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Publication: We consent to publication of this submission. It includes one pseudonymised lived-experience 

account, shared with the individual's consent; we ask that this account and any individual experiences 

described are treated sensitively and not quoted in isolation or in any way that could tend to identify the 

people concerned. We would welcome the opportunity to give oral evidence. 

Executive summary 

The Voice & Justice Alliance (VJA) welcomes the Victims and Witnesses of Crime Bill. The 

establishment of a statutory Commissioner, mandatory publication of victim-related statistics, 

enhanced protection of complainants' private information and pre-trial legal representation in 

serious sexual offence cases, and improved court protections for victims of hate crime, are all 

steps forward that we support. 

But legislation is judged by what changes for the person, not by what it adds to the statute book. 

Our casework — supporting victims, survivors and bereaved families, including rape and sexual 

assault complainants through the court Witness Service — leads us to one central concern. As 

drafted, the Bill measures the system's compliance rather than the person's experience; it 

improves the organisation chart more than the journey through it; and it engages only part of the 

victim's world. The part of the Bill that oversees the system (the Commissioner) is expressly barred 

from helping any individual. The part that does help individuals (legal representation in serious 

sexual offence cases) is confined to one offence type, and provided through a scheme that many 

victims are never told exists. And the Bill is silent on the one role our casework says changes a 

journey most — independent advocacy. 

This submission sets the Bill fairly, then tests it against a single question we apply to everything we 

do: would the person recognise this? Where the answer is no, we say so, and show how the Bill 

can be strengthened. Our recommendations, in summary, are to make the Commissioner 

genuinely and expressly independent of the Department it monitors, and to strengthen the office's 

founding aim to safeguard and promote victims' rights; to close the ‘comply-or-explain’ exit doors; 

to measure victims' experience alongside the system's statistics; to make the failures that occur 

between agencies recordable and to extend the monitoring regime to the services victims actually 

rely on; to place a Lived Experience Advisory Panel and a statutory Duty of Candour on the face of 

the Bill; to give the Commissioner an own-initiative power of thematic review; to recognise 

bereaved families in law and to define 'victim' by the harm suffered rather than by whether a 

charge follows; to ensure the serious sexual offence legal entitlement is actively offered at first 

contact and drawn broadly enough to reach victims of domestic abuse and coercive control; to give 

victims of serious sexual offences their own funded solicitor from the point of report, on the same 

equality-of-arms footing the accused already enjoys; and to recognise independent domestic and 

sexual violence advocacy (IDVAs and ISVAs) on a statutory footing, as England and Wales have 

already done; and to give every victim a single named point of contact, so that keeping them 

informed is somebody's job; and to extend the Commissioner's remit beyond the end of the case, 

so a victim's journey is not treated as over the moment the court's is. We also ask that where a 

sexual offence is disclosed within a domestic abuse investigation, it is recognised and pursued as 

such, and the victim routed to independent legal advice. 

Who we are, and where we stand 

The Voice & Justice Alliance is a Northern Ireland systems-reform organisation working on 

domestic abuse and criminal justice. We work directly with victims, survivors and bereaved 
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being ‘unable, unfit or unwilling’ (Schedule 1, para 2(6)). Clause 16(5) requires the Commissioner 

to seek the Department's views on which groups of victims to prioritise and to justify any departure. 

Yet the Department is itself a Charter service provider (Clause 9(1)(a)) in respect of the Prison 

Service, Youth Justice Agency, Courts and Tribunals Service and criminal injuries compensation. 

The office must therefore monitor the body that appoints, funds and can remove it. This is not an 

accusation of bad faith; it is a description of architecture, and architecture outlasts good faith. What 

the design quietly rewards is caution. 

Recommendation 1. Secure both the office's founding aim and its independence. On the aim 
(Clause 2): the principal aim should be to safeguard and promote the rights and interests of victims 
and witnesses, not merely to promote their interests, tied expressly to their entitlements under the 
Victim Charter, with functions extending to encouraging good practice across criminal justice 
agencies and keeping the Charter under review. On independence (Clause 1 and Schedule 1): 
appointment and accountability arrangements that run to the Assembly rather than resting solely 
with the Department; narrower, objective removal grounds decided through an independent 
process with a right of appeal, rather than removal by the Department on grounds as broad as 
being ‘unwilling’; reappointment not left in the Department's gift; multi-year funding fixed 
independently of the annual departmental settlement; consideration of whether the single-post 
‘corporation sole’ model should be supported by a board; reconsideration of Clause 16(5); and, 
above all, an express statutory guarantee that the Commissioner is independent of, and not 
subject to direction or control by, the Department in exercising their functions. Presented as 
questions of design, not of anyone's good faith. 

