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1. Introduction

This Complex Abuse Protocol is a multi-agency safeguarding procedure devised to
support in the response to cases where there is organised, systematic, or multiple
forms of abuse involving more than one child/young person and/or perpetrator. It ensures
a consistent and coordinated approach to protect children and young people, manage risk,
and explore the need for any investigations, including those of a criminal nature.



This document should be read in accordance with individual agency policy and the Wales
Safeguarding Procedures.

2. Definition - What is Complex Abuse?

This is a multi-agency protocol where all agencies work together in accordance with the
Wales Safeguarding Procedures 2019 Social care Wales (safequarding.wales), and
supplementary guidance Safeguarding Children: Safeguarding Children: Working Together
Under the Children Act 2004

Complex (organised or multiple) abuse may be defined as abuse involving one or more
abusers and a number of related or non-related abused children. The abusers concerned
may be acting in concert to abuse children, sometimes acting in isolation or may be using
an institutional framework or position of authority to recruit children for abuse. Such abuse
can occur both as part of a network of abuse across a family or community and within
institutions such as residential settings, boarding schools, day care and in other provisions
such as youth services, sports clubs, faith groups and voluntary groups.

Children may also be abused via the use of electronic devices, such as mobile phones,
computers, games consoles etc., which access the internet, and in particular social
networking website. Safequarding children from online abuse

Although in most cases of complex and organised abuse the abuser(s) is an adult, it is
also possible for children/young people to be the perpetrators of such harm, with or without
adult abusers. Agencies should also be alert to the possibility that a child or young person
who has harmed another may well also be a victim.

Complex abuse investigations will encompass not only the reporting of current abuse on
children, but also the reporting of childhood abuse by adults, commonly referred to as
historical/non recent abuse.

Following Baroness Casey’s National Review of Child Sexual Exploitation (CSE), it has
been highlighted that a specific definition is also necessary in relation to CSE. This has
been agreed as “An organised network is characterised by two or more individuals
(whether identified or not) who are known to (or associated with) one another and are
known to be involved in or to facilitate the sexual exploitation of children. Being involved in
the sexual exploitation of children includes introducing them to other individuals for the
purpose of exploitation, trafficking a child for the purpose of sexual exploitation, taking
payment for sexual activities with a child or allowing their property to be used for sexual
activities with a child.”

For further information, please see here: Child Sexual Exploitation by Organised Networks

3. General Principles

Each investigation of organised or multiple abuse will be different, according to the
characteristics of each situation and the scale and complexity of the investigation. But all
will require thorough planning, good inter-agency working and attention to the welfare
needs of the child victim or adult survivor involved.


https://www.safeguarding.wales/
https://www.safeguarding.wales/chi/c6/c6.p6.html?highlight=online%20abuse
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ukgwa/20221214211258/https:/www.iicsa.org.uk/key-documents/28314/view/child-sexual-abuse-organised-networks-investigation-report-february-2022.pdf

The investigation of complex abuse is time-consuming and demanding requiring specialist
skills from both police and social work staff.

Some investigations become extremely complex because of the number of places and
people involved, and the timescale over which abuse is alleged to have occurred. In these
circumstances a specialist Joint Investigation Group (see Section 7), as well as a Strategic
Management Group (see Section 6) may be set up.

The complexity can be heightened where, as in non-recent cases, the alleged
victims are no longer living in the setting where the incidents occurred, or where the
alleged perpetrators are also no longer linked to the setting or employment role. The
increase of cases of children being abused using the internet is an added complexity due
to the changes in technology. The full extent and complexity of the abuse may only
emerge during the course of investigations. Practitioners need to be mindful of this from
the onset of the investigations. Due consideration should be given to agencies that need
to be involved in the investigation including cross boundary issues.

Cases of non-recent abuse often come to light when adults disclose abuse, they suffered
as children. Such cases should be responded to in the same was as any other concerns.
It is important to ascertain if the alleged perpetrator is still working with or caring for
children.

