HMIC where it exhibits 

shortcomings in one of these areas, even if its performance in other areas is strong, 

and even if there are many elements of its service that HMIC considers to be good. 

This inspection follows up our 2014 domestic abuse inspection and reviews forces’ 

progress on implementation of their action plans following that inspection. A national 

domestic abuse report summarising the findings across 43 forces is being published 

at the same time as this report. 

During our inspection we collected data and plans from forces, conducted a review 

of case files and observed multi-agency meetings. We heard from victims of 

domestic abuse through a number of focus groups across England and Wales and 

conducted an online survey with practitioners, including Independent Domestic 

Violence Advocates, outreach and refuge workers, to gauge views on what has 

changed since the 2014 inspection and inform local practitioner focus groups. 
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During the in-force inspection, we interviewed chief officers in each force and held 

focus groups with officers, staff and partners, and made unannounced visits to police 

stations, force control rooms and specialist teams.  

We also worked with the force missing person coordinator (or equivalent) to review 

cases of missing and absent children, including children considered to be ‘repeat 

absent’ and ‘repeat missing’ and children shown to be at risk of child sexual 

exploitation.  

All forces are subject to significant cost reductions and these issues have been 

reflected in our efficiency reports published in October 2015. The judgments we are 

making in this vulnerability report are made understanding the financial challenges 

forces are facing. 

This report sets out the findings from this wide-ranging inspection of South Yorkshire 

Police.  
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How effective is the force at protecting from harm 
those who are vulnerable, and supporting victims? 

Summary  

 
Requires improvement 

 

South Yorkshire Police identifies vulnerable people effectively. It has good systems 

in place to respond to children who go missing and children who are vulnerable to 

sexual exploitation. However, the force needs to improve its response to domestic 

abuse victims with more consistent and thorough processes. HMIC’s crime 

inspection report in 2014 identified that the force needed to strengthen its quality of 

victim service and contact and the process of assessing vulnerability at first point of 

contact. The force is continuing to address these concerns. Given the risk that is 

posed to some of the most vulnerable people overall, the force requires 

improvement.  

The chief officer team has made the protection of vulnerable people a clear priority 

for the force, and police officers and staff understand and share this commitment. To 

translate this priority into practice, the force has invested in the parts of its 

organisation which support vulnerable people.  

The force effectively identifies repeat and vulnerable victims and responds to them 

well. It also investigates well serious crimes committed against those victims who are 

most vulnerable, with generally the right level of expertise involved in the right 

complexity of investigation. The force plans to introduce adult safeguarding teams in 

September 2015. This is to ensure that victims involved in cases which are for less 

serious offences, but who are themselves high-risk domestic abuse and vulnerable 

victims, receive the right level of specialist investigation and victim care. 

The force needs to improve its response to domestic abuse victims. Officers do not 

complete the risk assessment form consistently or to a high standard. In addition, 

there is scope to improve the quality of investigations through improvements to 

victim care and better planned investigations.  

South Yorkshire has a clear, structured and well-supervised process for responding 

to reports that children are missing or absent, particularly where intelligence 

suggests that they might be at risk of child sexual exploitation. The force ensures 

that it is very well prepared to tackle child sexual exploitation with its statutory, non-

statutory and private sector partners. In terms of child sexual exploitation, this 

inspection only considered how well prepared the force is.  
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In July 2015 the force was also subject to a re-inspection in respect of its handling of 

child abuse. The more detailed findings from that inspection should be read in 

conjunction with this inspection report. 

How well does the force identify those who are vulnerable 
and assess their level of risk and need? 

HMIC found a strong commitment in South Yorkshire Police to improving its service 

to vulnerable people. Protecting vulnerable people is a priority within the police and 

crime commissioner’s police and crime plan.1 The chief officer team provides clear 

leadership about what needs to change in order to translate this priority into 

improved practice on the ground. Officers and staff at all levels understand this and 

can provide examples of how protecting vulnerable people is an important part of 

their role. 

The force, through its strategic assessments, is identifying emerging or under 

reported threats. Its overall analysis and assessment of data for child sexual 

exploitation is providing a better understanding of emerging trends. One example is 

of Roma-Slovak children going missing from homes in South Yorkshire and being 

located in the West Yorkshire police area. The force is developing an appropriate 

response with its partners to address this issue. 

Identifying those who are vulnerable 

HMIC found that South Yorkshire Police is good at identifying repeat and vulnerable 

victims when they first contact the police.  

Forces define vulnerability in different ways. The majority of forces use either the 

definition from the government’s Code of Practice for Victims of Crime2 or that 

referred to in ACPO guidance.3 Nine forces use their own definition or a combination 

of these definitions. 

