
Serious violence – will government policy be enough?

Since 2018, Crest has been leading research into the drivers of serious violence across
England and Wales. During that time, the government has begun a campaign to recruit an
additional 20,000 police officers and provided funding for 18 new Violence Reduction Units, to
help tackle the problem. But despite a dip during the Covid-19 lockdowns, knife crime,
gang-related violence and murders remain at worryingly high levels.

In this report, our Chief Executive, Harvey Redgrave, shines a light on the policy implications
arising from Crest’s research and asks whether the Government’s current efforts will be enough
to turn the tide.

Crest’s detailed research programme focusing on the drivers of serious violence is funded by
the Dawes Trust. We have published a number of reports examining different facets of the
problem, from shifts in drug markets to the rise in vulnerability among young people. If there is
a common thread that ties these features together it is the need for a holistic strategy for
tackling violence, which uses all of the levers available to the government and combines
prevention with tough enforcement.

Friday 17 December 2021



What has happened to serious violence in recent years?

Volume

When it comes to overall violence, the Crime Survey for England and Wales (CSEW) is thought to
give a more accurate picture of trends than police recorded crime, which is more subject to
changes in recording practices and/or reporting. The Crime Survey suggests overall violence has
declined.

However, the overall trend masks important changes in the pattern of violence. Since 2014,
high-harm, less frequently occurring violent offences, such as homicide (murder, mansaughter,
infanticide), sexual offences and knife crime, have all been rising though this has dropped slightly
as a result of recent lockdowns (see chart below).

These offences are generally better captured by police recorded figures than by the Crime Survey.
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Severity

Not only has the volume of serious violence increased, but it is getting more severe. Serious crimes
are increasingly weapons-enabled and the most harmful forms of serious violence are rising fastest.
A higher proportion of robbery is weapon-enabled than was the case a decade ago (see chart
below).

These figures are corroborated by health and emergency services data, which show an increase in
the number of admissions for knife-related wounds.
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Profile

In general, the regularity and severity of individuals’ offending will tend to decrease over time, as
they get older. As a result, we tend to assume that the level of crime (and therefore violence) is
correlated to the average age of offenders. When the average age of offenders falls, crime levels
will rise, and vice versa.

When analysing current trends in violence, an important question to ask, therefore, is whether there
is evidence of a shift towards younger offenders. Various data sources do indeed indicate a shift in
that direction. The chart below shows trends in cautions and convictions for knife possession.
Between 2014 and 2019 there was a 56 per cent rise in knife possession offences for
10–17-year-olds, compared to a 36 per cent rise overall (see chart below). Once again, it is
important to note that these figures have been suppressed more recently as a result of the
pandemic.
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When it comes to the study of serious violence, robbery is a key offence to analyse. Studies show
that those who commit robbery and use weapons before they reach the age of 18 are much more
likely to have long criminal careers than young people who commit less serious crimes. Those
committing robbery as a first offence are around three times more likely than fellow young offenders
to go on to commit 15 or more offences within the next nine years.1

Although robbery has decreased over the last year, the general trend right up to the pandemic was
upwards and there are early signs that it is returning to pre-pandemic levels. More significantly, it
appears that younger offenders are increasingly involved. The chart below illustrates that arrests of
10–17-year-olds are making up a growing proportion (40 per cent pre-pandemic) of total arrests for
robbery.

While we do not have national figures on the age of knife crime offenders, the NHS in England
compiles data on the age profile of victims. Victim age can be linked to the age of perpetrators, so
the statistics provide some insight into offending patterns. The NHS data on assaults with a sharp
object show that, since 2014/2015, the number of times people aged 16–18 attended hospital has
increased by 72 per cent. For individuals aged 19 and over, it went up by only 25 per cent.

1 Home Office Serious Violence Strategy, 2018,
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/698009/serious-viole
nce-strategy.pdf
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There has also been a big jump in the number of young adults murdered by a sharp object, such
as a knife. Between 2015/2016 and 2019/2020, there was an 86 per cent rise in the number of
16–24-year-olds who were killed this way.2

In summary, there does appear to have been a wholesale shift towards younger offending, at least
when it comes to serious violence. One reason may be spillover effects from violence associated
with the drugs market. Evidence shows that if gangs start carrying more weapons due to
drug-selling activity, others may also feel the need to arm themselves for protection. That can
escalate violent trends, as it means any conflict is likely to result in a more serious outcome. The
link to drug markets is examined in more depth below.

2 ONS, Homicide in England and Wales, year ending March 2020,
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/articles/homicideinenglandandwales/yearendin
gmarch2020

6

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/articles/homicideinenglandandwales/yearendingmarch2020
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/articles/homicideinenglandandwales/yearendingmarch2020


Drivers of violence

Crest’s research has focused on four key drivers of serious violence:

● Drug markets
● Vulnerability
● Police effectiveness
● Technology

These are explored in more depth below.

Drug markets

Market trends: supply and demand

Crest’s research3 demonstrates that major shifts have taken place in UK drugs markets since 2014:
key indicators suggest supply of cocaine and heroin (the drugs most associated with supply-side
violence) is up, evidenced by rising purity and falling costs, as a result of a boom in production.

There has been a 35 per cent increase in the global production of cocaine since 2013 driven by an
increase in Colombia, the main source country. Similarly, opium production in Afghanistan reached
record levels in 2017 and 2018.4

As a result of a surge in production, there has been a surge in the purity of Class A drugs within
England and Wales - a key proxy for availability. For example, the mean purity of powder cocaine
rose from 20 per cent in 2009 to 63 per cent in 2018, the highest level on record. The shift in crack
purity is even more dramatic: with purity increasing from 26 per cent in 2011 to a record 77 per
cent in 2018.

4 Dame Carol Black, ‘Review of drugs evidence pack’, Feb 2020
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/882953/Review_of_
Drugs_Evidence_Pack.pdf

3 Crest Advisory, ‘What is driving serious violence: drugs’, Feb 2020
https://b9cf6cd4-6aad-4419-a368-724e7d1352b9.usrfiles.com/ugd/b9cf6c_5aad01b7fa2743d8b5508fb85faf2aa4.pdf
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Mean purity/potency (%) of small quantity drug seizures of certain illicit drugs in England and Wales, 2004 - 2018

At the same time, despite purity having increased, the price of heroin and cocaine has fallen, which
has also boosted overall availability and domestic demand.

