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1. Introduction

1.1. This document provides our strategy on Rape and Serious Sexual Offences (RASSO) for the next year. The actions included within seek to drive significant improvement in relation to our initial response, investigation and prosecution of RASSO offences reported to Surrey Police, whilst delivering exceptional victim care and support to those affected. The strategy is underpinned by the Force Vision 2020/25, to ensure our communities within our county are safe and feel safe.   

1.2. The impact of rape and serious sexual abuse on victims, their families and their communities is significant and must not be underestimated. Although improvements in all areas of RASSO have been made, more must be done to advance our skills, knowledge and understanding of the offences and those perpetrators who commit them.  

1.3. Rape and serious sexual offences are primarily committed disproportionately against women and girls by men, albeit men and boys are also targeted. Victims of rape and serious sexual abuse are often targeted by perpetrators because of one or more protected characteristics or other forms of vulnerability. These factors often provide opportunity for the perpetrator and increases the likelihood that that the victim will not report the matter to be police or less likely be believed if they do. Improving and maintaining trust and confidence in both the police and criminal justice process remain vital objectives of this strategy. 

1.4. Public concern regarding the increased reporting of rape and serious sexual offences to the police continues in tandem with the falling numbers of those responsible being bought to justice. Recent events and campaigns from a variety of groups have raised public awareness of the prevalence and impact of violence against women and girls (VAWG) and they are demanding from Her Majesty’s Government, Police and the Criminal Justice Services that the balance be redressed.

1.5. Recognising the significant harm caused by sexual offence perpetrators, our strategy must be multifaceted and not simply rely upon improving reactionary services including investigation and case quality and investigation. This strategy endeavours to proactively target those responsible for committing sexual offences and working with partners to target harden, reduce and prevent opportunities for perpetrators to be able to thrive.   

1.6. We remain resolute that working in partnership with criminal justice professionals, victim’s support groups and those with lived experiences provides the greatest opportunity to tackle some of the most complex and serious crimes. We will work in partnership with the Crown Prosecution Service to address disparity between reported offences and those cases going to court in order to improve service delivery, thereby aiming to increase victim and public confidence.
1.7. In March 2019, the National Criminal Justice Board commissioned the End to End Review of the Criminal Justice response to Rape (The Rape Review) to consider the decline in the number of rape and serious sexual offences being charged and prosecuted in England and Wales. This is due to be published shortly. 

1.8. In October 2020, the joint NPCC and CPS RASSO Steering Group approved the Joint National RASSO Action Plan (JNAP). Designed to improve our handling of RASSO cases, it outlines the actions that are being taken to fulfil a shared ambition to increase the number of RASSO cases being bought before the court. It is designed to complement work under the Joint Operational Improvement Board and provides an opportunity shared values in bringing offenders to justice through effective and fair investigations and prosecutions. The plan represents a three year commitment and will evolve to incorporate relevant findings from the cross-Government review, the forthcoming joint inspection and any new challenges which are present in the years ahead. 

The JNAP outlines five joint priority areas providing a framework to guide our work in this area:

· Supporting Victims

· Case Quality & Progression

· Digital Capability & Disclosure

· Supporting Our People

· Stakeholder Engagement

1.9. This strategy will guide what we do and will be built upon the principles of the National Vulnerability Action Plan (NVAP):

· Early Intervention and Prevention

· Protecting, Supporting, Safeguarding and Managing Risk

· Information, Intelligence, Date Collection and Management of Information

· Effective Investigation and Outcomes

· Leadership

· Learning and Development

· Communications

2. RASSO Performance

2.1. At the end of the 2020/21 financial year, a 3.09 % increase in rape reporting exists compared to the previous 12 months. Surrey Police currently has a 4.5% solved rate for rape offences which is a 0.8% increase compared to the previous year.   

2.2. Within the same reporting period, a 5.6% reduction in serious sexual offence reporting exists compared to the previous 12 months. Surrey Police currently has a 7.3% solved rate for serious sexual offences which is a 0.6% decrease compared to the previous year. 
2.3. National Position Tables published January 2021 have revealed that Surrey continues to have the lowest number of reports for both rape and serious sexual offences across England and Wales with 1.32 and 0.58 crimes per 100 population respectively. This places Surrey in 1st place for serious sexual offences and 2nd for rape. 

