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Terminology

Suffolk’s Criminal Exploitation (CE) Programme 2024-2027 is focused on children and young adults. Throughout this report,
the term ‘children and young people’ (CYP) is used to describe anyone under the age of 25. The Multi-Agency Criminal
Exploitation Panel (MACE) may consider any person up to the age of 25 although the cohort of CYP supported by the CE
Programme are predominantly under the age of 18.

SODA recognises that teenagers rarely like being referred to as children, preferring the term ‘Young Adult’ or ‘Young People’.
However, when this report refers to ‘children’ it is using the UK legal definition of any person under the age of 18. This is
especially important in the context of criminal exploitation because it supports efforts to change the understanding and
mindset of some individuals and agencies. A child being exploited is a victim, whether they are engaged in criminal activity
or not.
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1. Executive Summary

This is the second of three annual evaluation reports covering the Suffolk Criminal Exploitation (CE) Programme 2024-2027.
Year two of the programme ran from April 2025 to March 2026. SODA evaluated year one (FY 2024/2025) of the current
Programme and previously evaluated the 2021-2024 CE Programme and the Suffolk Against Gang Exploitation Team
(SAGE)*.

There is currently no intention to apply for funding for a further CE Programme after the current programme ends on 31
March 2027. However, it is hoped that the legacy of the CE Programmes - the many successes, practices and lessons
learned - will continue in structures and procedures within new and existing teams across the Partnership.

Funding for the CE Programme 2024-2027 is provided by SPSL (£1,513,358 in total over the 3 years), by other partner
and/or Suffolk System budgets and through in-kind contributions.

1.1.
1.1.1.

1.1.2.

1.1.3.

1.1.4.

Evaluation Methodology

SODA has used the Outcome Based Accountability (OBA) approach to evaluate the CE Programme. The OBA focuses
on measuring the quantity, quality and impact of a programme or initiative. The evaluation asks: “What did you do?”
(i.e., the quantity / effort put into the delivery to achieve desired outcomes); “How well did you do this?” (i.e., the
quality of the effort); and “Is anyone better off?” (i.e., the effect / impact of the efforts). For more detail on how
SODA is using OBA, please refer to the SAGE report?.

For this report, SODA conducted interviews with: CE workstream leads; the CE Hub manager; the chair of the Multi-
Agency Criminal Exploitation (MACE) panel; the two Child Exploitation/Missing Children Coordinators; the CE
Training Officer; the CE Police Partnership Officer; and the Suffolk County Council Programme management and co-
ordination team.

SODA observed and asked questions at three CE Hub-led Parent Group meetings that included parents/guardians
from Lowestoft, Bury St Edmunds and Ipswich groups. SODA also attended pre-MACE and MACE panels for each of
the three MACE areas in Suffolk (North, West & South), all quarterly meetings of CE Leads and the new CE
Operational Network.

SODA attended training co-ordinated by the CE Training Officer, including Bystander training delivered by the
National Working Group (NWG) and Digital Awareness/Cyber Choices training delivered by Norfolk and Suffolk Police
Cyber Security Advisors. SODA analysed the data on all training sessions and attendee feedback, including those
from bespoke in-house courses provided by the CE Training Officer and/or the CE Police Partnership Officer.

1 SODA’s previous evaluations and reports can be found on the Suffolk Observatory www.suffolkobservatory.info/soda
2 SODA's report on SAGE Suffolk Observatory www.suffolkobservatory.info/soda
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1.1.5.

1.1.6.

1.2,
1.2.1.

1.2.2.

1.2.3.

1.2.4.

SODA reviewed the activities and evidence provided quarterly by CE Leads and assessed them against the wider
Programme objectives and the CE Programme Action Plan.

SODA collated identifiable data on children and young people (CYP) that are part of any of the CE Programme
workstreams, i.e., all those on the Vulnerability Assessment Tracker (VAT), including CYP who have been referred
into the MACE Panels. Once the data was collated and linked, the matched dataset was anonymised for analysis (we
call this group the ‘CE Programme Cohort’).

Summary of Key Findings

All recommendations from SODA's first evaluation (June 2025) of the CE Programme 2024-2027 relating to the MACE
panel have been implemented in 2025-2026. These include: a more consistent approach across the three
geographical areas; wider engagement and practitioners’ participation at MACE; and increased involvement of
education specialists with knowledge of the CYP. The new CE Operational Network (CEON) have also reviewed the
VAT and have begun the process of amending the referral form; testing against the existing VAT scoring matrix will
take place in July 2026.