Standardised UK street price (£) of cocaine and heroin per gram, 1990 - 2016
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Rising purity and falling prices imply a market that is saturated - where supply is outstripping
demand. That is likely to have eroded profits per gram of cocaine sold at the retail stage, which
may be fueling economic competition between gangs.

Unsurprisingly, given the trends around purity and price, domestic consumption of Class A drugs,
such as cocaine, has increased. The trend is particularly pronounced among young adults - the
proportion of 16-24 year olds reporting having used cocaine in the past year has nearly doubled
since 2012-13.

Powder cocaine trends (especially when looking at the age group that uses cocaine most often)
suggest a lagged causal relationship between drug purity and rates of use. Purity fell in the 2000s,
followed by a reduction in drug use, and then rose from 2009/10, followed this time by a rise in
consumption. Wider evidence suggests a similar trend has been seen for crack cocaine (see
following chapter).

% of 20-24 year olds and 16-59 year olds who had taken powder cocaine in the last year (1996-2018/19) plotted
against powder cocaine purity (2003/04-2019/20)
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Treatment data provide an additional perspective on self-reported demand, indicating that the
harmful use of crack cocaine has increased significantly in recent years. After 2015, the number of
people starting treatment for the first time for crack use nearly doubled. A Public Health England
report in 2019 concluded that ‘It is likely that the recent increase in the number of people entering
treatment for crack problems reflects the rise in the prevalence of the drug’s use.’5 The rise in crack
use is particularly concerning, given its links to violence.

Inevitably, these shifts in the supply and demand of Class A drugs into the UK have had an impact
on the volume and profile of crime - a more detailed examination of which is set out in the next
chapter.

Trends in drugs-related crime

The number and proportion of homicides that have been drug-related have grown over the last
decade, up from 39 per cent in 2009-10 to 48 per cent in 2019-20 (see chart below).

Number of homicides in some way drug-related, and proportion of total homicides in each year that were drug related,
years ending March 2010 to 2020

Combining the data for year ending March 2018 to the year ending March 2020, we can see that
over a third (36 per cent) of all male homicide victims were known to be drug users, and two in ten
(21 per cent) were known drug dealers. The proportions were even higher among male suspects:
44 per cent were users and 28 per cent dealers.

5 Public Health England, ‘Increase in crack cocaine use inquiry’, March 2019,
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/crack-cocaine-increase-inquiry-findings
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Proportion of currently recorded homicides by various drug fields, combined data for year ending March 2018 to year
ending March 2020

These proportions have been growing. According to a Home Office review published in 2020,
drug-related killings explain more than half (62 per cent) of the overall homicide rise since 2015. Of
those, the proportion that are drug dealer-related cases has risen fastest.

This is supported by interviews with police officers who have told us that younger people involved
in street robbery (victims and perpetrators), were disproportionately likely to be mixed up in the
local drugs trade.6 That is thought to be a function of gangs using robbery as a means of
generating cash. It also stems from the systemic nature of the relationship between drugs and
violence (set out in the first chapter) - a market where violence is always likely to be the main
mechanism for settling debts and disputes.

Analysis of health data also suggests a relationship between drugs and violence. Figures on the
number of powder and crack cocaine users beginning treatment correlate strongly with data on
people treated in hospital for assaults by sharp objects, including knives.

6 Crest Advisory, ‘What is driving serious violence: drugs’, Feb 2020
https://b9cf6cd4-6aad-4419-a368-724e7d1352b9.usrfiles.com/ugd/b9cf6c_5aad01b7fa2743d8b5508fb85faf2aa4.pdf
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Drug treatment entrants for powder cocaine and crack cocaine (as primary drug) & finished consultant episodes for
assaults by sharp objects (2005-2020)

It is a problem that shows little sign of abating. According to criminal justice data, the proportion of
children aged 10 to 17 convicted of drugs-related offences is rising rapidly - up by 63 per cent
since 2012, compared to a 16 per cent increase for those 21 and over. Of all of those convicted,
the number of younger people convicted of offences relating to powder cocaine has gone up by 61
per cent; crack cocaine 54 per cent; and heroin 46 per cent - with each increase larger than the
rise in offences committed by people over the age of 21.
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Impact of Covid

The national lockdowns put in place in response to Covid-19 posed a significant operational
challenge to gangs involved in supplying drugs, in particular those running ‘county lines’ from
urban areas to market towns and seaside resorts. It became harder for gangs to groom young
people and get them to transport drugs on coaches, trains, taxis and hire cars on major roads,
because with far less people around they were easier to spot.

Crest’s research suggests gangs adapted their methods, for example, by recruiting children locally,
giving birth to a new ‘franchise’ model of county lines.7 This new, more localised recruitment
method took root during the pandemic in areas which had become saturated with county lines
relatively early - Milton Keynes, Ipswich and the Medway towns in Kent. That led to the emergence
of ‘postcode gangs’, of the type seen in London boroughs a decade ago, forming around new
local networks of children and young people. The result of this ‘franchising’ has been a series of
violent murders involving young people linked to supplying drugs outside urban areas.

Assessing government policy on drug markets

Taking their steer from the Home Office, the police deprioritised drugs enforcement during the early
part of the 2010s. Between 2014 and 2017 the Metropolitan Police, by its own admission, had no
specific drug strategy. Similarly, a Freedom of Information Act request in 2019 revealed that, of the
29 police forces that responded, a third (34 per cent) had no drug strategy in place, and 7 per cent
provided insufficient evidence to suggest they had one.8

There are two explanations for this. Firstly, there is some evidence that real terms reductions in
police budgets (between 2010 and 2019) squeezed out the kinds of ‘proactive policing’ and
intelligence-gathering activity on which effective drugs enforcement depends.

Secondly, there is a sense in which the de-prioritisation of drugs reflected the general trajectory of
government policy, with a greater emphasis on ‘newer’, more ‘hidden’ crimes, such as human
trafficking and child sexual exploitation.

Whatever the reasons, the net impact on enforcement has been dramatic. Between 2012-2018,
the number of arrests for drug offences fell 47%, though there are signs that this trend may be
starting to go into reverse (see chart below).