South Yorkshire uses the definition from VCOP and defines vulnerability as: 

"You are eligible for enhanced entitlements under this Code as a vulnerable victim if: 

                                            
1
 Putting Safety First – South Yorkshire Police and Crime Plan 2013 -2017, South Yorkshire Police 

and Crime Commissioner, 2015. Available from www.southyorkshire-pcc.gov.uk/Document-

Library/Publications/Putting-Safety-First---Police-Crime-Plan-2013-17-Final.pdf   

2
 Code of Practice for Victims of Crime, Ministry of Justice, 2013. Available from 

www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/254459/code-of-practice-

victims-of-crime.pdf 

3
 The Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO) is now the National Police Chiefs’ Council (NPCC). 

ACPO Guidance on Safeguarding and Investigating the Abuse of Vulnerable Adults, NPIA, 2012, 

available from www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/major-investigation-and-public-

protection/vulnerable-adults/ 

http://www.southyorkshire-pcc.gov.uk/Document-Library/Publications/Putting-Safety-First---Police-Crime-Plan-2013-17-Final.pdf
http://www.southyorkshire-pcc.gov.uk/Document-Library/Publications/Putting-Safety-First---Police-Crime-Plan-2013-17-Final.pdf
file://Poise.Homeoffice.Local/Home/L01/Users/GuyS/My%20Documents/%23Work/OutlookSecureTemp/www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/254459/code-of-practice-victims-of-crime.pdf
file://Poise.Homeoffice.Local/Home/L01/Users/GuyS/My%20Documents/%23Work/OutlookSecureTemp/www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/254459/code-of-practice-victims-of-crime.pdf
http://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/major-investigation-and-public-protection/vulnerable-adults/
http://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/major-investigation-and-public-protection/vulnerable-adults/
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a) You are under 18 years of age at the time of the offence, or 

b) The quality of your evidence is likely to be affected because:   

1) You suffer from mental disorder within the meaning of the Mental Health 

Act 1983:   

2) You otherwise have a significant impairment of intelligence and social 

functioning; or   

3) You have a physical disability or are suffering from a physical disorder" 

The proportion of crime recorded which involves a vulnerable victim varies 

considerably between forces, from 0.03 percent to 34.3 percent. For the 12 months 

to 31 March 2015, 13.5 percent of all recorded crimes in South Yorkshire Police 

were identified as involving a vulnerable victim. Eight forces were unable to provide 

this data at the time of data collection. There is no standard way in which forces are 

required to record on crime recording systems whether a victim is vulnerable and 

forces do this differently. 

Figure 1: The proportion of police recorded crime with a vulnerable victim identified, by force, 

for the 12 months to 31 March 2015 

Source: HMIC data return 

South Yorkshire staff who answer calls have been trained well to spot the signs of 

someone who might be vulnerable. The command and control system helps  

call-takers make informed decisions. An online guide helps to identify vulnerability. 

Any previous incidents linked to the telephone number used to make the call or to 

the location of the incident are also shown.  
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Staff working on front enquiry counters do not receive the same training as control 

room staff. The force recognises this gap and has plans to address it.  

Assessing levels of risk and need 

South Yorkshire Police is taking positive steps to ensure that the response to the 

victim is based on the victim’s needs rather than on the type of crime. The force 

expects call takers to use the national decision model4 (NDM) to grade calls and 

prioritise what happens next, according to the level of threat posed to victims and 

witnesses. This is happening more often, with the rationale for decision-making 

appearing more frequently on incident logs.  

The force has an established system of offering appointments to callers either to 

attend at a police station or for an officer to visit them at an address. HMIC found 

that in the majority of cases appropriate incidents were allocated for this service. But 

in a number of cases, incidents initially graded as a priority (attendance within an 

hour) were subsequently re-graded to a scheduled appointment. In some of these 

cases it appears that the deciding factor was the unavailability of any response 

officers. In addition, in some cases the decision to schedule an appointment meant 

that not all the evidence that could have been gathered was secured, and 

consequently victims can lose confidence in the process.  

As a result, the force recognises that the grading of calls and the prioritising of its 

response needs to be strengthened. It is in the process of ensuring that staff in the 

communications room can identify opportunities to gather evidence which require an 

immediate or priority response.  

South Yorkshire Police also accepts that it can improve the information available to 

call-takers when they assess the needs of victims. Plans include extending the read-

only access for staff to the case administration tracking system (CATS), which 

contains confidential information about children and vulnerable adults.  

Staff who receive calls from the public and respond to immediate or priority incidents 

are well-supported within the control room by their supervisors, the force incident 

manager (FIM) and a critical incident manager (CIM). The FIM is notified of and sets 

priority actions in all high-risk missing cases. HMIC’s review of calls showed that 

FIMs play an active part in ensuring the correct initial response to vulnerable victims. 

The duty CIM chairs the daily meeting which assigns tasks and ensures a focus on 

those incidents which the control room staff have identified as involving significant 

threat to the public.  