The 2024/25 Evaluation considered the establishment of Parent Groups by the CE Hubs as a positive for the
Programme and sought to include the parents’ voice in future evaluations. The groups offer parents/guardians a
route to air concerns and seek advice in a “safe space,” whilst also providing a channel to deliver parenting support
and to gather feedback on service interactions and common CE themes. Since the last evaluation, the CE Hubs have
established a group in Lowestoft and maintained the existing Ipswich and Bury St. Edmunds groups. The feedback
from attendee parents has been resoundingly positive.

The CE Programme for 2024-2027 started with the aim of putting evidence and data at the heart of its action plan to
improve understanding, insight, and accountability. Failure to collate accurate and timely data across the CE
Programme was highlighted again in the 2024/25 CE Evaluation Report. Although some steps have been made to
better share and collate qualitative and quantitative data, including closer tracking within the CE Programme of the
status of children referred under the National Referral Mechanism (NRM), other data flows needed to be formalised
and reviewed for consistency and accuracy and significantly increased in breadth to better inform CE Programme
Leads, operational staff and wider practitioners. The consistency and timeliness of Police data provided for the Action
Plan and Evaluation have been variable during 2025/26, creating challenges for monitoring and assessment activities.

The CE Hubs have continued to build stronger relationships with schools and to deploy a range of peer support and
one-to-one sessions. Since January 2025, this has also included tailored Bystander training in secondary schools,
receiving positive feedback from pupils and teachers. Youth Justice and the Hub Manager also responded promptly
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1.2.5.

1.2.6.

1.2.7.

1.2.8.

1.2.9.

this year to an urgent request from a Suffolk secondary school to deliver tailored training based on Families Learning
About Thinking Skills (FLATS) to support a specific group of CYPs at risk of exclusion. Regrettably, most of the cohort
were excluded either prior to or shortly after the sessions began, hampering aims for consistent attendance and
group volume. However, the request for the support is evidence of a stronger relationship between CE Hubs and
some schools.

By mid-2025 the work of the CE Hubs had moved increasingly towards one-to-one support at the expense of some
other Programme activities, including neighbourhood presence and assessments. The CE Hubs have since re-focused,
reducing the number of one-to-ones. Although some mission creep is inevitable given the changing environment of
CE, the re-focus was appropriate.

Suffolk’s in-house training, good practice, and the knowledge base of the CE Programme-funded CE Training Officer
and CE Police Partnership Officer continue to be recognised nationally by leading charities, including The Children’s
Society (TCS), the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC), and the National Working
Group (NWG). Efforts to include more of the child’s voice and perspective have been well received and new training
focusing on digital awareness and social media is in high demand.

Over the course of the first two years of the CE Programme 2024-2027, Suffolk Police have used an increasing
number of tools to disrupt and gather intelligence on criminal exploitation. SODA is unable to assess whether the
Police would have used as many orders or buddi tags without the SPSL-funded CE Police Partnership Officer, but the
post-holder has continued to be a conduit for intelligence sharing within the Programme, a very active participant in
MACE and directly convinced some CYP to wear tags.

SODA welcomes the 2026 geographical expansion of Suffolk Police’s Child Exploitation Team (formerly Child
Exploitation and Gangs Team) and the decision to move the CE Police Partnership Officer into the team. The Team
has previously operated only in the South. Greater collaboration with partners across the county, while also giving
consideration to differences between areas and communities, will aid the disruption of all forms of child exploitation.

Restructuring in services within the CE Programme and uncertainty surrounding the forthcoming reorganisation of
Suffolk into three unitary authorities (due to come into effect in April 2028) has inevitably had an impact on staff
morale. Staff directly funded by the CE Programme - CE Hubs, the CE Training Officer and the CE Police Partnership
Officer have been informed that the CE Programme will not be extended. There were no related staff losses in
2025/2026, but this is a significant risk to work in the third year of the CE Programme.
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1.3.

1.3.1.

1.3.2.

1.3.3.

Recommendations

SODA’s recommendations for the third and final year of the CE Programme take into account the existing available
resources and the need to carry forward the key strengths of the initiative.

Continue Parent Groups

The Parent Groups are a valuable source of support for parents/guardians and a forum in which services can support,
educate and gather feedback on initiatives to tackle child criminal exploitation. The Lowestoft group is in its infancy,
and all groups appear to function well with a CE Hub officer facilitating. SODA recommends that these groups are
further developed, expanded in the third year of the Programme and maintained longer-term given the absence of
any similarly effective forum in this space. SODA also recommends that the CE Programme or a parallel service
gather the third-party reports from practitioners and direct reports from these groups to determine whether child on
parent violence is rising and what the early signs of exploitation (i.e. the ‘flags’) may look like to parents.

