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Summary
A child who is being sexually exploited is one of the most vulnerable members of our society. Operation Freedom is a groundbreaking multi agency team that deals direct with child sexual exploitation in an innovative, proactive and effective manner. 

The Team has been instrumental in highlighting and addressing the issues of children at risk of sexual exploitation along with tackling the problems and causes of actual cases.  The number of referrals, warning notices served and prosecutions made have substantially increased since the team was formed along with the numbers of children being reported as missing from home having significantly reduced.
The Problem
A child who is being sexually exploited is one of the most vulnerable members of our society.  Like most social problems, children susceptible to Child Sexual Exploitation (CSE) reflect a correlation between socio-economic, environmental conditions and individual or family influences. 

Most families who have a child suffering from CSE are relatively poor, lack engagement with services be it education or other social services and may have a family member who has in the past been exploited themselves. We have seen that a concentration of children in the same locality, exhibiting these factors often fosters the attentions of adult’s intent on exploiting them, creating ‘hotspot’ locations.

In many cases where CSE is taking place the child does not see themselves as a victim. They started out on their relationship with an adult believing it to be exciting and rewarding. They often receive gifts and in a process of grooming this relationship changes to one of dependency on the adult that leads the child into an abusive and often violent sexual relationship. The child’s already low self esteem and self worth are further reduced by this dependency. They become withdrawn from their family and the protection they can offer, to the degree where they feel unable to return. Without the help of a trained professional who understands the often competing needs of a child and the family these relationship breakdowns may never be rebuilt.

The Freedom Team

The Lancashire Safeguarding Board, with the persuasive help of a parent whose child had suffered from sexual exploitation, decided to tackle the issues of CSE head on. 

The Freedom Team (originally established in 2008) is a multi-agency team with the remit to safeguard young people involved with or at risk of CSE. The team includes Police Officers, Social Worker, Sexual Health Worker, Children Society, missing from home coordinators and charitable organisations including Brook, Lifeline and Barnardos. 

The team's objectives are to: 
· Increase the amount of inter service information sharing 

· Challenge and change children's risk taking behavior

· Empower young people and provide them with exit strategies for difficult and abusive relationships.

· Increase reporting of inappropriate relationships and child sexual exploitation.

· Reduce the number of incidents of child sexual exploitation.

· Increase the number of successful prosecutions.

The Freedom Approach

An early innovation of the Team was the development of a series of ‘Risk Indicators’.  Although this list is not exhaustive, it can assist in the early identification of a child suffering sexual exploitation.  The agreed risk indicators are:

· Periods of Missing from home

· Lack of engagement in education

· Drug use

· Poor accommodation

· Alcohol use

· Poor relationship with carers

· Lack of engagement with services

· Poor sexual health awareness
In addition to the risk indicators three work streams were developed, each complementing each other, to promote a seamless, sustainable problem solving approach that wraps around the children to protect them from themselves and from others.

Prevention

The team’s role within this stream of work is to get children to reflect on important issues such as trust, flattery and self esteem. This work is carried out within schools and other educational establishments to children who may not already be in an exploitative relationship but are displaying warning signals exhibiting their vulnerability towards this.

The Freedom team works with children who are particularly difficult to reach through conventional means and who are often viewed by themselves, other professionals and members of the public as being responsible for their own downfall. Their problems are consequently heavily under reported. The team has challenged this thinking to change perceptions of what the issues really are and has increased awareness thereby reducing under reporting.

The team also conducts awareness raising sessions to other Professionals and to targeted public volunteers who may influence the way other affected persons understand the issues around sexual exploitation. 

This work has resulted in changes in professional practice for example "return from home" interviews conducted by police officers now contain much more information around where the child had been leading to an increase in intelligence gathering and early intervention to prevent future occurrences.

Through this work and the raising of public awareness through the media we have significantly increased the number of referrals to the team. 

2008 - 37 referrals

2009 - 94 referrals

2010 - 161 referrals 
Protection

The Freedom team provides family workers and other ‘soft skill’ workers with an outlet where they can lay their fears surrounding children they are worried may be suffering abuse of this kind.

Each child taken on by the team is appointed an individual worker who spends many hours on a one to one basis, gaining their trust and understanding the problems they face.  A protection plan is produced and the risks posed to the child are assessed. The teams work is then based around reducing these risks. In all cases of child sexual exploitation a child’s self esteem tends to be very low and work is conducted uses cognitive behavioral approaches alongside motivational work to change their beliefs and create strategies for them to cope with their issues. 

Prosecution

Sexually active children, who rarely attend school, who often have fallen foul of the law themselves, who consented to sexual activity and who have difficult relationships with authority figures can make very poor witnesses at court. 

The Freedom Team has overcome these difficulties by investing in a robust, intelligence led approach to the prosecution of offenders, utilising different pieces of legislation, so that less reliance is placed on the children themselves to form the basis of that prosecution case.

The team ensures that any child whose abuse is taken through to prosecution is fully supported throughout the process. We have found that far from frightening the children a prosecution handled in this way can empower them and help them to avoid some of the risky situations they had previously found themselves in.

Warning Notices served increased by 65 from 2009 to 2010 and we have made dramatic inroads into the successful prosecution of offenders - investigating 24 potential cases of child sexual exploitation in the past 12 months. 

Utilising the different skills of individual organisations in a complimentary fashion Team Freedom provides real changes to children’s lives.