                                            
4
 National decision model (NDM) is specific to policing. It provides a consistent framework in which 

decisions can be examined and challenged, both at the time and afterwards. It has six main elements: 

the police code of ethics being central to the decision; gather information; assess threat and risk; 

consider powers and force policy; identify options; and take action and review what happened. 



11 

Understanding the risk to victims and ensuring they are protected and 
supported 

Staff we spoke to throughout the force recognised vulnerability as a force priority. 

They were able to identify vulnerability arising from personal characteristics, such as 

disability, and from situational vulnerability, for example where people were victims 

of certain types of crime or are at risk by going missing from home. HMIC found that 

in South Yorkshire the requirements of some vulnerable groups are better 

understood and met than others. 

The force’s understanding of the needs of people who are vulnerable because of 

domestic abuse is mixed, as is the effectiveness of its response. The force does not 

have an up-to-date overall domestic abuse problem profile,5 but has analysed the 

behaviours of domestic abuse perpetrators more recently. The force works well with 

criminal justice partners and in high-risk cases with partners to support victims, but 

the completion of domestic abuse, stalking, harassment and honour-based violence 

(DASH) risk assessments6 and service received by medium and low-risk victims from 

the force is inconsistent. 

Police's understanding of and response to the needs of missing and absent7 people, 

particularly children, is well-established. The force also has a very good 

understanding of child sexual exploitation. The force has an up-to-date problem 

profile, supplemented by local analysis and daily briefing on the children most 

vulnerable to sexual exploitation, hot spot locations, and child sexual exploitation 

perpetrators.  

The force works well with statutory and voluntary partners and the private sector. 

Operation Makesafe8 training for hotel staff and other businesses such as taxis, bus 

                                            
5
 A problem profile is intended to provide the force greater understanding of established and emerging 

crime or incident series, priority locations or other identified high-risk issues. It should be based on the 

research and analysis of w side range of information sources, including information from partner 

organisations. It should contain recommendations for making decisions and options for action. 

6
 DASH (domestic abuse, stalking, harassment and honour-based violence) is a widely-used tool 

which aims to assist the force to respond positively to incidents of domestic abuse, to assess risk and 

vulnerability, and to implement immediate safeguarding actions: www.app.college.police.uk/app-

content/major-investigation-and-public-protection/domestic-abuse/risk-and-vulnerability/#approaches-

to-risk-assessment  

7
 A person is classified as absent if they are not where they are expected to be but they are not 

considered to be at risk. Whereas, if they classified as missing the police are obliged to take steps to 

locate them, as the level of perceived risk is higher. 

8
 Makesafe is a partnership between police and the service sector which ensures their employees are 

able to spot the signs of child sexual exploitation and notify South Yorkshire Police where they identify 

children at risk. 

http://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/major-investigation-and-public-protection/domestic-abuse/risk-and-vulnerability/#approaches-to-risk-assessment
http://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/major-investigation-and-public-protection/domestic-abuse/risk-and-vulnerability/#approaches-to-risk-assessment
http://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/major-investigation-and-public-protection/domestic-abuse/risk-and-vulnerability/#approaches-to-risk-assessment
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companies and fast food outlets and associated trigger plans for response are 

resulting in safeguarding9 interventions, arrests and prosecutions. 

To provide the most appropriate support to vulnerable victims, the force has 

improved its governance and invested more resource in the parts of its organisation 

which work to keep vulnerable victims safe. This has enabled South Yorkshire Police 

to take the very positive step of identifying strategic leadership, clear governance 

and new teams, including: 

 the assistant chief constable lead for vulnerable people, who chairs the public 

protection strategic steering group; 

 a new public protection structure is planned to incorporate a multi-agency 

safeguarding hub (MASH)10 in each local policing area, which is being 

supported by 47 additional staff; 

 a dedicated multi agency team to tackle child sexual exploitation in each of 

the force’s four areas; and 

 the closer working relationships between children, young persons’ officers and 

schools which encourages information-sharing in emerging areas of 

vulnerability such as female genital mutilation (FGM). 

                                            
9 The term safeguarding means providing protection and support to ensure the safety of the 

vulnerable person and prevent further harm. 

10
 A multi-agency safeguarding hub (MASH) brings together into a single location key safeguarding 

agencies to identify more effectively risks to children (and in some areas, vulnerable adults), and 

improve decision-making, interventions, and outcomes. The MASH enables the multi-agency team to 

share all appropriate information in a secure environment, and ensure that the most appropriate 

response is provided to safeguard and protect the individual effectively. 
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How well does the force initially respond to vulnerable 
victims?11 

While the force is good at identifying vulnerable victims, it has work to do to improve 

its response to their needs and ensure that the standard of service they receive is 

consistently good. Although staff take positive action where appropriate and 

demonstrate an awareness of initial safeguarding options, DASH risk assessments 

are not completed to a consistently high standard. This means that the information 

used by the domestic abuse risk assessment team (DARA) to grade domestic abuse 

cases and determine appropriate referrals may be incomplete. 