Further develop direct engagement with schools

The CE Hubs have made great strides in increasing school engagement, encouraging school leadership to understand
the vulnerability of children subject to exploitation, especially around exclusion. The CE Hubs have also developed
strong relationships and delivered training and support to pupils and teachers in some schools. Meanwhile, MACE has
encouraged greater representation and direct input from schools, improving information sharing, understanding and
support available to the CYP being discussed. Greater engagement with primary and secondary schools needs to
continue to build on the existing work of the CE Programme.

Review the approach to ‘missing’ CYPs across the Programme - terminology, understanding and data

SODA observed contradictions during MACE between the number of missing episodes recorded by the Police and the
number a social worker had recorded. There has also been some ambiguity during MACE as to when a CYP should be
reported as missing. During Parent Group discussions, parents told SODA that they were not always sure when to
report their child as missing and that the Police have sometimes told them that their child is not classed as officially
missing after they phone to report. SODA recommends a review of the terminology, training and communications
provided to placements, Police, parents and practitioners on ‘missing’ CYP. Given these inconsistencies, the Police
classification and subsequent data on missing episodes may differ from the number of episodes provided anecdotally
and/or recorded by other safeguarding partners. Missing episodes are not always considered in the context of
exploitation, and a large volume of short absences could be as much an indicator of exploitation and/or criminal
activity. SODA advises that focus should be given in 2026/27 to ‘missing’ CYP incident data, any reporting
inconsistencies and potential insight.
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1.3.4. Improve data collection and insight, particularly around place

The current ‘hot spot’ mapping is sporadic with data inconsistencies and differing approaches. Location information
from missing return interviews, together with more standardised and consistent place data from practitioners, CE
Hub neighbourhood assessments and Police could produce datasets for geospatial mapping resulting in more effective
insight for disruption focus.

1.3.5. Build a training legacy
The CE Training Officer and CE Police Partnership Office have made enormous strides in educating practitioners on
child criminal exploitation and built a strong reputation for Suffolk’s CE knowledge base amongst national agencies.
Some of this skill has been shared directly with the national agencies themselves and will therefore be maintained in
external training programmes beyond 31 March 2027. However, local understanding and knowledge could be lost if
the training work is not captured and continued. Indeed, staff turnover and the ever-changing landscape of criminal
exploitation will always require training and challenges to pre-conceived ideas. The profile of child criminal
exploitation across Suffolk is not yet as prominent nor as deeply embedded as in other areas, such as Domestic
Abuse, or Violence against Women and Girls. This means directive training is still needed across the system. SODA
strongly recommends that resources in the third year of the CE Programme are directed towards capturing the voice
of CYP and their parents/guardians and the development of training that incorporates these voices and provides for a
better understanding of CE into the future.
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2. Introduction

"Home Office estimates show that approximately 15,500 children were identified as at risk or involved in child
criminal exploitation in the year ending March 2025, and we know this is likely to be a significant underestimate on
the scale of the problem. County Lines is the most violent model of drug supply and a harmful form of child criminal
exploitation. It is strongly linked to violent offending, including knife crime and violence against women and girls.”

- County Lines Programme, April 2026

2.1 The National Referral Mechanism (NRM)

2.1.1. The National Referral Mechanism (NRM) is a framework for identifying and supporting victims of human trafficking or
modern slavery, including exploitation. The consent of the child is not required for a referral to be made. The number
of NRM referrals for children in the UK has continued to grow, reaching a combined total of 5,026 in the four quarters
of 2025 (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Number of children in the UK referred to the NRM, quarterly Q1 2016-Q1 2026
(Source: Home Office)
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2.1.2. The profile of modern slavery has been raised significantly over the last 10 years. The increased awareness and
exploitation is likely to have driven the rise in referrals. However, as the Home Office recognises, “it is not possible to
point to a main driver due to the hidden nature of modern slavery3.”

2.1.3. Criminal exploitation accounts for the vast majority of child exploitation detailed on NRM referrals in England (see
Figure 2), either on its own or with other forms of exploitation (e.g. sexual and/or labour). Boys account for most
referrals. However, girls represent more than half of the referrals for sexual exploitation whether on its own or
combined with other categories. Historically, drugs have been connected to most cases of child criminal exploitation
(CCE), and most have therefore involved County Lines - the use of a dedicated phone line by organised criminal
gangs (OCGs) to move Class A drugs from key towns and cities into more rural areas.

Figure 2: NRMs for Children (Under 18) in England by Exploitation Type & Gender,
January-March 2026 (Source: Home Office)
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3 Modern Slavery: National Referral Mechanism and Duty to Notify Statistics UK, End of Year Summary 2025, Home Office, February 2026
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2.1.4.

2.2
2.2.1.