2.4. Surrey has dropped to position 36th from 18th for solved outcomes for rape and 38th from for solved outcomes for serious sexual offences.   

2.5. Although Surrey’s solved outcome performance for rape has increased by 0.8% in comparison to last year, other forces across England and Wales have equally invested in RASSO thereby converting into improved performance converting to an improved position on the national table.
3. Objectives
As contained within the Surrey Police Control Strategy 2020/21:

· Our ambition is to deliver exceptional and tailored victim care to support those affected through rape and serious sexual abuse. 

· We will exploit all safeguarding opportunities to obtain tactical advantage in assessing and managing risk presented by perpetrators to their victims and others.  

· We will consider all available evidential opportunities to bring perpetrators of rape and serious sexual offences to justice, seeking prosecution of those cases where appropriate and right to do so. 

· We will work in partnership with the Crown Prosecution Service to address disparity between reported offences and those cases going to court in order to improve service delivery, thereby aiming to increase victim and public confidence.   

4. Improvement Plan
4.1. Response Review:

4.1.1. Between 01 April 2020 to 31 March 2021 732 offences of rape were reported to Surrey Police. Of these, 304 (41.5%) were finalised under ‘Outcome 16: Victim Declines/Withdraws Support – Named Suspect Identified’.

4.1.2. Although significant investment has been made with the recruitment and training of specialist victim care officers to navigate victims of rape and serious sexual abuse through the investigation process and criminal justice system, their services remain available only to those whose investigations are managed within the Sexual Offence Investigation Team. 

4.1.3. The journey of a RASSO investigation has been mapped and key victim interaction points identified where police contact is at its most influential in gaining and maintaining a victim’s trust and confidence. A review has been commissioned to track initial contact points between the police and victim to assess and optimise engagement opportunities. An enhanced training programme in line with College of Policing guidance is likely to be created and delivered to RASSO first responders including police staff and officers from Contact and Neighbourhood Policing Teams.    

4.2. RASSO Investigation Structure:

4.2.1.  Currently, rape and serious sexual offence investigations are managed across three departments, including the Sexual Offence Investigation Team (SOIT), Safeguarding Investigation Units (SIU) and Criminal Investigation Departments (CID). The SOIT remains a central based team providing investigation support across the county, whilst investigations managed by the three divisional SIUs or CIDs and are allocated based upon the geographical location of the offence.

4.2.2.  RASSO investigations are allocated to individual departments informed by the ‘Guiding Principles’. Originally published in 2017, the ‘Guiding Principle’ provide allocation criteria for a variety of public protection investigations including domestic abuse, child abuse, RASSO and honour based abuse. 

4.2.3.  Although the principles have gone some way to managing demand across investigation departments, they are often seen by those using them as confusing, divisive and inconsistent. Previous attempts to review and rebuild the way in which RASSO investigations are allocated have been carried out, however reaching stakeholder approval has proved challenging due to concerns over increased demand and its impact upon their services. 

4.2.4. At this time, RASSO offences are allocated across the investigation departments based on variety of criteria including the time at which a disclosure of the sexual offence is being made, how vulnerable the victim is assessed to be or the proposed risk the suspect poses to other children. This has led to a tiered investigative response and level of dedicated victim care offered to those who have come forward and reported a rape or serious sexual offence within Surrey. It is therefore believed that the force RASSO investigation structure is out dated and is incapable of delivering the best level of service to those affected.  

4.2.5. Working with the Investigation Structure Review (ISR) project team a RASSO Investigation Structure Review has been commissioned to address how offences are allocated across the force in order that the specialist skills, knowledge and resources available are directed to the right crime type.

4.3. RASSO Perpetrator Programme:

4.3.1.  Operation Lily has been adapted from Operation Denver, the South East Regional operation targeting perpetrators of sexual offences against children. Operation Lily’s structure and processes are similar, however focus on perpetrators who offended against victims aged 18 and over. 
4.3.2. The operation seeks to identify subjects who have previously been investigated on 2 or more occasions over the past 5 years for sexual offences (penetrative only) and a decision taken by either the police or Crown Prosecution Service to take no further action. Those subjects that have been identified as a named suspect for a further sexual offence within the last 12 months are targeted through the operation.
4.3.3. A briefing has been prepared for Operation Lily and is due to be presented to the Chief Officer Group for an adoption decision to be considered shortly.

