A guide to Northern
Irelands Criminal
Justice System
For victims of sexual abuse who have a learning disability

Forward
Everyone has the right to live a life free from sexual abuse.
Sexual abuse is a crime. If you have experienced sexual abuse, you
have the right to access justice.
This means you have the right to report that a crime has happened
and for what you say to be taken seriously and investigated.
This guide has been written for adults with a learning disability who
have experienced sexual abuse. It will support you to understand
Northern Ireland’s criminal justice system.
It explains how you can report a crime to the police and what will
happen if you do. It will tell you about what support you can get.
You do not need to read the guide all at once. You can look at the
contents page and decide which section will help you the most. You
can ask someone to read it with you.
Talking about sexual abuse may feel difficult and upsetting. There
is information at the back of the booklet on organisations that can
offer you help and support. They will listen to what you have to say
and support you to make decisions that are best for you.
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What is sexual abuse?
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What is sexual abuse?

Sexual abuse can happen
to anyone.
It can happen to:
Men and women
Boys and girls
People of any age
People of any race
People of any sexuality
People with or without a disability
It is never their fault.
Sexual abuse includes:
Rape
Rape is when someone has sex with you
without your consent.
This includes:
Putting a penis in your mouth,
vagina or bum
Giving consent to have sex means
understanding, choosing and agreeing
to have sex with another person
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Sexual Assault
Sexual assault is when someone touches you
in a sexual way without your consent.
This includes:
Touching you somewhere that is normally
covered by your underwear (penis, vagina,
breasts, testicles or bum) either inside or
outside of your clothes.

Other Sexual Offences
There are other sexual offences apart from
rape and sexual assault that are also against
the law.
This includes making you do any of the
following when you do not want to (without
your consent):
Making you look at pictures of people who are
undressed
Making you watch pornography (videos of
people having sex)
Making you show them parts of your body
that are normally covered by your underwear
(penis, vagina, breasts, testicles or bum)
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Making you touch or look at parts of their body
that are normally covered by their underwear
(penis, vagina, breasts, testicles or bum)
Taking photos of you or making videos of you
when you are not dressed.

People who have been sexually abused can feel
different types of emotions.
You may feel upset, angry or embarrassed, or
you might not feel any emotion at all.
Everyone will react in their own way. No
matter how you feel, it is completely normal.
Who can be an abuser?
An abuser is someone who does something to
hurt you like the things listed in this section.
Anyone can be an abuser
They could be a family member or friend.
They could be a member of staff or a volunteer.
They could be a stranger.
They could be a man or a woman.
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If someone sexually abuses you, they have
broken the law. They have committed a
sexual crime.
If something has happened to you and you
aren’t sure if it is a sexual crime, you can still
talk to the police.
They can give you advice.
They want to hear from you.
It is their job to protect you.

You can also tell someone that you trust
and they can give you support to talk to the
police.
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Reporting a Crime
If someone has sexually abused you, they
have done something wrong.
They have broken the law.
If you report the crime to police the person
may be punished. This means a judge will
make a decision about the person and they
may go to prison or be punished in another
way.
Reporting the crime can help stop the person
hurting someone else.
What if I am worried about reporting the
crime?
It is normal to feel worried about speaking to
the police, but they are there to support you
and keep you safe. If someone has sexually
abused you it is important that you talk to
someone and get help. Here are the answers
to some questions people might have about
reporting a crime.
Will the police listen to me?
The police will listen to you and treat you
with respect.
They will make sure you get the right support
to tell them what happened.
They will talk to you about what will happen
next.
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They will give you information on support
services and help you get the support you
need.
What if I am embarrassed to talk about
what happened?
You may feel embarrassed and that is ok,
but you have not done anything wrong. The
person who abused you has done something
wrong.
It is not your fault.
The police will listen to you and make sure
you get the right support. They want to help.
You can talk to them about how they can
make you feel more comfortable.
Is the crime too small to report?
Even if you are unsure, you should still talk to
the police.
Sexual abuse is a serious crime and the police
will take what you say seriously.
What if I don’t want to report the crime?
You do not have to report the crime if you do
not want to. It is your decision.
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How do I report a crime?
To talk to the police you can phone 101
If it is an emergency you should phone 999
It is an emergency if you are in danger and
need help quickly.
You can also:
Call into your local police station
To find out where your nearest station
is you can phone: 101