8 Crest Advisory, ‘What is driving serious violence: drugs’, Feb 2020
https://b9cf6cd4-6aad-4419-a368-724e7d1352b9.usrfiles.com/ugd/b9cf6c_5aad01b7fa2743d8b5508fb85faf2aa4.pdf

7 Crest Advisory, ‘County Lines after Covid - a new threat?’ May 2020,
https://www.crestadvisory.com/post/county-lines-after-Covid-a-new-threat
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Number of arrests for drug offences, by age, FY 2007/08-2020/21

Similarly, seizures of drugs by police and at UK borders have been falling for a decade, though
again the trend has begun to reverse over the last 2-3 years. In the 12 months ending March 2020,
there were 37,127 seizures of Class A drugs, a 13 per cent increase on the previous year but still
25 per cent lower than the peak in 2008-09.

Only a minority of all drug seizures involve Class A drugs (20 per cent in the latest year for which
data is available). Of those Class A drugs seized, half (51 per cent) involved cocaine, with 18,790
seizures in the year ending March 2020. Heroin was the second most commonly seized Class A
drug, 8,742 seizures (see chart below).
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Number of seizures of the main Class A drug types, police forces and Border Force, years ending March 2007 to 2020

In terms of volume, only a small proportion of the total drug supply entering the UK is seized by the
UK Border Force. Organised crime groups allow for a certain amount of losses through seizures
when projecting their profits from trafficking. The largest proportions seized are of ecstasy (14%,
~800,000 doses per year seized) and cocaine (10%, ~4.5 tonnes per year seized). The lower
proportion of cannabis seized is at least partially explained by the significant amount of domestic
production. According to the European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction, despite
higher prevalence of cocaine use, the UK seizes lower quantities of cocaine than some of its
European partners, such as France and Spain.9

Unsurprisingly, with fewer arrests and seizures taking place, the number of proven drug offenders
fell by more than half between 2010/11 and 2018/19 from just over 100,000 to just under 50,000.
This reflects a decline in the number of police-recorded drug offences. At the same time, there has
been a fall in the number of successful prosecutions for drug offences. Convictions for drug
trafficking have fallen by 30 per cent since 2010.

9 Dame Carol Black, ‘Review of drugs evidence pack’, Feb 2020
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/882953/Review_of_
Drugs_Evidence_Pack.pdf
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Numbers found guilty for drug trafficking offences, 2010-202010

Alongside declining enforcement, there has been a hollowing out of drug treatment services to
tackle demand. Spending on treatment has reduced significantly over the last decade largely as a
by-product of local government budgets having been squeezed and central government funding
and oversight has fallen away.

On 6 December 2021, the Government announced a new ‘ten-year drug strategy11’, including a
substantial increase in spending on treatment and recovery services, with an additional £780m of
spending over the next three years to ramp up capacity (which admittedly simply brings us back to
a level roughly equivalent to that which the current Government inherited in 2010).

In summary, existing government policy is likely to fall short of being able reverse long-term
declines in arrests, charges, convictions and seizures. However, the new investment in drug
treatment services is likely to have an impact on demand over the medium-to-longer term.

11 HMG, ‘From harm to hope: a 10 year drugs plan to cut crime and save lives’, Dec 2021,
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1039240/From_harm
_to_hope_PDF-final_bookmarked_v3.pdf

10 Criminal Justice System Statistics Quarterly
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/criminal-justice-system-statistics-quarterly-december-2019#history
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Vulnerability

Trends in vulnerability

Another reason for the rise in serious violence is that the pool of vulnerable young people has
grown, creating a ready supply of people ripe for criminal exploitation by gangs.12 Evidence
suggests that a combination of factors behind vulnerability are markers for increased risk of being a
victim and a perpetrator of violence. The factors include: being in the care system; being excluded
from school; witnessing or experiencing domestic abuse; and living in a deprived area. While this
does not mean there is necessarily a causal link between increases in the number of the most
vulnerable and serious violence, these groups possess some of the factors that put them at higher
risk of being exploited for offences such as drug market-related violence.

Analysing the data, we can see that there has been a significant increase in young people
experiencing many of these measures. The number of children in low-income families has grown
since 2014/2015 (from 2 million to 2.5 million in 2019/2020) to 18 per cent of all children in
England. Over the same period, the numbers of children taken into care and children deemed to be
at risk of harm (defined by Section 47 local authority investigations taking place) have also grown
significantly.

Rate of children looked after, per 10,000 children aged under 18 at 31st March, 2015 - 2021

12 Crest Advisory, ‘Violence and vulnerability’, Feb 2021,
https://b9cf6cd4-6aad-4419-a368-724e7d1352b9.usrfiles.com/ugd/b9cf6c_8467bab5922e44f68e485839dc5982eb.pdf
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Number of section 47 enquiries, year ending 31st March, 2015 - 2021

It is notable that the rate of permanent and fixed-term exclusions from school has also been rising
since 2013/2014.

Permanent school exclusion rate in England (number of school exclusions as a proportion of the overall school
population), 2006/07 - 2019/20
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Police-recorded domestic abuse has risen by 89 per cent since 2015/2016, though that may be a
reflection of more people reporting it and better recording practices by forces. It is now estimated
that around 830,000 children per year experience or witness domestic abuse in England.

Impact of Covid

It appears highly likely that the Covid-19 pandemic has exacerbated many of these risk factors. For
example, while levels of domestic abuse recorded by the police had been rising for a number of
years before the pandemic, Metropolitan Police data suggest that calls about domestic abuse
incidents rose significantly during the initial lockdown in 2020. Between March and June 2020,,
numbers were up 12 per cent compared with the same period in 2019. The increase comes
entirely from third-party callers; calls from victims were down 3 per cent.13

Similarly, teachers have reported concerns about teenagers becoming, in effect, disengaged from
formal education following repeated lockdowns. That has been particularly acute in schools in
deprived areas. Teachers in schools in the most deprived quartile were more than three times as
likely to say "less than a quarter" of their students had submitted the work that had been assigned
to them. School closures have also left vulnerable children without a key protective factor as
teachers are often the first to report abuse, while social care referrals fell by almost a fifth in the first
lockdown, suggesting fewer children at risk were being identified.14

Drivers of vulnerability

As the previous section illustrated, there are a number of adverse trends that suggest the problem
is getting worse. But it’s hard to know what’s driving these statistics – and still harder to figure out
what to do to turn them around with effective interventions.