The gendered patterns of exploitation for adults and children indicate that men and boys are more likely to encounter
labour and criminal exploitation whilst exploitation of women and girls is predominantly sexual. However, it is
recognised that these statistics may hide preconceptions, failures in discovery (e.g. concealment of drugs) and
reluctance to report sexual exploitation.

Crime & Policing Act 2026

The Crime and Policing Act received Royal Assent on 29 April 2026%. The Act introduces a significant strengthening of
the legislative framework relating to child criminal exploitation (CCE), introducing new CCE Prevention Orders and
increasing civil powers to encourage early intervention. The legislation establishes a specific, standalone offence of
child criminal exploitation, addressing previous gaps where conduct was prosecuted under broader offences. The new
powers will undoubtedly expand the disruption toolkits of Suffolk Police and safeguarding partners. Immediate and
county-wide use of the new CCE Prevention Orders and chargeable offences could support efforts to make Suffolk
children “too hot to handle” for Organised Crime Gangs.

2.2.2. The CCE offence applies where an adult (aged 18 or over) engages in conduct with the intention of causing a child

2.2.3.

2.2.4.

(under 18) to commit a criminal offence. It includes directly causing a child to offend; facilitating or grooming a child
for future offending; and conduct occurring within or outside the UK. The offence is explicitly framed to address the
power imbalance between adults and children, targeting coercion, manipulation and control. Liability applies
regardless of whether the offender claims to be unaware that the victim is under 18, removing some of the common
evidential barriers. The new CCE offence will also be listed under “criminal lifestyle offences” in the Proceeds of Crime
Act 2002, enabling the confiscation of offenders' assets, reflecting the seriousness of child exploitation.

The new CCE Prevention Orders provide police and safeguarding partners with preventative tools to disrupt
exploitation early. Orders enable courts to impose restrictions and requirements to mitigate risk, including restrictions
on contact with specific individuals; limitations on movement or presence in defined locations and controls on
communication (including digital contact). Breach of an order constitutes a criminal offence, punishable by up to 5
years’ imprisonment.

The legislation reinforces the principle that children involved in criminal activity through exploitation should be
treated as victims rather than offenders. This aligns with safeguarding duties and modern slavery frameworks and
supports victim-centred policing and prosecutorial decision-making. It also encourages greater identification and
referral into safeguarding pathways.

4 Crime & Policing Act 2026: Part 4 ‘Criminal Exploitation of Children & Others’, www.legislation.gov.uk
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2.2.5.

NN
ww

2.3.2.

2.3.3.

The 2026 Act also introduces a new standalone criminal offence of “cuckooing” (home takeover), representing a
significant development in addressing exploitation of vulnerable individuals. Cuckooing is recognised as a form of
criminal exploitation, typically involving coercion, intimidation, or manipulation of victims and the use of a property
for activities such as drug supply, storage of weapons or cash, or organised crime operations. The Act reinforces that
cuckooing is both a criminal justice issue, and a safeguarding concern. Victims are typically vulnerable adults, often
with substance misuse or mental health issues.

CE Programme Action Plan & Structure
The Action Plan for the CE Programme 2024-2027 was developed and agreed by CE Leads in April 2024. The Plan
created a data and intelligence core with five workstreams to support key elements to tackle CE, specifically:

The CE Leads set their own workstream objectives, activities and proposed
evidence measures from the high-level key elements. The five workstreams are:

Improving outcomes for young people
Safeguarding against exploitation
Enhancing understanding of the issues
Tackling Organised Crime Groups (OCG)
Taking a coordinated approach

Prevention and Early Intervention
Innovation and Learning
Safeguarding Adolescents
Breaking Drug Supply Chains
Programme Management

Funding from Suffolk Public Sector Leader (SPSL) finance the CE Hubs, a CE Training Officer and a CE Partnership
Officer. The latter is a serving Suffolk Police officer. The CE Training Officer is an existing Suffolk County Council
Public Health & Communities officer and sits within the Innovation and Learning workstream. Both roles involve
considerable communication with all workstreams within the CE Programme.
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3. Findings by Workstream

3.3.

3.3.1.

3.3.2.

3.3.3.