The force has effective systems to identify and support repeat vulnerable victims 

within their communities. The risks of threat and harm to members of the community 

who are vulnerable and suffering repeat anti-social behaviour and low-level crime 

are properly assessed and re-assessed. The force makes early referrals to adult 

safeguarding services, and carries out activities with partners to disrupt those 

committing anti-social behaviour and reassure affected members of the public. The 

force’s proposed actions and activities they carry out are recorded in detail on the 

risk assessments.  

HMIC found that staff across South Yorkshire Police are proud of their long-term 

problem-solving activity in support of repeat victims of anti-social behaviour. 

However, many expressed concern that changes to the force operating model12 and 

their shift arrangements have the potential to undermine this area of their work as 

individual officers and teams could lose continuity and ownership of their work to 

support repeat vulnerable victims. 

Response officers 

Response officers receive regular training on vulnerability as part of the force’s street 

skills programme. Recent sessions have included inputs from subject matter experts 

on FGM, people trafficking and modern slavery, so-called honour-based violence 

and domestic abuse coercive control. Staff value these face-to-face inputs more than 

those provided through online training. 

                                            
11

 The question within the PEEL inspection methodology asks “How well does the force respond to 

vulnerable victims?” HMIC has amended the heading in this report to make it clear to the reader that 

this section focuses on the initial police response to vulnerable victims, rather than the overall police 

response to vulnerable victims. 

12
 Operating model – the way in which a police force is structured and the processes it has adopted 

and operates in order to achieve its objectives. 
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The force has a comprehensive and accessible briefing system called iBrief. This is 

used daily to brief officers on wanted persons, including domestic abuse perpetrators 

not yet apprehended, and high-risk missing persons, particularly those children at 

risk of sexual exploitation, and the places they frequent.  

The information available to officers when they attend incidents involving repeat 

vulnerable victims is good. Officers are told about previous incidents and the risks 

that the perpetrator may pose on his or her arrival. Response officers also showed 

good understanding of initial safeguarding measures and gave examples of options 

available (using a ‘ghost’ car to give the impression of a police presence, providing a 

place with relatives/friends, use of alarms and use of hotels and refuge services). 

However, we found little evidence that these safeguarding actions are recorded on 

the DASH form, incident log or online crime management system. 

Response officers also reported good support from specialist colleagues in the crime 

investigation department and the public protection unit outside normal office hours, 

especially overnight, when dealing with serious offences and those involving 

vulnerable victims. Response officers and call centre staff expressed some concern 

about the accessibility (not booking on and therefore not shown on force systems as 

available for deployment) and availability of certain specialists during day shifts, 

which was making it more difficult for the force to allocate the right resource to 

incidents first time. HMIC found some evidence of this being achieved in relation to 

detectives attending reports of burglary, but not in relation to rape offences. 

HMIC saw evidence that the lack of available officers on response teams affects 

adversely the force’s ability to resource certain priority-graded incidents. In addition, 

we saw consistent evidence that the appointment system is used in cases where 

initially an incident had been graded for attendance, but no officer could be identified 

as available.  

Supervision of the response to vulnerable victims 

Supervisors do not have a formal role within the risk assessment process for 

vulnerable victims of crime. In cases of domestic abuse the response officer contacts 

the force crime bureau and completes the DASH risk assessment over the 

telephone. The secondary assessment is conducted by the local referral unit, usually 

within 24 hours. 

Sergeants and inspectors supervise the response to incidents involving vulnerable 

victims as part of their normal supervisory duties. Their role is to ensure appropriate 

positive action and safeguarding plans. 

Inspectors and sergeants play an active role where a suspected offender has left the 

scene before the police arrive. We saw good evidence of positive actions to locate 

suspects and safeguard and update victims. 
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How well does the force investigate offences involving 
vulnerable victims and work with partners to keep victims 
safe?13 

The force works well with partners to investigate serious and complex crime, and to 

keep people safe. However, the force needs to improve how it handles less serious 

cases including those with high-risk and vulnerable victims. 

Investigation of crimes involving vulnerable people 

HMIC reviewed 35 investigations,14 of which nine involved a vulnerable victim. In 

seven of the cases the victim’s vulnerability was identified during the investigation 

and appropriate care plans were put in place. 

Staff with specialist skills investigate more complex cases. In serious sexual offences 

it was evident the force uses specially trained and experienced officers. It was also 

clear from our file examinations that specialist officers are more attuned to the 

victim’s needs than non-specialists. This finding was echoed by partner agencies 

during our fieldwork.  

The force currently allocates investigations to specialist officers based upon the 

seriousness of the offence and complexity of the investigation. This means that 

cases which are for less serious offences but which involve victims who are 

themselves high-risk domestic abuse and vulnerable victims, may be allocated to 

non-specialist staff. The force plans to establish adult safeguarding teams in 

September 2015, as part of the force restructure, to address this issue. 