Crest drew on a number of individual case studies (both published and unpublished) in order to
identify common patterns and themes. Our analysis suggests there are at least four key warning
signs and risk signals.15

First, all of the people in the case studies had spent an extended period outside mainstream
education, in some instances spanning several years. The transition from primary to secondary
school often marked the onset of problematic behaviour, with secondaries apparently less
equipped (or possibly less incentivised) to offer wraparound support. The individuals involved had

15 Ibid.

14 Crest Advisory, ‘Violence and vulnerability’, Feb 2021,
https://b9cf6cd4-6aad-4419-a368-724e7d1352b9.usrfiles.com/ugd/b9cf6c_8467bab5922e44f68e485839dc5982eb.pdf

13 ONS, ‘Domestic abuse during the coronavirus (Covid-19) pandemic, England and Wales’ Nov 2020, Table 7
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often been repeatedly excluded from school and disciplinary issues were identified as a common
risk factor.

Second, in the majority of cases, the individuals concerned began offending at an early age.
Offences ranged from possession of drugs to more serious crimes involving knives or sexual
offences. However, the offending appeared to lead to a criminal justice sanction - an out-of-court
disposal or charge - in only a small number of cases. That may have been due to a desire to avoid
criminalising the people involved. Many of them were known to be operating under the influence of
gangs.

Third, in nearly every case studied, evidence of criminal exploitation by gangs was clear and visible,
with individuals and/or their families frequently expressing fear for their physical safety. For example,
several case studies reported that in the weeks and months preceding their murder, the subject
had been

● threatened due to unpaid debts
● the victim of violence (and had attended hospital for physical injuries)
● found with large quantities of drugs

More than once, individuals who had been reported missing had returned displaying signs of
sudden wealth, such as new trainers or mobile phones. Often, though, the response was
rudimentary at best, and safeguarding services reported feeling "powerless" to do anything to
intervene.

Fourth, a common risk factor was services reporting the individual having repeatedly gone missing
– in one case, as many as 20 times in the space of a year. Reviewing the case studies, two points
stand out:

● The number of times a person goes missing appears to steadily increase when they’re in a
care setting, suggesting families can be a protective factor.

● In most cases, when people go missing it is an indication that the individual concerned is
being exploited by gangs to sell drugs, either locally or via an established ‘county lines’
network.
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Assessing government policy on vulnerability

The learning from Crest’s research16 suggests there are four systemic issues that need addressing:

● Child protection
● Criminal exploitation
● Education
● Youth offending

These are examined below.

The child protection system has evolved to protect children from harm experienced within the
family home, rather than in the community, leaving many at risk of violence unprotected. This is
reinforced by both the legal framework and the culture of social work. The legal provisions specify
that when instigating care proceedings, the local authority must show that the harm to the child is
attributable to the care and control provided by parents. For a child who is at risk of violence from
outside the home, this will rarely solely be down to the actions of parents. So, social workers can
often be reluctant to start a process where there is no further point at which they can take more
serious action. Culturally, social workers identify with a mission to protect vulnerable children (as
they imagine them) and can therefore struggle when they find themselves working with teenagers
on the cusp of violence who don’t fit the conventional image of vulnerability. Finally, social workers
are trained to recognise family abuse but are not necessarily equipped to deal with abuse,
exploitation or serious violence by people of their own age.

The police are not effective at identifying and responding to evidence of child criminal exploitation
and there is sometimes a failure to see the bigger picture. Analysis of case reviews and interviews
with local authority stakeholders suggest that police investigations into violent incidents often focus
narrowly on identifying suspects and do not always prioritise generating insights into the broader
context within which the offence took place, including possible networks of exploitation. That is
partly about lack of information: the police are often unable to pinpoint the exact causes and/or
motives for serious violence, with some communities particularly reluctant to "talk". But it is also
linked to incentives: policing is generally driven by short-term tactical concerns – clearing the case
– rather than strategic analysis relating to underlying motives or patterns of exploitation. As a lead
member for community safety in a London borough put it: “Detectives go where the evidence is –
phones, CCTV, forensics, witnesses (if they talk). Motive? They don’t need to prove that, so it’s not
a priority, and it’s a lot harder to establish WHY when young people don’t talk. Hence there are
huge gaps in understanding.”

16 Crest Advisory, ‘Violence and vulnerability’, Feb 2021,
https://b9cf6cd4-6aad-4419-a368-724e7d1352b9.usrfiles.com/ugd/b9cf6c_8467bab5922e44f68e485839dc5982eb.pdf
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One of the most important and best-evidenced protective factors against serious violence is
ensuring children stay in full-time education. However, the performance and funding systems for
schools do not provide incentives to prioritise improving outcomes for the minority of vulnerable
children who require high levels of specialist support. When a child is excluded from school, more
expensive alternative provision – for example, through a pupil referral unit – is paid for by the local
authority. The unit cost is estimated at £17,000 per pupil. The excluding school is no longer
responsible for the costs of that provision or for educational attainment. That means there is little
financial incentive for schools to try to manage the problem themselves. As a respondent to the
2019 Timpson Review put it: “If a child is displaying behaviour or performance that requires
additional management and support, it is often easier and cheaper to permanently exclude them,
than for the school to implement what they need.” It is, therefore, perhaps unsurprising that
informal practices, such as fixed-term exclusions and off-rolling (where children removed from
school without being permanently excluded), are becoming more common, particularly for children
in care and children assessed to be in need. A 2019 survey for Ofsted, the schools watchdog in
England, found that while schools may say to parents that pupils are off-rolled due to behaviour,
teachers privately believe the decisions are taken to boost the school’s academic record.