Prevention & Early Intervention

The objective of the Prevention and Early Intervention workstream is to create safe environments for CYP by
disrupting exploitation. To achieve this goal, the planned activities for the CE Hubs in 2025/2026 were:

Work with individuals and peer groups at risk or experiencing exploitation

Divert CYP into positive activities

Educate & support parents via a programme developed by Pathfinder®

Deliver the Bystander training to create a positive environment in schools

Undertake neighbourhood assessments for partnership response

Deliver or facilitate a group work programme based on the Families Learning About Thinking Skills (FLATS)
programme® for CYP close to exclusion or on a reduced timetable

Demand for CE Hub practitioners has increased as awareness of their aims and activities have risen and the
committed and skilled team have established good relationships with CYPs, parents and schools. In addition to
undertaking neighbourhood assessments for the partnership and planned outreach and training, any of the following
circumstances may require CE Hub engagement at short notice:

A CYP has recently shown signs of exploitation

A CYP suspected of being criminally exploited is considered hard-to reach and requires engagement
A CYP has been moved to the county due to exploitation and threat to life
Parent(s)/Guardians/Carers of a CYP being exploited need support

Educational input and support in schools to identify the signs of child criminal exploitation

All planned activities for the CE Hubs have been carried out in 2025/202 (see Figure 3). One-to-one support was
provided to 70 CYP during the second year (2025/2026) of the CE Programme 2024-2027 with Hubs having shifted
resources away from neighbourhoods to meet increased demand. The number of one-to-ones held on a quarterly
basis increased from 28 in October-December (i.e. Quarter 3) 2025 to 63 in October-December 2026. Monthly
figures show a peak of 53 one-to-ones in October 2025, of which 20 were in the South, 18 in the West and 15 in the
North of the county (see Figure 4). Some project creep is inevitable given the changing nature of CCE and CE.
However, the need to focus on information-gathering objectives set out in the CE Programme and the duplication of
roles with other safeguarding partners, led to a deliberate re-focus. By March 2026, the number of CYP receiving

5 SODA'’s report on previous programme outlines the Pathfinder.
6 FLATS was first used by the SAGE team, and details are included in SODA’s SAGE report.

Page 12 of 22


https://www.suffolkobservatory.info/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/SODA_CE-Programme-Evaluation_Report_June-2022.pdf
https://www.suffolkobservatory.info/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/SODA-Evaluation-of-the-Suffolk-Against-Gang-Exploitation-Team__November-2020.pdf

one-to-one support had fallen to 27. Of these, 25 are considered ‘ongoing’ and will continue into the third year of
the Programme.

Figure 3: CE Hub Key Activites, Quarterly April 2024-March 2026 (Source: CE Hubs)
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3.3.4. The demand, nature, and impact of one-to-one sessions varies for a variety of reasons, including the CYP’s level of
engagement, the degree of exploitation, background, and familial and peer influence. Some CYPs need and/or want
more support than others so the duration of one-to-one CE Hub support can differ substantially.

3.3.5. Outreach sessions have remained relatively stable throughout the first two years of this CE Programme, except for a
staff resource-driven drop in October-December 2024. By contrast and similar to one-to-ones, outreach sessions
peaked at 112 in October-December 2025. The CE Hubs have continued to build partnerships and promote and
facilitate other diversion programme providers, such as Ipswich Town Football Club, as well as holding their own
sessions. Diversion activities have included sports (including bowling, karting, skateboarding, mountain biking,
football, basketball, golf, snooker, pool, gym work, boxing and martial arts), gaming, arts and craft sessions,
problem solving activities, food shopping and budgeting, and cooking.
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3.3.6.

3.3.7.

Figure 4: Number of CYP receiving One-to-One Support from the CE Hubs in Year 2 (April
2025-March 2026) of the CE Programme, by Month and by Hub Area.
(Source: CE Hubs)
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Reduced footfall by CYP is the driving factor behind fewer visits by CE Hubs in the autumns (Quarter 3 of the financial
year) of 2024/2025 and 2025/2026. There has been a rise in demand for one-to-ones at the beginning of the
academic year coinciding with this change. SODA notes that it will be important to continue to monitor the
neighbourhood footfall and to carry out neighbourhood assessments in the autumn rather than assume a continued
pattern.

Bystander training has been delivered by the CE Hubs in schools since January 2025, with feedback on the sessions
being collated electronically since April 2026, avoiding previous loss of paper-based questionnaires. To evaluate
feedback more systematically in 2026/2027, SODA recommends methodical storage of feedback forms every time
training is delivered and review of the questions being asked. The feedback on Bystander training that has been
provided, indicates effective delivery. When asked, “Did the presentation help you to understand what Criminal
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3.3.8.

3.3.9.

3.3.10.

Exploitation is? ™ 88% of pupils answered, “yes”. 85% of pupils also said they felt more confident about what to do if
they saw someone being exploited or in danger.

SODA'’s evaluation of the 2021-2024 CE Programme concluded that many parents/guardians/carers of CYP being
exploited would like to share their views and concerns with other parents. Parent groups led by a CE Hub practitioner
were subsequently established in Bury St. Edmunds and Ipswich. SODA noted in the first evaluation of the CE
Programme 2024-2027 that establishing a group in Lowestoft was proving more difficult. However, a group has since
been successfully established.