Or visit:
https://www.psni.police.uk/contact-us/

The police can come to your home or
somewhere else where you are more
comfortable if you do not want to go to a
police station.
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What support can I get if I report the crime?
The Rowan Centre
The Rowan centre can give you support
whether you report the crime to the police or
not.
The Rowan centre can:
• Support you to get the right medical 		
treatment
• Support you to talk to the police
• Refer you for counselling or other types
of support
No matter when the abuse happened to you,
you can contact the Rowan Centre. Even if
the abuse happened years ago, they can still
offer you support.
They have a free helpline.
You can phone them on: 0800 389 4424
24 Hour Domestic and Sexual Violence and
Abuse Helpline
You can phone the 24 Hour Domestic and
Sexual Violence and Abuse Helpline any time
if you want to talk to someone about what
happened.
The person on the phone is trained to offer
advice and support.
You can phone them on: 0808 802 1414
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Victim Support NI
Victim Support NI can give you support
whether you report the crime to the police
or not. If you do decide to report the crime,
victim support can help you understand the
police process.
They can support you if you:
• Want to talk to someone
• Need information
• Are going to court
•
Independent Sexual Violence Advocate
If you decide to speak to the police an
Independent Sexual Violence Advocate (ISVA)
can help you through the process.
ISVAs can:
Provide you with information on the
criminal justice process and what you can
expect if you report to the police.
Give you information on health services
and attend appointments with you if
you wish
Help you to think about your safety and
what can be done to improve your safety
Listen to your experiences and give you
emotional support
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Registered Intermediary
If you decide to speak to the police, a
registered intermediary will meet you and
find out how you like to communicate.
They will be there with you when you talk
to the police. They can help you understand
questions. They can help explain your
answers to the police.

Other Support
For more information on support for people
who have experienced sexual abuse please
see Section 8 - Further Information
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Reporting a crime
When you report a crime to the police
the person in charge of finding out more
information about what happened is called
the investigating officer.
They will give you a card with their telephone
number on it. You can phone them if you
need to. You can also ask someone to phone
them for you.
Making a statement
If you are the victim of a crime, the police
will ask you to answer questions to find out
what happened. This is called making a
statement.
A statement can be written down, but
normally if a sexual crime has happened it
will be recorded in a video.
The police understand that talking about
what happened can be hard. They know it
might make you feel upset.
You can ask to take a break at any time. You
can take as long as you need to talk about
what happened.
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If you find it hard to understand English (if
you normally speak a different language) the
police can get an interpreter to help you.
If you are deaf or have difficulty hearing, the
police can get a sign language interpreter to
help you.
The police may also ask a registered
intermediary or social worker to help.
A Written Statement
If your statement is written down the
police will ask you to read it to make sure
everything in it is right. Or they can read it
out for you if you want them to.
They will ask you to sign the statement if you
agree everything is right.
If something is not right it is important that
you tell them.
The police will sometimes need to talk to you
again to check some information.
A Video Statement
If you are giving your statement by video
the police will ask you questions and make a
video recording of the answers you give.
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The person who is asking the questions will
explain what will happen.
Sometimes a police officer and a social
worker will ask you questions – this is what
is known as joint protocol. This is a joint
investigation by police and social services.
This will depend on what has happened and
who is involved.
Collecting Evidence
Anything that helps to prove that a crime has
happened is called evidence.
If you have experienced sexual abuse, the
police might ask for a doctor to look at you.
This is called a medical examination.
The doctor may need to look at the parts of
your body where the abuse happened.
They will only do this if you say it is ok.
They will do this to find evidence that will
help prove that a crime has happened.
They will see if you need any medical
treatment.
If you have been injured (hurt) the police
might take photographs of your injuries.
They will write down what injuries you have.

20

The police and the doctor understand that
you may feel upset and embarrassed.
They will do what they can to make you feel
comfortable. They want to help.
What Happens Next?
It may take some time for the police to get all
the information they need.
They will keep in touch with you to tell you
what is happening.
You can phone them any time for an update.
They will tell you if they arrest the person
they think committed the crime. This person
is called a suspect.
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Will it go to court?
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Will it go to court?
The police will send all of the information
they have collected to the Public Prosecution
Service for Northern Ireland (PPS).
The PPS look at the information and decide
whether the case should go to court.