Where an allegation involves a post-holder who has a specified role within these
procedures, the referral must be reported to an alternative (more senior) manager in line
with Section 5, (allegations against practitioners and those in a position of trust) Wales
Safequarding Procedures 2019

There may also be complications from the need for therapeutic input, and time-consuming
nature of any consequent legal proceedings. More information regarding pre-trial therapy
can be found here: Pre Trial-Therapy for children Fundamental Principles - June 2023

In all investigations of organised abuse, it is essential that staff involved maintain a high
level of confidentiality in relation to the information in their possession, without jeopardising
the investigation or the welfare of the children involved.

Subsequent information generated throughout the investigation should only be shared with
practitioners who are relevant to the investigation.

The protection of any children identified as being at risk of harm remains paramount. The
investigation should give due consideration to the duty of care and well-being support
needs of the alleged offender and the measures needed to safeguard any children who
has been identified as potential offenders. These procedures must be implemented in
conjunction with Section 5 (allegations against practitioners and those in a position of trust)
of the Wales Safeguarding Procedures 2019.

An investigation of organised abuse will be carried out under the auspices of the Gwent
Safeguarding Board (GSB) which should be kept informed of its progress. It should be the
role of the SMG to liaise regularly with the GSB. However, the GSB should not take any
direct role in the management of the inquiry. The lead agency will be the Police while any


https://www.gwentsafeguarding.org.uk/assets/document-library/Protocols-and-Procedures/Safeguarding-allegations-and-concerns-about-practitioners-and-those-in-a-position-of-trust-protocol.pdf
https://www.gwentsafeguarding.org.uk/assets/document-library/Protocols-and-Procedures/Safeguarding-allegations-and-concerns-about-practitioners-and-those-in-a-position-of-trust-protocol.pdf
https://www.gwentsafeguarding.org.uk/assets/document-library/Protocols-and-Procedures/Pre-Trial-Therapy-for-children-Fundamental-Principles-Nov-2022.pdf

criminal investigation is taking place, guided by partner agencies regarding wider
safeguarding and support matters.

For further guidance see  htips://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/major-
investigation-and-public-protection/operation-hydrant/

The welfare of the child is of paramount importance. Abuse is profoundly traumatic
for the children involved and care must be taken in large scale investigations to
ensure that staff do not concentrate on the legal and criminal aspects of the
investigation at the expense of child welfare issues. The standard of evidence
required for criminal proceedings differs from that required for child protection
purposes. It should be remembered that the single most important consideration is
the safety and welfare of the child.

The investigation and enquiries must also address the racial, religious, cultural,
language, sexual orientation and gender needs of the child, together with any
special needs of the child arising from illness or disability.

4. Referrals - Working with Complex Abuse

If there are immediate concerns regarding the safety or well-being of any child,
contact should be made with emergency services by dialling 999 to contact Police.

Where there is suspicion of complex abuse, practitioners are to make an immediate Duty
to Report to Children’s Services. Wales Safeguarding Procedures 2019 state that if a
practitioner has reasonable cause to suspect that a child is at risk, a report must be made
by telephone as soon as possible to Children’s Services. Any referrals made by telephone
must be followed up with a Duty to Report form within 24 hours

Where a Duty to Report is received where complex abuse is indicated, senior
management should be informed immediately who will liaise with Police in order to discuss
next steps for a joint investigation.

When there is a practitioner or person in a position of trust suspected of being involved in
the abuse, the matter should be referred to a senior manager and the Designated
Safeguarding Person (DSP) in line with the GSB Procedure. Section 5, (allegations
against practitioners and those in a position of trust) Wales Safeguarding Procedures
2019.

Investigations of complex abuse will be carried out under the auspices of the GSB which
should be kept informed of its progress.

This protocol describes the process of events in responding to concerns about potential
complex abuse.