The aim of the parent groups was initially to provide an outlet for parents to share concerns, receive informal advice
from others with lived experience and to realise that they were not alone. They were also an opportunity for the CE
Hub practitioners to support parents as an extension to short-term one-to-one parent support. From SODA’s
observations and discussion with CE Hub practitioners and parents attending the group, the groups offer a plethora of
positive outcomes, including:

o Support to parents/guardians who are often struggling mentally with feelings of responsibility, guilt (i.e. am I a
bad parent?) and shame

o Support to parents/guardians who are being verbally and/or physically abused by their child and/or are having
property broken or stolen

. Support to parents/guardians who are unsure of how to best safeguard their child

. Support and advice to parents/guardians who are having property broken/stolen and/or threats made against
them by those exploiting their child

. Support and advice to parents/guardians on debt bondage
. Support and advice to parents/guardians on how to navigate other agencies and pathways
. An opportunity to raise awareness of common threats and flags, e.g. digital awareness

. Feeback to CE Hubs and the wider partnership on the effectiveness of some approaches to CE and any changing
patterns or new issues effecting CYP, particularly around drug supply.

The outcomes and effectiveness of the parent groups can be measured using attendance, direct feedback from parents
and two-way communication between parents and Hub practitioners. To date, 48 parents and guardians attended
Parent Groups to support 46 children in the CE Cohort. SODA observed and posed questions to parents/guardians
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attending Parent Groups in the three locations. Feedback about the groups themselves was 100% positive (see Figure
5).

Figure 5: Parent Group Feedback

Why did you decide to attend this Parent Group?

“I felt absolutely alone.”

"I couldn’t tell my family. I was so ashamed.”

“She [CE Hub Practitioner] was the only person who understood”

“She [CE Hub Practitioner] is always sympathetic but tells us when we should report something”

“Even when I could see what was happening, the help wasn’t there.”

What impact has this group had for you?
“In these groups we listen without judgement”
"I don't now feel I did something wrong.....I kept thinking, what did I do?”

“This group changed the course of my life. It helped me put a stop to what was going wrong” [child was being
physically abusive]

What other activities or actions do you feel have been supportive?

“The Ipswich Town football programme is a good diversion, but they need to be more active. Less sitting in a
classroom.”

“The Police in Bury have been superb - they always come out”
“This Police Officer [from Child Exploitation and Gangs Team] totally connected with my son.”

General Comments about Criminal Exploitation
"I wish I knew where it [CE] came from?”
“[Other agencies] see us as criminals and don't give us the support”

“It would be good if the Police would work more with exploitation.”
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3.4.
3.4.1.

3.4.2.

3.4.3.

3.4.4.

3.4.5.

Innovation & Learning

The objective of the Innovation and Learning workstream is to keep the Suffolk System up to date with current
trends in modern slavery and criminal exploitation to enable early identification, disruption and safeguarding. SPSL
funding pays for the two positions responsible for planning, coordination and some delivery of training under the CE
Programme - the CE Training Officer and the CE Police Partnership Officer. The two post holders and the wider
Suffolk CE system are held in high regard by national bodies, including the NSPCC, the Children’s Society and the
National Working Group (NWG).

In 2025/26 74 training sessions were delivered to 990 multi-agency attendees. Most of these sessions were bespoke
face to face training delivered by the CE Training Officer and/or the CE Police Partnership Officer. Since December
2024, a further 369 practitioners and officers across partner agencies have also completed the new e-learning
module.

Co-produced with the CE Training Officer and the CE Police Partnership Officer, the Children’s Society piloted new
Immersive Disruption Training in May and June 2025. SODA took part in the training pilot and was encouraged by the
interactive delivery, use of realistic scenarios and discussions that took place amongst attendees. The training
promotes the use of the disruption toolkit and challenges practitioners to look at alternative ways to disrupt and the
wider engagement of partners and agencies, e.g. trading standards and healthcare.

The CE Training Officer and CE Police Partnership Officer identified a knowledge gap this year prompted by increased
cyber and social media threats (e.g. the rise in chat websites such as Omegle and Emerald Chat’) and the need for
greater awareness of Community Networks (‘the Con’)8. The officers worked with local Police cyber security advisors
to meet Suffolk system needs, introducing Digital Awareness/Cyber Choices and Threats & Footprint on Social Media
training. Identification of this gap, partnership working within the CE Programme and the subsequent introduction of
new training in the digital and social media space has been recognised as good practice by the NWG who are keen to
work with Suffolk to develop it nationally.