They will bring the case to court if:
There is enough evidence (it is reasonable
that the person might be found guilty)
And
It is in the public interest (it will help protect
everyone in the community)
If the PPS think there is enough evidence and
it will help protect people in the community,
the suspect will be charged with a crime.
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People who have committed a crime are
sometimes called a defendant. This is usually
when they are taken to court.
Depending on the crime the PPS will decide
between 3 options
Informed warning - a warning recorded on
the person’s criminal record for 12 months
Caution - a caution recorded on the person’s
criminal record for 6 years
Prosecution - The case will go to court

What if my case doesn’t go to court?
If the PPS do not take your case to court
it does not mean that the crime did not
happen. There just may not be enough
evidence to prove that the law has been
broken.
If your case doesn’t go to court, you may feel
angry or upset. This is normal. The PPS will
explain to you why your case is not going to
court. You can contact them if you would like
more information.
You can also get in touch with the
organisations listed at the back of this
booklet. They will be able to offer you
support and talk about how you are feeling.
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Going to Court
If the defendant agrees with what you say
happened it is called pleading guilty. It
means they admit that they broke the law.
If this happens, your statement (the
information you gave to the police about
what happened) will be read out in court. You
will not have to go to court.
However, the defendant might plead not
guilty. This means they do not agree with
what you say happened. They do not admit
that they broke the law.
If this happens, the court may need to hear
from you about what happened. They might
want to ask you some questions to help
them decide if the defendant is guilty. This is
normal and not something to worry about.
Trial Date
The Police or PPS will contact you to see if
there are any dates you aren’t free to go to
court. You should tell them if you have any
holidays booked. You should tell them if you
have any important appointments to go to
like a hospital appointment.
They will tell you what date the trial will be
and what court you need to go to. They will
tell you how to get there.
It is important that you go to the court as it is
hard to change the court date.
26

The court system
There are different courts in Northern Ireland.
All criminal cases begin in a Magistrates’ Court.
In a magistrates’ court a judge listens to the evidence
and decides if the defendant is guilty. They decide on
the punishment.

Some cases get sent to the Crown Court. This is
usually if a case is more serious.
In a Crown Court a jury decides if the defendant
is guilty.
A jury is a group of different from people from the
community. There can be up to 12 people in a jury.
The judge will decide on the punishment.
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Special Measures
Some witnesses can have special measures
put in place for them. The judge will decide
if this should happen. Special measures are
things that are done to help people give the
best evidence possible.
These include:
Screens
Screens can be put around you
so you cannot see the defendant.
Giving evidence by live video link
This means you can give your evidence in a
different room or building. It will be played
to the court by video.
Removal of wigs and gowns
The judge and court staff can be asked to take
off their wigs and gowns if it would make you
more comfortable
Giving your evidence in private
This means people who do not need to hear
your evidence can be asked to leave.
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A DVD recording of your interview
You can have your interview filmed before the
trial and played to the court.
Using communication tools
You can use communication tools during
the trial that will help you give your best
evidence. Sometimes an expert person can
help with this.