5. Initial Strategy Meeting


https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/major-investigation-and-public-protection/operation-hydrant/
https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/major-investigation-and-public-protection/operation-hydrant/
https://www.gwentsafeguarding.org.uk/assets/document-library/Protocols-and-Procedures/Safeguarding-allegations-and-concerns-about-practitioners-and-those-in-a-position-of-trust-protocol.pdf
https://www.gwentsafeguarding.org.uk/assets/document-library/Protocols-and-Procedures/Safeguarding-allegations-and-concerns-about-practitioners-and-those-in-a-position-of-trust-protocol.pdf
https://www.gwentsafeguarding.org.uk/assets/document-library/Protocols-and-Procedures/Safeguarding-allegations-and-concerns-about-practitioners-and-those-in-a-position-of-trust-protocol.pdf

The Strategy Discussion/Meeting, chaired by a senior manager of Children’s Social Care,
must take place within 24 hours of receipt of the referral and must be formally recorded.

The Strategy Discussion/Meeting must:

e Assess the information known to date.

o Decide what further information is required at this stage and arrange for its
gathering.

o Establish whether, and to what extent, complex abuse has been uncovered.

e Undertake an initial mapping exercise to determine the scale of the investigation
and possible individuals implicated.

« Consider a plan for the investigation to be presented to the SMG, including
resource implications.

o Consider any immediate protective action required and consider the needs of any
children/young people involved.

« Emphasise the importance of confidentiality and that information should only be
shared through the agreed communication channels.

This Strategy Discussion/Meeting may include the referrer, if appropriate, a legal adviser
and anyone else relevant to the discussion. This should be any practitioner, or anyone with
a safeguarding responsibility.

Having considered and discussed the information, those involved must, if in their view the
suspicion is confirmed, share the information with the Head of Children’s Social Care and
the Detective Chief Inspector, Gwent Public Protection Unit (PPU).

If the meeting decides that the case is sufficiently complex and resource intensive, then a
meeting of the Strategic Management Group should be convened.

If the case does not meet threshold to be considered under this protocol, then the
investigation will be managed under the normal safeguarding arrangements. Should
further information which suggest complex abuse becomes available during investigation
then re-consideration of this protocol is needed.

Where the extent of the complexity is unclear, there should be a further meeting arranged
to review the progress of the case.

Ongoing consideration should be given to the interest of the press/media, and each
agencies Communications Team must be notified in order to ensure this is managed
effectively.

6. Strategic Management Group (SMG)

There are considerable resource implications in the management of complex abuse and
these need to be addressed at a senior level from the outset. To ensure a co-ordinated
response, a Strategic Management Group meeting, chaired by either Children’s Social
Care or the Police, must be convened as early as possible. The agency initiating the
meeting will provide the administrative support, and the Chair will keep the Safeguarding
Partners appraised of progress.



The membership of the group should comprise of senior staff able to commit resources
and will normally include the following:

Head of Service for Safeguarding for Children Social Care
Senior Officer for Commissioning

Assistant Chief Police Officer or Head of Public Protection
Police Senior Investigation Officer (SIO)

Senior safeguarding manager

Senior legal advisor Local Authority and Police

Crown Prosecution Service

Assistant Director Education Department

Head of Safeguarding for Health

Press Officer

Other individuals and agencies as appropriate

Immediate line managers of any staff implicated in the allegations of abuse must not be
included in the SMG.

The SMG meeting must consider a wide range of issues and agree a plan that includes:

Define the purpose, extent, and limit of the investigation and keep this under review.
A decision on the scale of the investigation and the staff required for a Joint
Investigation Group (JIG).

Consideration of any cross-boundary issues and planning of appropriate liaison and
sharing of resources.

Identification of practitioners to manage the investigative process (appropriately
trained detectives including SIO and Children Social Care/Operational Manager).
Development of a communication strategy specifying what information can be
shared, with whom and at what stage (this should also include the arrangements for
urgent communications during out of hours. A confidentiality agreement must be
signed by the SMG, the JIG and, where appropriate, any subsequent partner
involved.).

Organisation of adequate accommodation, including a dedicated incident room,
where possible, and facilities for interviewing and recording interviews.
Arrangements for medical staff to conduct assessments.