As noted in previous evaluations, the feedback from training sessions has been consistently positive, with the
bespoke tailoring by the CE Training Officer and CE Police Partnership Officer frequently praised by attendees and
observers. SODA observed Bystander Training delivered by Sports England and Threats & Footprint on Social Media

7 Chat websites such as Omegle, Emerald Chat and Monkey provide anonymity and enable users to chat online with strangers. The age verification systems are often
insufficient, enabling children to communicate with and send pictures or videos.

8 ‘Com’ Networks (short for Community Networks) are groups predominantly made up of teenage boys who operate online via a number of social media sites and then
private messaging services. The National Crime Agency is currently investigating 200 or so Community Networks, most targeting young girls internationally.
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3.5.
3.5.1.

3.5.2.

3.5.3.

3.5.4.

3.5.5.

training. The shift in understanding of attendees from the start of the sessions to the end was very apparent. Indeed,
SODA was somewhat surprised at the initial low level of understanding of online scams, phishing and data mining of
multi-agency attendees.

Safeguarding Adolescents

The primary objectives of the Safeguarding Adolescents workstream are to ensure that the wider system can capture
intelligence and that assessment tools are fit for purpose and the effectiveness of disruption is maximised.

The Multi Agency Criminal Exploitation (MACE) Panel is not financed under the CE Programme. However, MACE and
Contextual Safeguarding Conferences are a crucial point of collaboration, discussion and action for the Programme.
The first evaluation of the CE Programme 2024-2027 recommended a review of each MACE panel to provide
consistency in the variety of disruption tools adopted and the engagement of partners and an increase in partner
representation on MACE. SODA also recommended including a representative from the CYP’s education setting to
provide further knowledge and context on the CYP being discussed.

The Chair of south MACE (the County Safeguarding Manager and Portfolio Lead for Exploitation, Missing Children &
Extra Familial Harm) now chairs all pre-MACE and MACE panels in the north, south and west of the county. During
SODA'’s observations of MACE panels in 2026, the improvement in the management, flow, practitioner engagement
and use of disruption and diversion tools was very evident. The 2024/25 evaluation identified the greatest
weaknesses in north and west MACE panels; it is therefore of no surprise that the most significant improvements
have been made to these panels.

From 2025/2026 Suffolk MACE introduced a new policy of ensuring a MACE referral for any CYP subject to an NRM.
The MACE Chair and the CE Police Partnership Officer have made a point of confirming the status of the NRM for each
CYP being discussed.

A representative from the alternative education provision attended by CYP was present at some of the MACE
discussions that SODA observed. Their knowledge of the CYP and the interactions with peers was significant in
understanding the dynamics of the relationships, the likelihood that exploitation is occurring and the degree of risk
that the CYP now pose to themselves and others. SODA recommends that the workstream in partnership with the CE
Hubs seeks further engagement and representation from more education settings. In addition to capturing a greater
degree of understanding of individual CYP, the engagement would go some way to making more schools aware of the
potential harm of exclusion. SODA recognises, however, that shining a light on the wider activities of a CYP and the
level of exploitation they are subject to could also provide more concern for the education setting and subsequently
increase the risk of permanent exclusion. A diplomatic and multi-pronged approach to raising awareness and
increasing engagement is therefore needed.
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3.5.6.

3.5.7.

3.6.
3.6.1.

3.6.2.

3.6.3.

Feedback to MACE as part of the Reflective Self-Assessments and SODA's interviews for the 2024/25 Evaluation
identified that the VAT score did not always provide a true reflection of a child’s circumstances. SODA therefore
recommended that the workstream’s delayed review of the VAT be carried out in 2025/26. The new CE Operational
Network (CEON) has since reviewed the VAT, amending some of the scoring criteria, thereby differentiating more and
reducing duplication. A new referral form is also being created to capture all elements of the new scoring and to
increase automation of the processes. It is hoped that the latter will free up some of the resource of the Child
Exploitation Coordinator. The new form and VAT are expected to be finalised and tested in the summer of 2026,
together with a clear audit trail of changes.

The CE Coordinator and the Missing Child Coordinator are key roles in the CE Programme. SODA's evaluations of the
2021-2024 CE Programme and of the first year of the 2024-2027 Programme noted that the skills and personalities
of individuals in these key positions is one of the strengths of the CE Programme. However, the resignation of both
Coordinators and subsequent recruitment and training led to the postponement of MACE in the first quarter of 2025/6
and provided evidence of the fragility of a process that relies so heavily on key individuals. This concern now also
extends to the chairing of MACE.

Breaking Drug Supply Chains

The objective of the Breaking Drug Supply Chains workstream is to ensure Suffolk has effective mechanisms between
partners to support sharing of information concerning drug supply and that communities are resilient to organised
criminality linked to drug supply.