Over a decade ago, alarmed by high rates of youth custody, the Youth Justice Board (YJB) set a
specific target to reduce the number of ‘first time entrants’ into the criminal justice system in
England and Wales - the number of 10-17 year olds who receive their first caution or conviction. By
their own measure, the YJB has achieved phenomenal success: first-time entrants into the criminal
justice system have fallen by 84 per cent since the year ending December 2009. However, in
recent years concerns have grown that this may have inadvertently led to early-onset offending
being neglected or overlooked, which in turn may have inadvertently fuelled more serious crime. As
one YOT manager put it in an interview, the tolerance of early-onset offending meant that “by the
time young people are on a court order they are more prolific and entrenched in their offending”. It
is worth noting that children appear to be entering the system at a more serious offending level: in
2019, 18 per cent of first-time entrants had committed a possession of weapon offence –
compared to just 3 per cent ten years ago. Paradoxically, the desire to avoid labelling young
offenders may lead to fewer young people receiving the support they need. In his annual report
published in 2020, the Chief Inspector of Probation, Justin Russell, commented: “A policy of
‘radical non-interventionism’, as it was termed in social work circles in the 1970s, may avoid the
danger of children becoming labelled as offenders. But it does little to provide them with practical
help with their underlying needs and may, in reality, amount to something more like benign neglect,
in the absence of any other support or structure in these children’s lives.”

In summary, a radical overhaul of government policy is required in order to reverse current trends in
vulnerability (and exacerbated by the pandemic), which has seen big rises in the number of children
being taken into care, falling out of mainstream education and getting mixed up in violence.
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Police effectiveness

Trends in detections and charges

The Home Office ‘Serious Violence Strategy’, published in 2018, pointed to falling police
effectiveness (with respect to the low number of charges) as a possible explanation for the rise in
serious violence. Crest has assessed the evidence around deterrence to examine whether that
hypothesis is valid.

In headline terms, fewer offenders are being charged than five years ago, with reductions across
every major offence type, though the most pronounced decreases are for violent offences (see
chart below).

But the headline figures only tell part of the story. To truly understand the decline in charge rates, it
is necessary to break it down into its component parts, starting with the initial police response to
an incident, followed by the decision on whether to make an arrest, the process of gathering
evidence and the charge itself.

Initial police response

The starting point of a robust policing response is how quickly and effectively the police are able to
respond to a specific incident. Although there is no nationally published data, there is evidence that
police response times are getting longer. For example, data submitted to the BBC by Greater
Manchester Police show that the average response time for the most serious 999 calls, known as
‘grade one’, increased from 6.5 minutes in 2011 to nearly 12.5 in 2018. Similar information
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provided by the Metropolitan Police shows a rise from just under eight minutes to well over nine
between 2013 and 2018. Response times for lower-graded calls had also increased.17

The extent to which response times determine detection rates is contested. Historically,
criminologists have tended to assume that police response times had no meaningful effect on the
likelihood of catching offenders. However, a recent study by Kirchmaier et al challenged that
assertion by finding a significant impact: a 10 per cent increase in response times led to a 4.7
percentage point decrease in the likelihood of solving a crime. In other words, longer response
times led to fewer crimes being detected.18

Arrests and investigations

Once police have been deployed to an incident, they need to decide whether to make an arrest
and to begin the process of gathering evidence, before charges can be considered. In recent
years, arrests and charges have both been falling, even though recorded violence has gone up. In
the year ending March 2020, only 7 per cent of violent offences led to a charge, down from 22 per
cent in 2015.

It is at this point in the process – the handover between the police and the Crown Prosecution
Service (CPS) – that performance is arguably the most concerning. While national data is hard to
come by, there are strong indications that the quality of police referrals to the CPS has declined.
For example, in 2021 a Criminal Justice Joint Inspection report into the way police and the CPS
handled rape allegations found that in over half of all the cases submitted to the CPS for a charging
decision, the police file, containing details of evidence and other relevant information, didn’t comply
with national standards. The report concluded that “the police don’t always understand what is
needed for a charging decision”.19 The CPS, on the other hand, are charging a smaller proportion
of cases that are referred to them, as outlined in the 2020/21 annual report of the Victims’
Commissioner.20

As well as a drop in the volume of violent offenders being caught and charged, the process itself
has become slower. Between 2011 and 2019, although the average (mean) number of days from
offence to completion (the time from a crime being committed to the defendant being acquitted or
sentenced at court) for violence against the person offences decreased (from 208 to 200 days), the

20 For example, see the section on the rape review within the Victims’ Commissioner’s annual report, 2020-21

19https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/publication-html/a-joint-thematicinspection-of-the-police-and-crown-p
rosecution-services-response-to-rape-phase-one/

18 Jordi Blanes i Vidal and Tom Kirchmaier, “The effect of police response time on crime clearance rates,” 2017,
http://www.restud.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/ DetectedResponse09.pdf

17 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-manchester-47582743 and
https://www.met.police.uk/SysSiteAssets/foi-media/metropolitan-police/disclosure_2019/
june_2019/information-rights-unit---response-times-for-999-callsgradestiersfrom-2013-to-2018
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time between offence and charge increased. The part of the process that now takes the longest,
and is driving the overall delays in bringing offenders to justice, is the time taken from offence to
charge - offenders wait on average (mean) around 4 months to be charged.

Average (mean) number of days between offence and charge in all criminal courts for violence against the person
offences21

The delay in charging suspects has serious consequences for both offenders and victims. For
offenders, delays are likely to reinforce the lack of association between the offending behaviour and
the consequence, weakening deterrence. At the same time, the longer it takes to bring an offender
to justice, the more likely victims are to withdraw from the process, which in turn reduces the
likelihood of a successful outcome.

It is notable that the proportion of crimes with “evidential difficulties” has grown significantly over
the past five years. In particular, the proportion of crimes with an identified suspect, but which did
not proceed to charge owing to victims withdrawing their support, has increased by more than 12
percentage points since 2015.

21 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/criminal-court-statistics-quarterly-january-to-march-2020
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Assessing government policy on police effectiveness

There are a number of reasons behind the sharp deterioration in performance of police
effectiveness, which imply the need for policy reform. These are examined below:

● Growing complexity of investigation
● Structural problems and misaligned incentives
● Absence of a victim-centered approach
● Capability and skills shortfall

Growing Complexity of investigation

Both the availability and volume of data on digital devices have a practical impact on criminal
investigations, increasing the resources necessary and length of time needed to review the
material. Police can quickly find they have more data to view than they can manage, leading to
delays in investigations and the overall criminal justice process. Indeed, policing leaders have cited
this as being one of the main changes and challenges experienced in adult rape cases in the past
five years.