The standard of investigation in files was generally good. However, few investigation 

plans were recorded in the crimes we examined as part of our file review or during 

fieldwork. Many investigating officers, particularly in specialist teams, believe that 

they are suitably trained and that documenting their plans, activity and rationale on a 

computer system is not necessary. The absence of computer records poses a risk to 

the force because it makes quality assurance more difficult and the information is not 

readily available if officers are trying to identify linked offences. 

                                            
13

 The question within the PEEL inspection methodology asks “How well does the subsequent police 

action and work with partners keep people safe?” HMIC has amended the heading in this report to 

make it clear to the reader that this section focuses on the investigation of offences involving 

vulnerable victims, rather than the police’s initial response to vulnerable victims. 

14
 HMIC reviewed a sample of rape, burglary, offences of serious violence and actual bodily harm 

cases. In most forces the review consisted of 10 cases from each crime category, but in some larger 

forces the sample was increased to 15. The file review was designed to provide a broad overview of 

the identification of vulnerability and the effectiveness of the investigation. 
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Some initial guidance on investigation plans is provided by detective sergeants, on 

the allocation of the crime, to newly trained and trainee investigators. Other than this, 

computer records of supervisory involvement in the direction of investigations was 

limited to compliance issues around part of the force’s on-line crime management 

system. The ability of sergeants and inspectors to supervise cases effectively is 

limited by the disparate IT systems used in the course of investigations. The force 

recognises this and plans to introduce a new system later in 2015. Officers and their 

supervisors did say that they discussed investigations as part of their daily business 

and during team meetings. 

Compliance with the code of practice for victims of crime 

All police forces have a statutory duty to comply with the code of practice for victims 

of crime, which sets out the service victims of crime can expect from all parts of the 

criminal justice system. The code states that all victims of crime should be able to 

make a personal statement,15 which they can use to explain how the crime has 

affected them. A high proportion of files that we reviewed before the inspection and 

during fieldwork had personal statements that were included at an early stage in the 

investigation process. 

The force has a system for recording all victim contact as part of the online crime 

management system. However, officers often only record the minimum contact 

required on this system. When asked, most officers could provide good evidence of 

additional contact which they had not recorded on the system. 

Working with partners 

The force works well with partners to support victims in child protection, child sexual 

exploitation, and serious and high-risk domestic abuse cases, but this could be 

improved further.  

The county-wide public protection steering group is a multi-agency meeting, chaired 

by an assistant chief constable, which aims to provide consistent and high standards 

in adult and child safeguarding. This meeting has provided the impetus for work by 

South Yorkshire Police and its partners to establish multi-agency safeguarding hubs 

(MASHs) in each of their four policing areas. The partnership is also developing 

improved processes for children who are vulnerable to child sexual exploitation. 

Two of the four areas have already introduced a MASH into their local safeguarding 

structures and the force plans for the remaining two hubs to be in place by April 

2016. Although closer working is expected to bring benefits, it is too early for HMIC 

                                            
15

 The victim personal statement (VPS) gives victims an opportunity to describe the wider effects of 

the crime upon them, express their concerns and indicate whether or not they require any support. 

Provisions relating to the making of a VPS and its use in criminal proceedings are included in the 

Code of Practice for Victims of Crime (Victims’ Code), which was published on 29 October 2013 and 

came into force on 10 December 2013. 
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to make an assessment of their effectiveness. In this transitional period we saw good 

evidence of timely referral to adult and children’s services by the local referral units. 

The force recognises that the volume of referrals for children in domestic abuse 

cases is difficult for partners to manage. It now grades referrals based on its 

assessment of the seriousness of each case to enable partners to prioritise the most 

vulnerable children. 

The force holds multi-agency risk assessment conferences (MARACs)16 with 

professionals from other bodies in order to safeguard those considered to be at the 

highest risk of harm. As part of the inspection, HMIC observed two conferences. We 

found good participation by those present, with clear evidence that the MARAC was 

safeguarding effectively victims and children through information-sharing, joint 

planning and multi-agency actions. 

The force works closely with criminal justice partners in a specialist domestic 

violence group. Part of its core business is to understand and address why victims 

drop out of the court process, which is adversely affecting the results for domestic 

abuse cases. It also monitors domestic violence protection notices and orders 

(DVPN and DVPOs)17 and disclosures under Clare’s Law.18 

The force, working with health professionals in the primary care trust (PCT), has 

improved its response to incidents involving people with mental health issues. Every 

night between 6.00pm and 3.00am a patrol is staffed with a police officer and mental 

health worker. This ensures a better service as it enables a prompt and effective 

assessment of mental health needs. This reduces demand on the force and officers 

report that it increases their skills and understanding. 

                                            
16

 MARACs (multi-agency risk assessment conferences) are local meetings where information about 

high-risk domestic abuse victims (those at risk of murder or serious harm) is shared between local 

agencies. 

