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Abstract

This paper presents an analysis of ten years
(2013—2023) of magistrates’ court data on
child sexual abuse (CSA) prosecutions in Eng-
land and Wales. A dataset comprising 69,685
cases was examined to identify trends in prose-
cution volumes, offence classifications, defen-
dant counts, and the geographical distribution
of cases. Fourteen Home Office offence-group
codes were mapped to the published Home Of-
fice/VKPP offence classification to ensure ac-
curate interpretation of the legal offence cate-
gories.

The findings indicate that the number of prose-
cuted CSA cases increased steadily until reach-
ing a peak in 2017, followed by a marked de-
cline that began two years before the COVID-
19 pandemic, suggesting that the decrease can-
not be attributed solely to pandemic-related
disruption. The analysis also identifies a no-
table geographical pattern: unlike crime in
general, prosecuted CSA cases are relatively
dispersed across neighbourhoods rather than
concentrated within a small number of loca-
tions. This unexpected finding suggests that the
spatial distribution of prosecuted CSA differs
from that of many other offence types. Taken
together, the temporal and geographical pat-
terns highlight the value of magistrates’ court
records as a source of evidence for understand-
ing prosecuted CSA and contribute to ongoing
discussions about the scale, distribution, and
measurement of child sexual abuse in England
and Wales.

1 Introduction

Current evidence on child sexual abuse (CSA) in
England and Wales is derived primarily from two
sources. The first is police-recorded crime statis-
tics, published most comprehensively through the
Vulnerability Knowledge and Practice Programme
(VKPP) in its annual national analyses (Vulnerabil-
ity Knowledge and Practice Programme (VKPP),

2025). The second comprises survey-based preva-
lence studies that seek to estimate the extent of
abuse that remains undisclosed and therefore ab-
sent from official records. Comparatively little at-
tention has been given to the intermediate stage
of the criminal justice process: cases that have
been recorded by the police and progressed to the
magistrates’ courts, where almost all criminal pro-
ceedings in England and Wales begin, including
those later committed to the Crown Court.

This paper addresses that gap by analysing
linked magistrates’ court data covering the period
from 2013 to 2023. The analysis examines annual
prosecution volumes, offence types, the number of
defendants charged per case, and the geographical
distribution of cases across multiple spatial scales,
from regional patterns to neighbourhood-level vari-
ation. To ensure consistent interpretation of of-
fences, the Home Office offence-group codes con-
tained within the dataset were mapped to the pub-
lished Home Office/VKPP offence classification
for CSA-related offences (Vulnerability Knowl-
edge and Practice Programme (VKPP), 2025).

A substantial proportion of the offences exam-
ined are directly associated with online activity.
Indecent imagery offences account for more than
one-third of all prosecuted cases, while grooming
and sexual communication offences, although less
prevalent, are inherently facilitated through online
interaction. The dataset therefore provides a per-
spective on the criminal justice outcomes of online
harms that are more commonly examined by the
Workshop on Online Abuse and Harms (WOAH)
research community at the point of detection.

The study period closely aligns with the first
decade of the WOAH workshop series, making it
possible to compare changes in prosecuted CSA
offences with the broader evolution of online harms
documented over the same period. Examining
these long-term trends provides additional insight
into how changes in offending patterns, legislation,
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and criminal justice practice have shaped CSA pros-
ecutions during the past decade.

2 Related Work

Three strands of literature provide the context for
this study, although they have received relatively
little attention in combination. First, the annual
reports produced by the Vulnerability Knowledge
and Practice Programme (VKPP) describe police-
recorded CSA offences prior to charging deci-
sions (Vulnerability Knowledge and Practice Pro-
gramme (VKPP), 2023), (Vulnerability Knowledge
and Practice Programme (VKPP), 2024), whereas
the present analysis focuses on cases that have pro-
gressed into the court system. Second, criminolog-
ical and psychological research has examined the
characteristics of grooming, offending behaviour,
and the demographic profiles of children referred
to exploitation services, including variation by gen-
der, age, and geography (Whittle et al., 2013; Cock-
bain et al., 2017). Third, research on the geogra-
phy of crime has demonstrated that recorded crime
patterns are shaped not only by the distribution
of offending but also by reporting behaviour and
policing practices (Ashby, 2019), an important con-
sideration when interpreting the spatial distribution
of prosecuted CSA cases.

Alongside these strands, a substantial body of
computational research has focused on the detec-
tion of online grooming and child sexual abuse
within digital communications (Borj et al., 2022).
However, comparatively little attention has been
given to the progression of these offences beyond
the point of detection and into the criminal justice
system (Vidgen et al., 2019). By examining prose-
cuted CSA cases over a ten-year period, the present
study contributes empirical evidence on this later
stage of the offence pathway.

