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TRANSCRIPT 
Hello all, I am Dr Laura Lammasniemi. In this blog I want to talk to you about victims, and 
the role that victims play in the criminal justice system. Perhaps more accurately I should 
say I want to talk to you about the role that victims do not play in the criminal proceedings 
and ask whether they should have a wider role than they do at the moment. 

In the screen in front of you, you have some of the most famous and important criminal 
cases you have come across in your studies. What combines them is that you have come to 
know all of them by the name of the defendant and for the most of cases, you would not 
know the name or even any of the characteristics of the victim.  

One of the first, and perhaps surprising, things you would have discovered in your study of 
criminal law is that crimes are always committed against the state, not the individual 
victims, at least as far as criminal proceedings are concerned. The victim’s name does not 
feature in the case name or often not even in the case reports that you read, rather all the 
case names begin with R, for example R v Smith (or more accurately spoken as Crown 
against Smith). R here is short of Regina or Rex, to note the monarch against whom this 
crime has been committed. All crimes are prosecuted by the state and the cost of criminal 
justice is born by the state, with the exception of the rare instances of private prosecutions.  

The role that the victims play, or more accurately do not play, has become a contentious 
issue in recent years.  

You might wonder: are the victims not already participants in the criminal proceedings?  

The answer is no. the English adversarial criminal justice system centres the defendant. The 
defendant, prosecution, defence, and the judge each have a clear role in the proceedings 
and in determining guilt and punishment. At the moment, victims, if they are able to 
testify, they can be witnesses. This means they usually describe what the defendant did 
often in a factual manner but they are not part of the proceedings the same way the 
prosecution, defence or the judge is, and trials can proceed with or without their 
cooperation. 

Victims lives are often shattered by crimes committed against them or against their loved 
ones. Sexual offences, violent offences and offences like burglary and robbery can be life-
changing and they can leave victims traumatised. At times victims report that the trauma 
of being a victim of a crime has been made worse by feeling marginalised by the court 
process, and the sense of being let down by the system. This is particularly common in 
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sexual offences where victims at times report feeling re-traumatised by the proceedings 
and by lack of support. 

To tackle this absence of victims’ voices in criminal proceedings, the Victim’s 
Commissioner’ Vera Baird QC has launched a new report that recommends that a new 
Victim’s Law is to be enacted.  

There is an existing Code of Practice for Victims of Crime, this sets out the minimum levels 
of service which victims can expect from the police, prosecution and so on. However, it is 
clear from surveys that have been conducted with victims of crime, that this code is not 
followed across the country. Only 11% of victims said that they received information, 
advice or support following an incident of crime although police should refer victims to 
support services in every case as advised by the Code. 

These are sobering statistics and they show that access to support should clearly be 
improved. 

The proposed new Victim’s Law would make victim’s rights statutory, acknowledging the 
victim as a participant with an interest in the proceedings. The report recommends that the 
Victims’ Law should include a set of enforceable minimum guarantees for victims in 
criminal proceedings. They say, and I will quote here directly from the report, they say that 
victim’s rights should  

“be treated with respect at all times; to be protected from unnecessary trauma, 
intimidation and distress when giving evidence; and to have their views on investigatory 
and prosecuting decision-making taken into consideration” (p.110).  

Criminal justice system and effective remedies here, they should not be solely about 
prosecuting and punishing but they should also be about acknowledging the harm done 
to the victim, and providing ways to move forward, both for the victim and for the 
defendant. Ensuring that the rights of both the defendant and the victim are protected and 
that they are both supported in the proceedings is an important part of that. 
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