17
 Domestic violence prevention notices (DVPNs) may be issued by an authorised police officer to 

prevent a suspected perpetrator from returning to a victim’s home and/or contacting the victim. 

Following the issue of the DVPN the police must apply to the magistrates for a domestic violence 

prevention order (DVPO). The DVPO will be granted for a period of up to 28 days. 

18
 A scheme to let people find out from police if their partner has a history of domestic violence, known 

as Clare's Law. 



18 

How well does the force respond to and safeguard specific 
vulnerable groups (missing and absent & victims of 
domestic abuse), and how well prepared is it to tackle child 
sexual exploitation? 

The first three questions have explained how the force identifies those that are 

vulnerable, the response that is provided to them and what action the force takes to 

investigate crimes and to work with partners to keep them safe. This question looks 

specifically at how the force deals with three specific areas of vulnerability: domestic 

abuse, missing and absent children and its preparedness to deal with child sexual 

exploitation. 

The force’s response to missing and absent children is good. It is clear, structured 

and well-supervised. The force works well with partners and has good relationships 

with the four local authorities. 

Each area has a missing from home coordinator based in the public protection unit. 

Their role is to work with partners to examine patterns and trends in each child’s 

behaviour, develop plans to safeguard the child and work with their parents or care 

home to reduce episodes of going missing.  

Shift briefings and daily management meetings include a focus on missing and 

absent children. Intelligence linked to the child and associated risks are clearly 

communicated to patrols as a task, particularly if linked to child sexual exploitation, 

so that the necessary steps can be taken to locate and safeguard them. The force 

makes use of child abduction notices19 and their use is managed and monitored 

centrally.  

The force has an effective process to assess risk to missing and absent children at 

the first point of contact and allocate resources in a timely fashion. The risk 

assessments for all missing persons are reviewed every eight hours by the duty 

inspector and at fixed times after this by accredited detectives. The quality of the 

reviews is generally good. Occasionally, a detective review may go overdue if it is 

out of hours, due to the availability of staff. This is addressed at the daily 

management meeting but is rare.  

Sergeants and inspectors we spoke to expressed some concern about the use of the 

absent category. They told us that they have had no training and there is no 

guidance in how to apply the definition. As a consequence supervisors feel that the 

absent definition is inconsistently applied, and we found, in some instances, officers 

conduct enquiries to trace absent persons, as they would for low-risk missing cases. 
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 Child Abduction Warning Notices can be issued against individuals who are suspected of grooming 

children by stating that they have no permission to associate with the named child and that if they do 

so they can be arrested under the Child Abduction Act 1984 and Children Act 1989. 
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The force responds well to reports of missing and absent children. Response and 

neighbourhood staff are all aware of who is currently missing. All supervisors’ offices 

display this information on boards and officers and staff make widespread use of the 

force database. Staff described the understanding of the links between missing 

children and child sexual exploitation as being ‘ingrained’ in South Yorkshire Police.  

The force investigates missing children effectively. All high-risk missing people are 

allocated to accredited detectives and a dedicated senior investigating officer is 

appointed. Low and medium-risk cases are allocated to a response officer for 

investigation. Whenever possible, this officer has responsibility for enquiries to locate 

the missing person throughout their shift. The investigation is then passed from shift 

to shift. Activities to locate the missing person are recorded on the missing from 

home system with regular risk assessments. Staff have access to the resources 

necessary for specialist search or location activities. 

All missing children have to be seen by a police officer or PCSO when they are 

found. A safe and well interview has to be completed in order to close the report. The 

aim of this interview is to establish the circumstances surrounding the missing 

episode. It does not seek the views of missing children around the effectiveness of 

the police response. The contract between the four local authorities and the third 

sector organisation to subsequently provide the independent return interviews on 

behalf of the local authorities has ended. The local authorities are fulfilling this 

requirement in the interim while they complete a tender process.  

Preparedness to tackle child sexual exploitation 

South Yorkshire Police has been at the centre of a number of high profile reports and 

investigations concerning child sexual exploitation. The force is showing strong 

leadership, effective governance arrangements are in place, and through Operation 

Makesafe leads the national policing response to child sexual exploitation. The force 

is ensuring it is well prepared to tackle child sexual exploitation. 

This inspection has focused on actions and activities the force has taken to 

understand and identify the extent to which children are at risk of sexual exploitation 

and the policies, practices and procedures it is putting in place to tackle this. It did 

not test the quality of how the force conducted these complex investigations with 

other agencies such as children's services as these issues are covered in HMIC’s 

rolling programme of child protection inspections. In July 2015 the force was subject 

to a re-inspection in respect of its handling of child abuse. 