3 Data and Methods

The analysis was based on magistrates’ court
records from England and Wales covering the pe-
riod 2013—2023. The dataset includes annual
counts of child sexual abuse (CSA) cases by Home
Office offence code, cumulative offence totals
across the study period, defendant counts, and geo-
graphical information at regional, local authority,
and Lower Layer Super Output Area (LSOA) lev-
els. Corresponding data for all recorded offences
were also included to provide a population-level
baseline for comparison. Home Office offence

Cases Description
27,135 Indecent images (non-contact)
10,604 Sexual assault, child u13
9,880 Sexual activity, child u16
6,853 Rape of a child u16
3,586 Sexual grooming/communication
3,198 Rape of a child u13
3,125 Sexual activity, child u13
1,635 Sexual exploitation of a child
933 Sexual assault, male child u13
891 Rape, male child u13
664 Abuse, family member
599 Rape, male child u16
393 Rape, male aged 16+
189 Abuse of trust
69,685 Total

Table 1: Home Office child sexual abuse offence-group
codes included in the dataset, 2013—2023, mapped to
VKPP/Home Office offence descriptions (Vulnerability
Knowledge and Practice Programme (VKPP), 2025).

codes were mapped to the published VKPP/Home
Office offence classification to ensure consistent
interpretation of offence categories (Vulnerabil-
ity Knowledge and Practice Programme (VKPP),
2025). Local authority identifiers follow the Office
for National Statistics (ONS) coding scheme. In
accordance with UK statistical disclosure controls,
counts below 10 are suppressed and reported as
“<10”.

4 Results

Across the study period, the dataset records 69,685
CSA cases spanning fourteen Home Office offence-
group codes (Table 1). Indecent imagery of chil-
dren constitutes the largest offence category, ac-
counting for 27,135 cases, or more than one-third
of the total. Sexual assault of a young child and sex-
ual activity with a child under 16 together account
for a further 20,484 cases. Grooming-related of-
fences represent a substantially smaller proportion
of prosecuted cases (3,586), although they exhibit
one of the strongest upward trends over the study
period.

Annual prosecution volumes increased from
6,171 cases in 2013 to a peak of 8,295 in 2017
before declining sharply to 5,840 cases in 2018
(Figure 1), a reduction of almost 30% that occurred
two years before the COVID-19 pandemic. Prose-
cution volumes did not subsequently return to their
2017 level. At the individual offence-code level,
Home Office code 8602 (“take, make or distribute
indecent images of children”) was consistently the
largest contributor throughout the study period, ac-
counting for 24,059 cases. In contrast, grooming-
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specific offences, including sexual communication
with a child and meeting a child following groom-
ing, were rarely recorded before 2017 but increased
steadily thereafter, suggesting changes in charging
practices and legal classification over time rather
than necessarily reflecting changes in offending
prevalence.

Most prosecuted cases involved a single defen-
dant, reflecting the person-level structure of the
magistrates’ court dataset. The pattern observed
closely mirrors broader trends in sexual offence
prosecutions, with increases until the middle of the
decade followed by a marked decline from 2018,
partial recovery in 2020, and a further decrease by
2022 (Figure 1).

Regional variation in prosecuted CSA cases does
not correspond directly to population size or over-
all crime volume. Although London recorded the
largest number of offences overall (2,347,843),
it ranked fourth for CSA prosecutions (6,810),
behind the North West (10,132), the South East
(8,132), and Yorkshire and The Humber (7,352).
Consequently, CSA represented only 0.29% of all
recorded offences in London, compared with 0.62%
in the South West. This difference appears to reflect
London’s substantially larger volume of recorded
crime overall rather than indicating a lower preva-
lence of CSA. At the local authority level, the
highest numbers of prosecuted CSA cases were
recorded in large urban authorities. Birmingham
recorded the largest total (1,178 cases), followed by
Leeds, Manchester, County Durham, and Bradford
(Table 2). In contrast, the lowest disclosed counts
were observed in smaller and more rural authorities,
including Perth and Kinross (11 cases), Dumfries
and Galloway (12), Rutland (29), and several other
sparsely populated authorities. A further 38 local
authorities recorded fewer than ten cases across
the study period and are not reported individually
because of disclosure controls.

The most notable finding emerges at neighbour-
hood level. General crime exhibits substantial spa-
tial concentration, with the busiest 10% of Lower
Layer Super Output Areas (LSOAs) accounting for
31% of all recorded offences. Prosecuted CSA
cases display a markedly different distribution:
the busiest 10% of neighbourhoods account for
only 12% of CSA cases, while the busiest 1% ac-
count for just 3.2% (Figure 2). Unlike recorded
crime more broadly, prosecuted CSA appears to be
comparatively dispersed rather than concentrated
within a small number of geographic hotspots. This

Busiest 10 (CSA cases) Number of Cases
Birmingham 1,178
Leeds 1,034
Manchester 805
County Durham 794
Bradford 791
Liverpool 681
Kirklees 666
Wakefield 566
Sheffield 544
Doncaster 485
Quietest 10 (CSA cases) Number of Cases
Perth and Kinross 11
Dumfries & Galloway 12
8 further small authorities

(codes only; 13–37 cases each)

Table 2: Local authorities with the highest and lowest
numbers of prosecuted CSA cases, 2013–2023. Author-
ities with fewer than 10 cases are omitted in accordance
with disclosure controls.

finding challenges the assumption that the spatial
distribution of CSA resembles that of other offence
types and has important implications for policing,
safeguarding, and the geographical targeting of pre-
vention and intervention strategies.