The first evaluation of the CE Programme 2024-2027 noted that the changes of CE Lead and failure to send an
alternate to CE Leads meetings often resulted in gaps in knowledge within the programme. Having one single CE
Lead from the Police to represent the Breaking Drug Supply Chains workstream has therefore led to a significant
improvement in consistency of message and information sharing. Nonetheless, delays in the provision of data and
intelligence have resulted in temporary knowledge gaps within the Programme about the wider picture of drug supply
in the county and the activities of the workstream. SODA understands that this is in part due to restructuring and
competing priorities and that many of the messages around organised crime and drug supply are shared with CE
Leads through other briefings and meetings such as the Safer Stronger Communities Board. Delays and
inconsistencies in figures and formatting to be provided on the Action Plan have reduced the ability of SODA to
interrogate and evaluate some NRM data.

Intelligence reporting on drug supply and possession have fallen over the last year. By contrast, there has been a rise
in intelligence on trafficking/slavery and child criminal and sexual exploitation. Like national totals of NRMs, the latter
increase will at least in part be driven by increased awareness of slavery and exploitation.

Page 19 of 22



Figure 6: Intel Reports for Drug Importation, Supply and Possession, By Quarter, April
2025-March 2026 (Source: Suffolk Police)
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3.6.4. The Police have engaged a growing number of civil order and disruption approaches to tackle child criminal
exploitation in 2025/26. These include:

Buddi tags - a tracker worn with the CYP’s agreement that deters exploiters from engaging

Serious Crime Prevention Orders (SCPOs)

Interim Slavery and Trafficking Risk Orders (STRO)

Be On the Look Out (BOLO) to track regular missing children and those at risk of exploitation (e.g. issued to
Greater Anglia to encourage identification and reporting on the train network)

e Clear, Hold, Build Programmes
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Figure 7: Number of Intelligence Reports by Type, By Quarter, April 2025-March 2026
(Source: Suffolk Police)

300
250
200
150
100

50

April-June 2025 July-September 2025 October-December 2025 January-March 2025

m Organised Crime Group & Immigration - Related to Organised Crime Group
Exploitation / Slavery / Human Trafficking
Child Sexual Exploitation
Child Criminal Exploitation

3.6.5. There is considerable expertise within the Suffolk Criminal Exploitation Team (formerly Criminal Exploitation and
Gangs Unit) and collaboration with other agencies within the CE Programme is crucial for intelligence sharing. SODA
notes the development of the Criminal Exploitation Team to cover all Suffolk from Spring 2026 and to bring the CE
Police Partnership Officer directly into the team. This should help to spread awareness of CE and to smooth out some
of the inconsistent approaches and outcomes across Suffolk.

3.7. Evidence Led: Data & Analysis

3.7.1. The 2024/25 evaluation of the CE Programme concluded that there could be considerably more evidence-based
insight if parties within the Programme move away from the siloing of information. Sharing at operational level has
since been improved by the establishment of an CE Operational Network (CEON). Hot-spot mapping and basic
dashboarding of MACE panels and CYP numbers are collated by the Safeguarding Adolescents workstream. However,
the accuracy of the hot-spot mapping remains uncertain due to inconsistencies in how locations are recorded, e.g.,
whether the incident location, the perpetrator’s residence, or the victim’s residence is used, and the irregular nature
of data submission.
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3.7.2. There is scope to provide far greater evidence-based insight using location data, neighbourhood assessments and

4. Suffolk CE Programme 2024-2027 funding

Funding for the CE Programme 2024-2027 is provided by SPSL (£1,513,358 in total over the 3 years), by other partner
and/or Suffolk System budgets and through in-kind contributions. There was a significant underspend in 2024/2025 due to
understaffing in the CE Hubs and match funding from Serious Violence. The balance remaining at the end of the 2025/26
financial year, is more than sufficient to cover the full cost of CE Hubs, the CE Training Officer and the CE Police Partnership
Officer in 2026/2027. Indeed, there will remain a projected underspend of over £200k that could potentially finance key
initiatives beyond the end of the Programme.

CE

Training CE Police Total Remaining
CE HUbS_ Officer Partngrsh|p drawdown balance
(Youth Justice) Post Officer
24-25 £166,871.95 £44,889 £52,333 | £264,093.95 | £1,249,264.05
25-26 £413,053.60 £45,889 £52,333 | £512,275.60 £736,988.45

anecdotal information. SODA can see the potential for geospatial mapping to provide additional insight for disruption.
However, given the proximity to the end of the project and a joint desire to create a legacy in key areas, there may
be a resource gap to deliver on these in the final year of the programme.
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