The force has a child sexual exploitation problem profile based on increasing levels 

of intelligence and is developing this product through the inclusion of data from other 

partner organisations. The intelligence on children at risk of sexual exploitation, 

perpetrators and locations where children are targeted forms part of the daily briefing 

of all response and neighbourhood officers. 
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Each area has a dedicated child sexual exploitation team made up of police and 

partners. The teams work together to support victims and increase the chances of 

successful prosecutions. Rotherham is the lead area and is developing an enhanced 

child sexual exploitation approach. A multi-agency dedicated child sexual 

exploitation team, called ‘Evolve’,20 works with young people and children who are, 

or are likely to be, suffering significant harm as a result of child sexual exploitation 

and are referred through the Rotherham MASH. The team operates on the principles 

of the four Ps (protect, pursue, prevent and prepare). A social worker and dedicated 

police officer are allocated to each new case within 24 hours, the child is seen within 

three days (unless this would increase the risk to the child), and a strategy meeting 

is held within three days. If this is a complex case, within five days a complex 

strategy meeting will be chaired by the vulnerable children's independent reviewing 

officer. It is too early to say what benefits this will bring to safeguarding and the 

pursuit of offenders but the investment of staff by police, other public sector and 

voluntary agencies in a joint team with shared high aspirations means the prospects 

are good. 

The force has developed an in-depth training and awareness programme for staff 

and targeted sectors of society that are most likely to be able to identify child sexual 

exploitation, which is known as Operation Makesafe. The staff involved in Makesafe 

have provided training to hotel staff, shop workers and taxi drivers on how to spot the 

signs of child sexual exploitation starting with Sheffield and implemented across the 

force over a two year period. The programme has been in place for six months and 

during this time the force has received 40 reports of possible child sexual exploitation 

from hoteliers which have led to eight arrests and a number of safeguarding 

interventions that would not have occurred without the Makesafe training. This 

training is now being widened to include bed and breakfast staff, as well as transport 

companies, taxi drivers, security staff, and employees at fast food restaurants. 

Domestic abuse 

The force’s response to domestic violence is not consistently good and requires 

improvement. Although the force recognises domestic abuse as a priority, it does not 

have the same level of priority as child sexual exploitation, missing persons and 

repeat vulnerable victims among its entire staff. 

The force’s risk assessment for domestic abuse is inconsistent. The domestic abuse, 

stalking, harassment and honour-based violence (DASH) risk assessment forms are 

not completed to a consistently high standard. This means that the information 

available to the DARA when grading cases and making referrals to partners may not 

be complete. 
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 Evolve is a multi-agency and voluntary sector initiative in Rotherham to provide early and intensive 

support to children at risk of sexual exploitation. 
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The inconsistent completion of DASH risk assessments by response officers is a 

concern. Officers we spoke to suggested that in many cases they did not complete 

risk assessments at incidents of domestic abuse they attended because the victims 

refused to provide the information necessary for the officer to complete a DASH 

questionnaire. Risk assessments should be conducted in these circumstances and 

officers should consider the victim’s reluctance to engage as a risk factor when 

making their assessment.  

Our examination of domestic abuse incidents also identified that in some cases, 

where the victim was not seen as part of the initial response, crime reports were 

submitted within 24 hours, but DASH risk assessments were not completed. This 

means that although the DARA examines each incident with a domestic abuse 

marker, they may not have the most up-to-date information to assess the level of risk 

and ensure appropriate safeguarding measures are put in place. 

The force is upgrading its assessment framework to include information about 

children in households where domestic abuse is reported (as recommended in the 

report following our first child protection inspection of South Yorkshire in 2014). The 

electronic form completed by staff in the force’s crime bureau does not yet support 

the additional questions. We found some instances where the presence of children 

during an incident was not recorded in the free text of the form as required by the 

policy. DARA staff in these cases recognised the presence of children from the 

incident logs and confidential information they hold on families, and made 

appropriate referrals to children’s services. 

HMIC’s domestic abuse inspection in 2014 found that South Yorkshire Police 

responds well to the victims facing the highest risks, but for those assessed as being 

at less risk, the service is not as good. Partnership working was described as good, 

but inconsistencies were identified in the service victims get across the force area, 

depending on the area in which they live. HMIC made eight recommendations 

concerning deployment of resources to domestic abuse incidents, staff training, risk 

assessment, management of change, the service to victims deemed at lower risk, 

homicide review and performance management. 

The force has a domestic abuse action plan with 125 actions. The actions do not 

directly align with HMIC’s recommendations, so it is difficult to assess which 

recommendations have been met. It is clear from our inspection that there is further 

work to do. Leicestershire Police is to undertake a study on South Yorkshire’s behalf 

to understand victims’ views about the service they receive. 

In the 12 months to 31 March 2015, recorded domestic abuse increased by 28 

percent against the previous 12 months and accounted for 8 percent of all police 

recorded crime. Across England and Wales during the same period there was a 21 

percent increase, with domestic abuse accounting for 10 percent of all police 

recorded crime. 
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As shown in figure 2, for every 100 domestic abuse crimes recorded South Yorkshire 

Police made 61 arrests. 