Arrangements for sufficient administrative staff and information technology
resources to support the investigation.

Legal advice including consultation with the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS).
Sufficient resources to ensure that children are protected from further abuse and
that their welfare remains paramount (this should include appropriate foster, day-
care, or residential placements, medical, Sexual Assault Referral Centre (SARC)
services, and therapeutic, educational, and practical services).

Consideration of the therapeutic needs of children and adults.

Sufficient support, supervision and de-briefing of staff involved.

Availability of expert advice where necessary.

Liaison arrangements for inter-agency working.

Timescales for the stages of the investigation.

Allocation of specific tasks to personnel involved in the investigation, together with
line management responsibilities.

Management of public relations and media interest in the case.



Witness support, if relevant.
Management of community impact.
Disclosure policy/information sharing.
Helpline for victims/information line.
Financial compensation for victims.
Exit strategy.
« Data security and retention and appointment of disclosure officer.
An individual must be designated to act as coordinator between the SMG and the JIG,
usually the Police Senior Investigating Officer or the Children’s Social Care lead manager.

The responsibility of the coordinator is to ensure the flow of relevant information between
the operational and strategic groups.

A member of the SMG must be identified to update the Case Review Subgroup with
significant developments and issues.

The SMG must make arrangements to convene regularly during the investigation to:

Monitor the progress, quality, and integrity of the investigation.
Review risk indicators for the children involved.

Review the communications strategy.

Consider resource requirements.

Consider the appropriate timing of the termination of the investigation.
Plan a de-brief meeting with the JIG to identify lessons learnt.

A dedicated team of Police Officers may be formed to deal with a cross-boundary enquiry,
or any other partnership (Social Care, Health, etc) to liaise with other Police forces, local
authorities, and health commissioners etc.

The SMG should convene until the CPS has made a charging decision and appropriate
long-term safeguarding measures are in place for victims.

The SMG must report in writing to the Case Review Subgroup, so that the group can
consider whether a case practice review should be initiated.

An SMG will only be convened once a complex abuse investigation has been agreed, and
in such cases, there will always be some form of criminal investigation. Given this, the
Police will take responsibility for the dissemination and storage of SMG minutes. Alongside
the agreement of the SMG terms of reference, there should be discussion to clarify these
arrangements to those involved.

The minutes should be arranged in the following format:

Time, date, location of the meeting

Terms of reference

Person’s present

Apologies

Details of all individuals subject of the enquiry (genogram)
Facts and circumstances known to date

Identified actions



Parameters of investigation

Resource and management issues

Media issues

Miscellaneous

Exit strategy

Date of next meeting

Decisions and explanatory reasoning should be recorded in the policy book, a
document used by the Senior Investigating Officer to record strategic and tactical
decisions, who will supervise the investigation in line with Police policies and
protocols for investigation of serious and complex crime.

The SMG must inform the Gwent Safeguarding Board of the investigation outcome and
consideration given to the need for a child practice review.

7. Joint Investigation Group (JIG)

The role of this group is to carry out a thorough and transparent investigation and ensure
safeguarding procedures are adhered to. This should include:

A forum for information sharing and to monitor the investigative progress.

Planning the overall investigation, including record checking, evidence gathering
(including forensic evidence, interviews with alleged abusers and witnesses, and
other corroborative evidence), planning, and undertaking a series of interrelated
interviews, determining victim interviewing strategy, and any surveillance required.
Investigative updates to SMG (including recommending when to close the
investigation).

Resource updates to SMG.

Considering the implications of crossing geographical boundaries.

Consistent support provisions for victims and their families.

Support provisions for investigation team staff.

Sharing information with agencies not represented on SMG. There should be no
deviation from the SMG’s existing communication strategy without the prior
approval of the SMG

Compliance with information sharing and confidentiality protocol: this includes the
maintenance of written records of regular strategy and operational meetings.
Instigate this protocol and implement the policies and procedures laid out by SMG
Convening inter-agency meetings and/or child protection conferences as
appropriate.