In a government review of the police and CPS response to rape, HMICFRS reported that delays in
case progression were often attributed both to a shortage of appropriate technology and a lack of
training in accessing and analysing digital material.
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“The police digital units had seemingly not been resourced or equipped with the
necessary IT to manage the change in use of digital media and the increased focus
on digital material in disclosure which creates a backlog of material.”22

The increasing complexity and storage size of mobile phones added to the problem, with some
police officers raising concerns that there were phone models the police were unable even to
access.23

23 Information Commissioner’s Office, ‘Mobile phone data extraction by police forces in England and Wales, June 2020,
https://ico.org.uk/media/about-the-ico/documents/2617838/ico-report-on-mpe-in-england-and-wales-v1_1.pdf

22 Justice Inspectorate, Joint Thematic Response to CPS and Police Response to Rape, 2021.
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Structural Problems and Misaligned Incentives

The relationship between the CPS and the police is a frequent source of friction. One accusation
often levelled against the CPS by the police is that prosecutors regularly charge defendants with
lesser offences in order to boost their conviction rates with easier cases to prove, for example, by
charging grievous bodily harm or wounding as common assault. However, hard evidence of such
practices is difficult to come by.

A more substantial complaint about the CPS is that overly risk-averse prosecutors will often send
case files back to the police for relatively trivial reasons, for example, minor administrative issues,
even if the file is substantively complete. There is some evidence to back that up: the joint
inspection of the police and CPS response to rape found that just under half of the CPS’s action
plans were assessed to be unsatisfactory. Problems included requests to examine digital devices
when they were not needed and failing to set meaningful parameters when they needed examining.

The tension often spills over into the public domain. In response to criticism in the media about low
charge rates for theft, the chairman of the Police Federation of England and Wales, which
represents the vast majority of police officers, implied the blame lay elsewhere:

“Charging decisions for the majority of crimes are generally made by the Crown
Prosecution Service (CPS), not the police. What will drive these decisions is evidence:
sometimes we simply don’t have enough to satisfy the CPS which is not only
frustrating for victims but also for those police officers investigating the crimes.” 24

The CPS also has complaints about the police. Many CPS lawyers complain about the poor
quality of files they receive from officers. There are complaints that the police will often hide or
exploit evidence in order to “twirl” the CPS into laying a charge they would not bring if they had all
the evidence.

24 National Chair reacts to police ‘given up charging’ report
https://www.polfed.org/news/latest-news/2020/national-chair-reacts-to-police-given-up-charging-report/
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Victim-Centred Approach

The number of victims who withdraw their support as their case proceeds is increasing -
hampering police investigations. Without that support, it is very difficult to meet the evidential
threshold needed to bring charges. There are several factors to explain the rise. First, there is
evidence that the increasing length of time before charging decisions are made is leading to victims
withdrawing because the delay prevents them from being able to move forward with their lives and/
or prolongs their trauma.

Second, the historically poor relationship between police and victims has been cited as a central
factor in victim withdrawal. There have long been concerns raised by victims’ groups that the police
can be insensitive in their approach and may use poor judgement in their interactions with victims.
In recent years, victim liaison services – and wider victim support – have been cut back due to lack
of resources, which may have left victims feeling abandoned and unwilling to participate in the
process. Research with rape victims suggests that at least some of those who initially supported a
prosecution, but subsequently withdrew from the process, would probably have been willing or
able to continue with the case if they had been provided with better specialist support.

More research is required to understand the phenomenon of victim withdrawal. The current system
of recording cases, where police can make a decision to take no further action, fails to identify at
what point the victim withdraws support. That is a missed opportunity to gather and use data in a
focused way and provide tailored support to victims.

Capability and Skills Shortfall

Another possible explanation for the fall in charge rates is a lack of experienced and trained
personnel, including detectives, meaning the quality and speed of investigations has declined.
Analysis of police demand data reveals that a growing proportion of their work is being taken up by
investigations of more serious and complex crimes. Forces have to make decisions about whether
and how to investigate a crime, and put the right investigators on the right cases, be they
detectives, police staff investigators, intelligence analysts or forensic support staff. However, in
recent years, forces across England and Wales have faced significant shortages in trained
investigators, including approximately 5,000 vacant detective roles. The policing
watchdog,HMICFRS, has described the detective shortage as a “national crisis”.

There are several reasons why the police service has struggled to keep pace with the increase in
demand for investigative capacity, which largely relate to the structure of the workforce:

● Officers are increasingly reluctant to specialise as detectives because of high workloads, a
lack of experienced mentors to support them during training, unsociable working hours,
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lack of reward with pay increments and the intense scrutiny they face if there are failings
during an investigation

● It takes time to gain investigative skills and experience. To become qualified as a
detective takes several years and involves examinations and work-based assessment.
By contrast, other career opportunities in the police service may seem more
attractive.

● It is difficult to retain detectives. Their skills are becoming increasingly attractive to the
commercial sector. For example, highly trained financial investigators have been lost to
banks and other financial institutions, which offer more pay and benefits

● To balance budgets, some forces have cut back on programmes to introduce more
police staff investigators, increasing the pressure on detectives.

These are deep-rooted issues requiring long-term and joined-up policy thinking. But at present
there is scant evidence of such thinking in Whitehall. The Government’s signature policy on policing
- the recruitment of an extra 20,000 police officers - will do little to address the problems. The
police ‘uplift’ is all about boosting numbers, rather than the skills and capabilities of officers
required to meet future demand and the technology, and reforms to the system that might be
needed to improve the quality and pace of police investigations.
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Social media

During the course of our research into the drivers of violence, Crest has identified several ways in
which personal communications technology, in particular social media, appear to facilitate and
magnify serious violence and exploitation.

As harmful behaviours migrate from the real world into the virtual world young people increasingly
inhabit, they are far less visible to the professionals charged with safeguarding the welfare of the
vulnerable - teachers, social workers, youth workers, health professionals and police officers. That
poses huge challenges to understanding levels of risk young people experience and developing
plans to prevent, detect and disrupt violence.

Social media platforms such as Instagram and Snapchat are an integral part of the social lives of
children in the UK: 87% of 12-15 year olds report using social media via websites or apps; virtually
all (99%) report using video sharing portals (VSPs); and 60% use live streaming apps and
websites25. Yet the role of technology in facilitating serious violence remains a significant blind spot
within the national response to youth violence.