Figure 2: The number of arrests per 100 domestic abuse crimes by force, for the 12 months to 

31 March 2015 

Source: HMIC data return 

The force’s charge rate for domestic abuse recorded crimes for the 12 months to 31 

March 2015 was 27 percent, compared with 27 percent for England and Wales. This 

is a decrease since the last HMIC domestic abuse inspection when the force rate 

was 34 percent for the 12 months to 31 August 2013, compared with 30 percent for 

England and Wales. 
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Figure 3: Domestic abuse charge rate for the 12 months to 31 March 2015 compared to the 12 

months to 31 August 2013 

Source: HMIC data return 

HMIC reviewed 19 incidents by listening to the initial calls and examining the 

corresponding computer logs. Although we found a several excellent examples of 

call-handlers providing timely, reassuring and rational safeguarding advice, we also 

found some cases where the call-handler chose not to keep victims on the telephone 

until police arrived. In these cases the perpetrator was still on the premises and 

could have been assessed as representing a risk to the victim. In addition, by 

terminating these calls, the call-handlers may have lost valuable evidence. 

HMIC also reviewed 11 domestic abuse files, and found that the standard of 

investigation was mixed. We found some positive examples of victim-centred 

investigations where care plans and support to the victim were evident, including 

special measures. In other cases we found an absence of appropriate risk 

assessments and victim care plans, although we also found during our inspection 

that many staff, particularly in specialist teams, demonstrated that they have more 

contact with victims than is apparent from the computer systems. 

HMIC also examined the force's use of new legal powers to protect victims. 

Domestic violence protection orders (DVPOs) were introduced in England and Wales 

in 2014 to prevent a suspected offender from returning to a victim’s home or 

contacting the victim. The force began using DVPOs in June 2014; it made 63 

applications to magistrates' courts for their use, of which 48 were granted.  
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Twelve DVPOs have been breached. Breaches occur when the offender fails to 

comply with the condition of the order and is taken back before the magistrates' 

court. This represents a DVPO breach rate of 25 percent compared with the England 

and Wales rate of 17 percent.21 

The handover of domestic abuse cases is most effective in the areas where 

independent domestic violence adviser provision was strong and co-located with 

police officers and domestic abuse case workers. Information exchange is easier 

and there are more joint visits. 

Summary of findings 

 

Requires improvement 

 

South Yorkshire Police identifies vulnerable people effectively. It has good systems 

in place to respond to children who go missing. It is ensuring that it is well-prepared 

to tackle child sexual exploitation. However the force needs to improve its response 

to domestic abuse victims with more consistent and thorough processes. The force 

is continuing to address the concerns identified in HMIC’s crime and domestic abuse 

inspection reports of 2014. Given the risk that is posed to some of the most 

vulnerable people overall, the force requires improvement.  

The force identifies repeat and vulnerable victims well, but its initial response to 

incidents, specifically the identification of opportunities to gather evidence and its use 

of scheduled appointments needs to improve. The force generally investigates 

offences well, particularly those requiring more specialist skills, but it should improve 

the computer records of investigation plans, decision-making and contact with 

victims. 

The force’s response to missing and absent children is good. It is clear, structured 

and well-supervised. The force works well with partners and has good relationships 

with the four local authorities. 

As a result of strong leadership, the force is now well-prepared to respond to child 

sexual exploitation locally and is leading the national policing response through 

Evolve and Operation Makesafe.  

In contrast, the force’s response to domestic abuse is not consistently good. The 

inconsistent approach to assessing risk means the force cannot be sure it is taking 

adequate steps to safeguard victims and their children. 
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 The England and Wales figure is based on data provided by 35 forces. 
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Causes of concern 

The force’s response to victims of domestic abuse is a cause of concern to HMIC 

due to the lack of consistent and thorough processes. South Yorkshire Police 

needs to improve its understanding of the nature and scale of domestic abuse. 

Call-handlers did not always keep victims of domestic abuse on the telephone 

when the perpetrator was still on the premises, thereby failing to properly protect 

and support the victim.  

The force needs to improve the quality and completion rates of its risk assessment 

process, and improve its recording of safeguarding, investigation, and supervisory 

activity in relation to domestic abuse. 

Recommendation  

To address this cause of concern the force should immediately take steps to 

ensure that:  

 it understands the nature and scale of domestic abuse by conducting an  

up-to-date assessment of available information, including that of partners;  

 its call-handlers consistently safeguard victims reporting abuse; 

 it carries out risk-assessments at the earliest opportunity, to an appropriate 

standard, and introduces processes to ensure these are properly supervised 

and submitted; and 

 it records consistently its investigation and safeguarding activity, including 

supervision. 

Areas for improvement 

 The force should improve its initial response to incidents, specifically in 

relation to the assessment of opportunities to obtain evidence and the use of 

scheduled appointments. 

 The force should improve the quality of the investigation plans and decisions 

it records on force systems. 