4.4. Rape Improvement Group:

4.4.1. On 21 October 2020 the Rape Improvement Group was established in partnership with South East Crown Prosecution Service, Surrey Police, Sussex Police and Kent Police with the aim of achieving the following agreed objectives:
· To work collaboratively to improve performance by narrowing the disparity between rape reports and criminal justice outcomes. 

· To reduce delay between report of case to the police and charge through early engagement between investigators and prosecutors and thereafter effective police governance of the timely progression of the investigation and CPS governance of the timely progression of prosecution.
· To increase the number of Code-compliant rape cases submitted to the CPS for a charging decision.

· To reduce the number of Full Code Test pre-charge consultations per individual case through effective pre-submission police reviews, pre-charge case progression clinics and Early Advice.

· To monitor and measure progress and outcomes by ensuring that the appropriate governance and reporting arrangements are in place.

· By working collaboratively, it is intended that public confidence, particularly around the reporting, investigation and prosecution of rape cases will be improved.

4.4.2. To achieve these, a suite of measures have been introduced including Early Advice, Pre-Charge Case Progression Clinics, NFA Scrutiny Panels and CPS Action Plan Reviews. The Rape Improvement Plan Group meet on a monthly basis and will report to the commissioners on progress, identified issues, solutions sought and outcomes on a quarterly basis.
5. Risks

5.1. Capacity:

RASSO specialist investigator numbers remain low across both SOIT and three divisional SIUs. Whilst the pending Investigation Structure Review (ISR) is anticipated to address investigative resources, it is expected to take a degree of time before all vacancies across the departments will be filled. Skills and experience gaps will exist throughout the initial embedding periods and additional support and training will be required to reduce these.       

5.2. Victim Service Delivery:

As highlighted within 3.3.4, a tiered level of service to victims of rape and serious sexual abuse exists across the force under the current structure. It is the objective of the RASSO Investigation Structure Review to report on how Surrey Police can deliver both a high and consistent standard of investigation and victim service across the force.    

5.3. RASSO Demand:

Recent events including the tragic death of Sarah Everard, the  public campaigns of the End Violence Against Women Coalition and recent publication of testimonies of young women and girls subjected to sexual harassment, abuse and assault within ‘Everyone’s Invited’ website, continues to demonstrate the strength of public feeling towards VAWG. These seismic events continue to impact our policing response by translating in year on year increases in rape and serious sexual abuse reporting. Investment in recruitment, training and resource solutions is needed to continue to meet the growing demand in order that we can continue to deliver the highest level of service to those affected whilst aiming to improve performance.   

5.4. Digital Capability & Disclosure:

Digital capability and disclosure remains a key challenge and risk to the force.  Maintaining the balance between the rights to one’s privacy and the needs of the investigation remain embedded with the Joint National Action Plan. Providing our staff with both the technological solutions to retrieve and review vast quantities of data in a timely and efficient way, whilst meeting all legal obligations must be pursued.    

5.5. Courts:

The number of outstanding court cases across England and Wales has escalated to record levels following the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic. With backlogs exceeding 53,000 and cases being listed for trials over the next 2 years, the risk to RASSO investigations and the victim’s affected remains high. The numbers alone do not reveal the extraordinary challenges associated with belated justice, with the management and support of vulnerable victims and witnesses who are at increasing risk of withdrawing support or the weakening of their recall ability.    
5.6. RASSO Meeting Structure & Force Performance: 

Overall RASSO performance continues to be managed at command level. A monthly RASSO meeting is held at DCI level to monitor the criminal justice performance including ‘Full Code Test’ file submissions, Early Advice and outstanding action plans. With the drop in national position for positive outcomes for both rape and serious sexual offences, consideration should be given to including RASSO performance within the Force Performance Board.      

Submitted for consideration.
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