Finding 2 — Every duty in Part 1 has an exit door 

Providers must comply with information requests only ‘so far as is appropriate and reasonably 

practicable’, with the provider judging what is appropriate (Clause 10(3)); a provider asked to co-

operate may simply decline and give a reason (Clause 13(2)(b)); and a provider may respond to a 

recommendation, within 56 days, by explaining why it does not propose to act (Clause 19). We 

welcome the publication requirement in Clause 19 — making a response visible is a real step. But 

publication is not delivery. A provider may promise action without identifying who will deliver it, by 

when, or how anyone will establish whether it was done; and nothing in the Bill says what follows 

when the explanation is inadequate, the same failure recurs, or an undertaking to improve goes 

unmet. Every duty still has an exit door; the question is what lies beyond it. 

Recommendation 2. Publication should be the beginning of scrutiny, not the end of it. Require a 
public record of recommendations and responses that identifies the responsible senior officer, the 
action proposed, the completion date, and the evidence against which delivery will be assessed. 
Where a provider refuses to act, misses its deadline, or repeatedly fails to address the same issue, 
the Commissioner should be able to report that failure specifically to the Assembly. Refusals to co-
operate under Clause 13 should likewise be recorded and published, subject to necessary and 
clearly defined safeguards. 

Finding 3 — The Bill measures the DO, not the FOR 

Clause 11 requires statistics on the provision of Charter services; Clause 14 requires counts of 

complaints and outcomes; Clause 18 requires an annual report reviewing those figures. At no point 

does the Bill require anyone to measure whether victims understood the process, were told the 

truth when something went wrong, knew what would happen next, or were treated with dignity. An 

agency could achieve perfect statistical compliance while the people it serves recognise nothing of 

the experience as justice. 

Recommendation 3. Require victim-reported experience measures. The regulations made under 
Clause 11(3) should require measures of whether people felt informed, understood the process, 
received timely communication and were treated with dignity, alongside administrative statistics; 
and the annual report (Clause 18(2)) should report against them. 
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Recommendation 10 — A published Victim Impact Assessment duty for future justice 
policy. 

Anchor. Clause 3(3). To avoid a free-floating process obligation the family will never see, this 

should be tied to the Bill: a duty on the Department to seek, and publish, the Commissioner's 

advice on the impact on victims and witnesses of proposed justice legislation and major policy 

change. 

We note that a broad whistleblower-protection provision, while important, has no employment-

protection machinery in this Bill to amend and risks diluting a tight submission; the Duty of Candour 

carries much of the institutional-openness weight, and candour duties and staff protections are two 

halves of the same culture. 

Part Two — serious sexual offences: a right that must reach the person 

We welcome the enhanced protection of complainants' private information in disclosure 

applications, and the entitlement — for the first time — to free independent legal representation at 

specified pre-trial application hearings. This is the Bill's strongest individual-level provision and we 

support it without reservation. It also matters constitutionally: the Bill thereby accepts the principle 

that a victim can have individual, statutory, enforceable support in their own case. Our 

recommendations ask only that the principle be delivered so that it reaches the people who need it, 

and drawn widely enough to include those the current threshold excludes. 

These provisions flow from the Gillen Review, and that origin carries a caution. Sir John Gillen's 

2019 report made 253 recommendations for transforming how the justice system handles serious 

sexual offences. More than six years on, the Department's own September 2025 update records 

that just under 80% are fully or partially implemented — meaning around a fifth are not yet 

implemented — and the Department itself acknowledges it will not be able to introduce all of the 

Gillen-recommended legislation within this mandate. Among the reforms still outstanding are some 

of the most victim-facing: reform of the ‘reasonable belief’ defence in consent, and pre-trial jury 

education to counter rape myths. We welcome what this Bill delivers; we ask the Committee to 

treat it as a stage in completing Gillen, not the point at which reform is considered done. The 

Commissioner's thematic remit (Recommendation 8) should expressly extend to monitoring the 

implementation of accepted but outstanding reform commitments, so that the pace of change is 

itself visible and accountable. 

The reach problem 

This legal support is provided through the Sexual Offences Legal Advisers (SOLA) scheme — 

funded by the Department but operated independently by Victim Support NI. That independence is 

right and necessary: a legal adviser acting for the complainant cannot sit inside the body that 

prosecutes the case. The difficulty is not where the scheme sits; it is that victims do not know it 

exists, and that the point in the journey where they most expect legal support is the very point 

where the system currently tells them they have none. 

When a victim thinks of legal advice, they expect it from the prosecution. The reality — that the 

Public Prosecution Service acts for the Crown rather than for the victim, and that the victim is, in 

law, a witness to the Crown's case rather than a party to their own — is a distinction victims neither 

anticipate nor readily accept. What the victim experiences is simpler and starker: the prosecution is 

not their lawyer, they cannot afford a solicitor, and no one has told them there is a free, 

independent alternative. SOLA is the answer to precisely that gap — but only if the victim is told it 

exists at the moment the gap opens. In our casework, including supporting rape and sexual assault 


