There are vast generational differences in how young people use social media compared with
social workers, police officers, teachers and youth workers, as well as parents and carers. That
makes it even harder to pinpoint where harmful uses of social media are an aggravating factor in
serious youth violence. Crest’s final report in this series on the drivers of violence will explore the
topic in more detail, including Drill videos, the use of social media by gangs and friendship groups
and emerging technologies which create additional risks for young people.

Research and published evidence in the UK on the relationship between social media and violence
is limited and built mainly around qualitative research and content analysis studies. The focus is
more on the role of social media as an aggravating factor within gangs involved in wider criminal
enterprises, and less on individual cases where smaller numbers of young people do not have links
to gangs.

In this section, we consider the limited understanding of the relationship between social media and
violence in research and government policy. We also outline four broad recommendations for a
new national strategic approach involving the Home Office, which leads the government response
to youth violence, and the Department for Education, which has prime responsibility for children’s
social care, child protection and safeguarding.

25https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0025/217825/children-and-parents-media-use-and-attitudes-report-
2020-21.pdf
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‘Instrumental’ and ‘Expressive’ uses of social media

Social media plays an instrumental role in criminal pursuits, especially in the drugs market.
Research by the Home Office found strong evidence that gangs use social media to promote their
businesses and gang culture, as well as for recruitment purposes26. Indeed, Whittaker et al found
that gangs in Waltham Forest used social media for self promotion and to increase their drug
sales.27 In the same study, the authors point to evidence showing an increase in the use of
platforms offering access to ‘end-to-end encrypted’ messaging and ‘disappearing’ messages,
such as Snapchat, WhatsApp and Telegram, as such messages cannot be monitored by law
enforcement agencies or viewed without access to the device of the sender or receiver.

Youth workers and agencies working with vulnerable young people have explained that apps like
Snapchat are increasingly used to recruit members due to the disappearing messages function.
Although there is anecdotal evidence about the use of end-end-encryption there is a gap in the
research about the extent to which it is used, partly due to the concealed nature of the technology
itself. Crest is planning to examine the issue in greater detail over the coming months.

Social media is also used in ‘expressive’ ways by gang members to build their reputation and
identity. Whittaker et al argues that less established gangs and younger gang members are more
likely to use social media in this way. Older gang members and established gangs “have
increasingly realised that content on more open social media platforms, like Facebook and
Instagram, can be used as evidence against them”.28

Social media as a direct cause of violence

Among researchers, there is debate about the extent to which social media can directly incite
violence. In a study of the way language is used by young Black males in Chicago, three forms of
communication on social media were identified as having the potential to result in real-world
violence: dissing, calling out and direct threats29. Direct threats, defined as content with violent
language that identifies specific individuals, locations and groups, were considered the most likely
form of communication to incite neighbourhood violence.

29 Patton et al, "When twitter fingers turn to trigger fingers: A qualitative study of social media-related gang violence.",
International journal of bullying prevention, (2019).

28 Ibid.

27 Whittaker et al, “From postcode to profits: how gangs have changed in Waltham Forest”, (2018).
https://openresearch.lsbu.ac.uk/item/86qq3

26 Home Office, Serious Violence Strategy, (2018).
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However, interpreting content as a direct threat is complex; it depends on context. For example,
Lauger et al argued that ‘strains’ - such as belief in the ‘code of the street’ or levels of self-control -
tended to increase the likelihood of an online threat resulting in real-world violence30. 

Both studies are undermined by the lack of empirical evidence linking online activity to real-world
violence. Looking specifically at Drill music, Kleinberg, Bennett and McFarlane found that there was
“no meaningful relationship” between Drill, and homicide, robbery and violence with injury in
London31. Crest will shortly publish a paper examining this issue in more depth.

Social media as an indirect cause of violence
Although research on social media being a direct driver of real-world violence is mixed, there’s a
more consistent picture about the effect it has, indirectly. In the Government’s most recent serious
violence strategy, social media was identified as a means by which gangs could glamorise illegal
activities, particularly drug-selling, and entice vulnerable young people into criminality. That is in line
with some of Storrod and Densley’s findings which showed that street gangs use social media for
expressive and instrumental purposes, including the recruitment of young people into drug
running32.

Research by Irwin-Rogers shows how young people from deprived backgrounds are particularly
vulnerable to this form of social media marketing33. Gangs can use social media to promote drug
selling as a way of quickly acquiring material wealth and avoiding the “humiliation of economic
deprivation”. In the past that kind of marketing could be used only on young people who lived in or
frequented the same area; social media allows the so-called ‘benefits’ of criminal activity to be
broadcast more widely. 

33 Irwin-Rogers, Keir. "Illicit drug markets, consumer capitalism and the rise of social media: A toxic trap for young
people." Critical Criminology, (2019).

32 Storrod, Michelle L., and James A. Densley, "‘Going viral’ and ‘Going country’: the expressive and instrumental
activities of street gangs on social media.", Journal of youth studies, (2020).

31   Kleinberg, Bennett, and Paul McFarlane, "Violent music vs violence and music: Drill rap and violent crime in London.",
2020.

30 Lauger et al, "Social media, strain, and technologically facilitated gang violence.", The Palgrave handbook of
international cybercrime and cyberdeviance, (2020).
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Impact of Covid 19

The Covid 19 lockdowns in 2020 are widely thought to have increased the amount of time children
spent on social media as they tried to maintain contact with friends and people of their own age.
Ofcom reported34 that without routine and structure, long periods were spent online, with
two-thirds of children aged 8-15 saying they’d increased their use of social media sites or apps.
Ofcom said that as a result, online friendships were more normalised than previously and it was
more common to have online-only friends. But despite spending time socialising and being
entertained online, many children felt lonely or pessimistic about their situation.

Assessing government policy on social media and violence
The 2018 Home Office Serious Violence strategy says there is strong evidence that rival gangs use
social media to promote gang culture, taunt each other and incite violence. However, government
policies to address social media as a cause of violence are largely absent from its approach to
violence reduction. Below, we examine five components of the Government’s strategy to prevent
serious violence:

● The Serious Violence Duty
● Violence Reduction Units
● Online Harms Bill
● Project Alpha
● Safeguarding

The Serious Violence Duty

The Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Bill, if approved by Parliament, will create a new legal
duty on police, local councils, fire and rescue authorities and health and criminal justice agencies to
identify and publish measures to collectively reduce violent crime. Schools, youth services and
youth custody settings could also be included in the plans. Under the proposed legislation, which
applies to England and Wales, some agencies would have powers to share relevant data and
information; details about individual people would not be included.