Court visit
You can visit the court before the trial.
Someone from Victim Support will show you
around and explain what will happen when
you go to court.
Registered Intermediary Support
If you need support with communication, a
registered intermediary can write a report for
the judge.
The report will have important information
about how best to ask you the questions so
that you can understand. They will also tell
the judge when you need a break.
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The Trial
To be found guilty it must be proved
“beyond reasonable doubt” that the
defendant committed the crime. The judge
or jury have to be completely sure that the
crime happened.
The person who is trying to show that a crime
has happened is called the prosecutor.
Prosecution
At the start of the trial the prosecutor will
tell the jury why they think a crime has
happened. They will ask their witnesses to
come and answer questions.
Witnesses are people who are asked to come
and give evidence about your case. Before
anyone gives their evidence they have to
promise to tell the truth.
The prosecutor will ask you questions about
what you said in your statement about the
crime.
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Cross-examination
The person who has been accused of a crime
will have a lawyer to defend them (defence).
It is their job to prove that a crime did
not happen. This person will also ask you
questions about what you say happened.
This is called cross-examination. After this,
the prosecution may ask you some more
questions.
The judge can also ask questions any time.
This is to help them understand what
happened.
Defence
The defence will then ask their witnesses to
come and answer questions. The prosecution
will then cross-exam them.
After listening to all the evidence, the judge
(in a magistrate’s court) or jury (in a crown
court) will decide if the defendant is guilty or
not guilty.
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If the defendant is found not guilty it means
the jury are not completely certain that the
crime has happened. The defendant will be
acquitted. This means they are free to go.
Remember this does not mean that a crime
did not happen.
It means that the jury do not think it has
been proved “beyond reasonable doubt”
that a crime happened.
If the defendant is found guilty it means the
jury are certain that a crime has happened.
The judge will decide what will happen to
that person (the defendant). This is called
sentencing.
The prosecutor will explain the sentencing
to you.
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Victim Personal statement
Before the judge decides on the sentence you
might want to tell them about how the crime
affected you. For example if it caused you
physical or emotional harm.
This is called a victim personal statement. It
might help the judge decide on what sentence
to give the person.
You do not have to give a victim personal
statement if you do not want to.
Sentencing
The judge will choose one of the following
punishments for the defendant:
A fine - This means they have to pay
a sum of money.

A probation order - This means they have to
follow rules for a set time. For example not
going to certain places or not drinking alcohol.
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A community service order - This means
they will have to do volunteer work in the
community.

A prison sentence This means they will go to jail.

After the Trial
When the trial is over you may still want
support. You can talk to the police investigating
officer or the PPS if you have any questions
about your case.
You can also contact Victim Support, or any of
the other organisations listed at the back of this
booklet.
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If you would like any more information, please get in touch with the
officer in charge of your case or the Public Prosecution Service.
There are also other organisations that are there to help you. You
can contact them whether or not you decide to report a crime to the
police. They can give you free, confidential support.
Organisations you might want to contact
Support for people who have experienced sexual abuse:
Nexus NI
Phone: 028 9032 6803
Email: info@nexusni.org
Website: www.nexusni.org
24 Hour Domestic and Sexual Violence and Abuse Helpline
Phone: 0808 802 1414
Email: help@dsahelpline.org
Website: www.dsahelpline.org
Independent Sexual Violence Advocate
Phone: 028 9024 3133 (Belfast)
028 7137 0086 (Foyle)
Email: isva@victimsupportni.org.uk
Website: www.victimsupportni.org
Women’s Aid
Phone: 028 9024 9041
Email: info@womensaidni.org
Website: www.womensaidni.org
Men’s Advisory Project (MAP)
Phone: 028 9024 1929
Email: info@mapni.co.uk
Website: www.mapni.co.uk
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Support for anyone who has experienced a crime:
Victim Support Northern Ireland
Belfast Hub
Phone: 028 9024 3133
Email: belfast@victimsupportni.org.uk
Website: www.victimsupportni.org
Foyle Hub
Phone: 028 7137 0086
Email: belfast@victimsupportni.org.uk
Website: www.victimsupportni.org
Criminal Justice organisations:
Department of Justice
Phone: Tel: 028 9076 3000
Website: www.justice-ni.gov.uk
Public Prosecution Service
General Enquiries
Telephone: 028 9089 7100
Email: info@ppsni.gsi.gov.uk
Deaf / Hard of Hearing (SMS): 07795 675528
PPS Regional Offices
Belfast & Eastern Region / Headquarters Sections
Belfast Chambers
Telephone: 028 9054 2444
Deaf/Hard of Hearing (SMS): 07795 673 927
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Western & Southern Region
Foyle Chambers
Telephone: 028 7134 0648
Deaf/Hard of Hearing (SMS): 07795 675 338
Omagh Chambers
Telephone: 028 8224 4319
Deaf/Hard of Hearing (SMS): 07795 831 188
Newry Chambers
Telephone: 028 3083 2500
Deaf/Hard of Hearing (SMS): 07795 810 114
Victim and Witness Care Unit
Belfast Office (Belfast Region, Eastern Region and Headquarters)
Telephone: 028 9054 4797
Deaf/Hard of Hearing (SMS): 07825118389
Foyle Office (Western & Southern Region)
Telephone: 028 7134 0632
Deaf/Hard of Hearing (SMS): 07825118416
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