Coordination and timing of therapeutic services

Consideration of arrangements for court hearings and support to children and
families.

Recommendations as to the placement of children and any contact involving
children and their siblings, relatives, or other adults.

This group led by the Police Senior Investigating Officer, or their deputy should include
representatives from Children Social Care, Education, and Health. This is not an
exhaustive list. Membership may also be drawn, as necessary, from CPS, Legal Services,
Probation, and victim support services.



The attendees will depend on the scale of the investigation, but in the majority of cases
both PPU and Children’s Social Care should provide a line manager and sufficient staff
experienced in interviewing children and trained in Achieving Best Evidence in Criminal

Proceedings.

In selecting staff, consideration should be given to requirements arising from the individual
needs of the relevant child/children, i.e., gender, culture, race, language, and where
relevant, disability/special needs.

Any breach of confidentiality (deliberate or unintended) must be reported immediately to
the SMG so that they can address this issue and manage the actual or potential impact on
the investigation.

The team members must be independent from any of the parties that are the subjects of
the investigation.

Personnel seconded to the Operational Team should be dedicated to the investigation and
have no other responsibility.

Practical Arrangements

The location of the group must take account, both geographically and organisationally, the
need to maintain confidentiality. This is especially crucial where the investigation concerns
staff or carers.

Appropriate facilities must be available for video interviews in line with Achieving Best
Evidence in Criminal Proceedings and paediatric assessment. Achieving Best Evidence in
Criminal Proceedings.

Administrative support, information technology and accommodation requirements must be
addressed at the outset, including the storage of confidential records.

Parents or carers should normally be informed from the outset that a suspicion exists and
that the matter is being investigated. However, there may be some cases where it is
decided that parents should not be informed e.g. when there are sound reasons for
believing the child will be harmed on any knowledge of the investigation or in a case of
suspected multiple abuse, the interests of other children may be prejudiced. When
planning not to inform parents, legal advice must be sought.

8. Information sharing

These investigations rely critically on sensitive or highly confidential information being
made available, including any information known about alleged perpetrators identified in

10


https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1051269/achieving-best-evidence-criminal-proceedings.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1051269/achieving-best-evidence-criminal-proceedings.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1051269/achieving-best-evidence-criminal-proceedings.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1051269/achieving-best-evidence-criminal-proceedings.pdf

the investigation. The principles of information sharing should be applied to all complex
abuse investigations and team members should be familiar with its provisions.

The need to maintain the integrity of shared information is vital, and all investigative staff
must be aware and comply with the principle and proportionality of GDPR. Consideration
should be given to the use of confidentiality agreements with regard to individuals
employed to undertake the investigation.

In addition to the issues regarding access to files and information sharing, consideration
must be given for the need to share information about any known or suspected offender
identified in the investigation.

Whenever a complaint is received in respect of an alleged perpetrator, a risk assessment
must be immediately undertaken with regard to what current risk that person may pose to
other children.

Where members of the investigation team receive such information the appropriate duty to
report form should be submitted for multi-agency safeguards this should be for the area in
which the victim(s), potential victims and offender and offenders reside.

Where vital information may have been lost, damaged, or destroyed, consider alternative
methods to obtain information from known or potential withesses and victims. Record
findings on a database.

Further detailed guidance in this issue, together with advice on disclosure of material is
contained in https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/major-investigation-and-public-
protection/child-abuse/complex-investigations ~ for further advice and guidance see
https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/major-investigation-and-public-
protection/child-sexual-exploitation/

9. Crossing geographical and operational boundaries

It may be recognised at the outset or during the investigation that there are suspected or
potential victims and offenders in more than one geographical area.

At the outset, the responsibility for managing the investigation lies with Police in the area
where the abuse is alleged to have occurred — where the alleged perpetrator/s are alleged
to operate — who will make necessary contact with other affected areas through the SMG
(unless exceptional circumstances apply, e.g., online offences or kidnapping).