But the official guidance explaining how the duty35 would operate does not contain any references
to social media or mobile communications technology. Local areas will be free to address the role

35https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1027878/Draft_Gui
dance_-_Serious_Violence_Duty.pdf

34

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0025/217825/children-and-parents-media-use-and-attitudes-report-2
020-21.pdf
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of social media in their plans to tackle serious violence, but that will be hugely challenging without
robust data on the nature and extent of the risks caused by the harmful use of social media.

Violence Reduction Units

The Home Office has committed £176.5m over two years to address the drivers of serious
violence, including £70m for 18 multi-agency Violence Reduction Units (VRUs) in England and
Wales. But, as with the Serious Violence Duty, the interim Home Office guidance for VRUs does
not reference social media36. The VRUs can choose to address social media in their plans, but they
are not resourced at a level which would allow them to employ digital analysts to lead such work.

Online Harms Bill

The Online Harms Bill, previously described as the Online Safety Bill, is still yet to be placed before
Parliament, despite being listed in the 2021 Queen’s Speech. The White Paper, which contains
proposals likely to be in the Bill, has been criticised as appearing to side with the ‘big tech’
companies who own the most heavily used social media platforms. One key area of disagreement
is whether ‘end to end encryption’ technology - content which can be accessed only by the
devices sending and receiving messages - would be covered by the category of ‘harmful content’,
which Ofcom would regulate. The Home Secretary, Priti Patel37, and the Metropolitan Police
Commissioner, Dame Cressida Dick38, have raised concerns about the use of encryption for
purposes of sexual exploitation and terrorism. No such concerns have been aired in public about
the harmful uses of social media in relation to serious youth violence or criminal gangs. Perhaps
that will be debated when the Bill is eventually presented in Parliament.

Project Alpha

The National Police Chiefs’ Council sponsors an online project aimed at tackling gang-related
serious violence called ‘Project Alpha Social Media Hub’. The facility is hosted by the Met and
operates in partnership with social media companies, initially Youtube, which is owned by Google.
The aim is to gather intelligence from social media platforms about gang violence and serious and
organised crime and provide a shortcut for law enforcement to have harmful content removed.
Videos made by gangs, basic ‘bait’ videos and more sophisticated Grime, Drill and Trap music

38 Speech by Metropolitan Police Commissioner Cressida Dick at the International Institute for Counter-Terrorism Summit,
2021.
https://www.counterterrorism.police.uk/met-commissioner-calls-for-global-coalition-to-tackle-ct-threat-posed-by-online-
platforms/

37 Priti Patel, The Telegraph 8 September 2021, ‘I call on the world’s tech giants, please don’t put profit before safety’.
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2021/09/08/priti-patel-call-worlds-tech-giants-please-dont-put-profit-safety/

36https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/876380/12VRU_Int
erim_Guidance_FINAL__003_2732020.pdf
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videos, have been taken down. Before Project Alpha, the process for removing content was
tortuous and time consuming; it sometimes involved the FBI and on other occasions the National
Crime Agency, Regional Organised Crime Units and local police forces. The apparent success of
Alpha has convinced the Home Office to extend and increase funding, with further pilot schemes in
other police forces.

Working Together To Protect Children

‘Working Together’39 sets out the Department for Education’s requirements for organisations
involved in safeguarding, child protection and reviewing deaths in England. It applies mainly to local
councils, police and health agencies. But the updated document, issued in 2018, does not
mention social media or digital communications in terms of the risks they present or how social
workers and other practitioners should engage with children. In fact, social workers are often
discouraged from engaging with young people via social media for fear of crossing professional
boundaries. When a review is conducted into the death of a young person, those carrying it out do
not ask for evidence of the child’s views as expressed through their social media accounts and
rarely refer to social media in their reports unless it is mentioned in the notes of practitioners
involved in the case. As a result, such reviews are limited to scrutinising interactions between child
protection services, the young person and their family. That leaves huge gaps in the ability of the
child protection system to learn from the deaths of children, where social media is an aggravating
factor, and to make recommendations.

39

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/942454/Working_tog
ether_to_safeguard_children_inter_agency_guidance.pdf
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Conclusions

Crest’s research on serious violence has demonstrated that it is a multifaceted and growing
problem. The volume and severity of offences has increased and the age of those involved has
fallen.

It is a problem with deep roots and defies a single cause or straightforward explanation. Rather,
Crest’s research suggests a complex interplay of factors, including changes in drug markets, a
growing pool of vulnerable children, declining police effectiveness and the growth of social media.

Since the publication of its Serious Violence Strategy, in April 2018, the Government has set out
new policies across all four of the major drivers identified by Crest’s research:

I. a police recruitment campaign, restoring officer numbers broadly to where they were in
2010, to improve effectiveness

II. a ten-year drugs strategy to respond to shifting drug markets and a rise in drug-related
deaths

III. a new legal duty, backed by investment in ‘Violence Reduction Units’, to weaken links
between vulnerability and violence and encourage local agencies to take a long-term
approach to the problem

IV. an Online Harms White Paper to reduce the harmful effects of some aspects of social
media

The focus on additional officer numbers must be matched by an equal focus on productivity and
better outcomes, including a reduction in serious violence and higher detection rates.

The drugs strategy provides a welcome investment boost in treatment but little by way of measures
to reverse declining enforcement and make the UK a more hostile place for traffickers and gangs.

Violence Reduction Units are starting to invest in violence prevention initiatives locally, but many of
the biggest levers for preventing serious violence lie outside of the criminal justice system, for
example, in schools, social services and in health settings.

Finally, the Online Harms Bill (once it is introduced and approved by Parliament) needs to explicitly
recognise the ways in which serious youth violence can be caused by the harmful use of social
media. The Bill should require companies operating social media platforms to take measures to
prevent them being used to promote or organise violence against children, in open or closed online
communities. Severe financial penalties should be imposed on firms which break the rules.
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But none of these four strands will be truly effective in reversing the increase in serious violence
since 2014-15 unless there is a genuine commitment and resolve by government departments to
work together. It needs a far broader and deeper strategy than that outlined by the Home Office in
2018; a strategy which combines tough enforcement with early intervention; a strategy with clear
goals and milestones. We are still some way away from that.
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