Once it is recognised that there are suspected or potential victims outside of Gwent, the
decision will be made by the JIG as to which agencies are informed and as to how
evidence is gathered.

The initiating JIG and Operational Team should undertake the investigation on behalf of
the other geographical areas.

If the number of victims outside the geographical boundaries of the original JIG increases

to the extent that it cannot respond, negotiations should take place for a JIG with Police
and Social Care in the new geographic area.

11


https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/major-investigation-and-public-protection/child-abuse/complex-investigations
https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/major-investigation-and-public-protection/child-abuse/complex-investigations
https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/major-investigation-and-public-protection/child-sexual-exploitation/
https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/major-investigation-and-public-protection/child-sexual-exploitation/

It is essential that there is a joint SMG to provide overall planning. If it is necessary to have
more than one JIG, there must be close working between coordinators and processes for
full information sharing.

The Local Authority with responsibility for the complex abuse case would be the Local
Authority in which the abuse takes place.

A senior manager from each additional area should join the SMG to discuss and agree any
resource implications involved.

10. End of Enquiry

There must be a clearly defined exit strategy not only in relation to the closure of
investigation, but also with regard to victims and witnesses, who may require on-going
support at the conclusion of any trial or investigation.

Practitioners involved directly in the investigation as well as other operational staff who
have kept day to day services running where colleagues have been seconded into the
investigation team, need to be thoroughly debriefed.

The SMG should have a final meeting where concluding information and debriefing can be
shared. An overview report should be compiled and presented to the Gwent Safeguarding
Board.

The storage, security and retention of the files relating to the investigation must be
detailed. Access to such records may well be necessary in relation to any on-going
appeals, civil proceedings, or applications for compensation. This must be compliant with
Management of Police Information and GDPR.

At the conclusion of an enquiry/investigation, the SMG should consider whether an
evaluation of the investigation should take place so that lessons learned can be identified.
Such a review will complement any case practice review that may be concurrent or have
been completed.
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Appendix 1
PROCESS FLOWCHART FOR COMPLEX INVESTIGATIONS

CHAIR OF SCB/S

A 4

Strategic Management Group
1. Relevant Detective Chief Inspector
2. Relevant Head of Children Services

Consider also whether to

include Health & other 4
agencies at this level // v
N.B General Principle, as Directs Emergency
few as possible

Directs Single Agency Protective Action
Investigation

Writes Terms of Reference
Addresses Media Issues

Keeps SCB Chair/s informed
Makes final report to SCB/S
Removes obstacles to investigation

v

A 4

Joint Investigation Group )
(Chaired By 1 x SMG rep) e Develops a plan of action
e Police e Co-ordinates various strands of the
e Health investigation
e Education e Reviews & monitors the above
e Children Social Care
e Commissioning

|

ACTIONS
I I I I I
S47 Investigations Police Investigations Health Investigations Inter-Agency Children Social Care
/Assessment Investigations Investigations/Assessment
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Appendix 2

PROGRESS REPORT TEMPLATE (To be completed by the Joint Investigation Group
to inform Senior Management Group)

Summary of Evidence - this should include a relationship matrix of who has done
what to whom and what the relationship is, examples of which could be genograms,
|2 charts, eco map, family systems and connections

Summary of Corroboration

Additional Victims/Perpetrators Identified

Actions taken to date and date of completion

Identify next steps and actions to take
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Appendix 3

IDENTIFICATION TEMPLATE OF CHILDREN OF CONCERN IN THE INVESTIGATION

1.D.
NUMBER

CHILD'S
NAME &
D.O.B

CHILD’S
LEGAL
STATUS

PARENTS/CARERS
NAME & D.O.B.

HOME
ADDRESS

KNOWN
ASSOCIATIONS TO
THE ALLEDGED
PERPETRATORS

ACTION
TAKEN
LA.IS.47

NATURE OF
DISCLOSURE

CASE
OPEN/CLOSED
& TO WHICH
TEAM
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