5 Discussion

The decline in prosecuted CSA cases after 2017
should be interpreted with caution. Although the re-
duction may appear to indicate a decrease in offend-
ing, prosecution volumes are influenced by multi-
ple stages of the criminal justice process, including
victim disclosure, police recording practices, charg-
ing decisions, prosecutorial thresholds, and court
capacity. Several of these factors changed during
the study period for reasons unrelated to the under-
lying prevalence of abuse. This interpretation is
further supported by VKPP statistics, which show
that police-recorded CSA offences continued to in-
crease over a similar period (Vulnerability Knowl-
edge and Practice Programme (VKPP), 2024). The
divergence between rising police-recorded offences
and declining prosecutions highlights an important
area for future investigation that cannot be fully
addressed using court data alone.

The offence-level analysis also has implications
for computational research. The concentration of
prosecutions within a relatively small number of
offence categories provides a practical legal tax-
onomy that can inform the development and eval-
uation of CSA detection systems. However, the
steady increase in grooming-specific offence codes
after 2017 demonstrates that legal classifications
evolve over time. Consequently, detection mod-
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Figure 1: Trends in annual CSA prosecution volume (left axis) and single-defendant sexual offence cases (right
axis) from 2013 to 2023. The shaded region marks the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. Figures for 2023 represent
a partial year.
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Figure 2: Cumulative distribution of prosecuted CSA
cases and all recorded offences across neighbourhoods
(LSOAs), ranked by case volume. The dashed line
indicates perfect spatial equality. General crime is more
spatially concentrated than prosecuted CSA.

els trained using historical offence categories may
encode assumptions that no longer reflect current
charging practice. Rather than treating offence
taxonomies as fixed ground truth, they should be
reviewed and updated periodically to ensure that
datasets and detection systems remain aligned with
contemporary legal definitions and prosecutorial
practice.

The geographical findings present a different
challenge to existing assumptions. Unlike recorded
crime more broadly, prosecuted CSA cases exhibit
relatively limited spatial concentration at neigh-
bourhood level. One possible explanation is that
disclosure is driven primarily by individual and in-
stitutional factors, such as family circumstances
or intervention by schools and safeguarding pro-
fessionals, rather than by neighbourhood charac-

teristics commonly associated with other forms of
crime. Alternatively, many forms of CSA, particu-
larly those facilitated through online communica-
tion, may be less dependent on physical location
than offences such as burglary or street violence.
If so, approaches to safeguarding that rely primar-
ily on geographically targeted interventions may
be less effective than strategies centred on victims,
offenders, and online environments.

6 Conclusion

Analysis of ten years of magistrates’ court data
identifies several important patterns in prosecuted
child sexual abuse (CSA) cases in England and
Wales. Prosecution volumes increased until 2017
before declining prior to the COVID-19 pandemic
and prosecutions were concentrated within a rel-
atively small number of legal offence categories
despite notable changes in charging practices over
time. Spatial analysis further demonstrated that,
unlike recorded crime more generally, prosecuted
CSA cases are comparatively dispersed rather than
concentrated within a small number of geographic
hotspots.

These findings should not be interpreted as evi-
dence of changes in the underlying prevalence of
CSA, as prosecution data reflect only one stage of
the criminal justice process and are influenced by
reporting, investigation, charging, and court pro-
cedures. Nevertheless, magistrates’ court records
provide a valuable and comparatively underused
source of evidence for understanding how CSA
progresses through the justice system.

By linking prosecution data to established Home
Office offence classifications and examining long-
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term temporal and geographical patterns, this study
contributes empirical evidence that is relevant to
researchers, policymakers, safeguarding practition-
ers, and the online harms community. The findings
also highlight the importance of interpreting court
data within the broader context of changing legal
classifications and criminal justice practices when
analysing trends in child sexual abuse.

Limitations

Several limitations should be considered when in-
terpreting these findings. In accordance with UK
statistical disclosure controls, counts below 10
were suppressed in the source data. For visuali-
sation purposes only, suppressed values were re-
placed with a value of five in figures; these sub-
stitutions were not used in summary statistics or
reported totals. As a result, analyses involving
smaller local authorities and the devolved nations
of Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland are more
affected by disclosure suppression than those for
larger areas.

The 2023 data represent a partial year and should
therefore be interpreted with caution. In addi-
tion, although most Home Office offence codes
were successfully mapped to published legal clas-
sifications, a small number could not be confi-
dently identified and were consequently left unclas-
sified. Finally, magistrates’ court records capture
only cases that progressed to prosecution and do
not include offences resolved outside the criminal
courts. Consequently, prosecution volumes are sub-
stantially lower than the police-recorded CSA fig-
ures reported by the Vulnerability Knowledge and
Practice Programme (VKPP) for the same period
(Vulnerability Knowledge and Practice Programme
(VKPP), 2024). The results presented are descrip-
tive and should not be interpreted as evidence of
causal relationships.

Ethics Statement

All data analysed in this study were provided in
pre-aggregated form, with small counts suppressed
prior to access. Consequently, no individual victim,
defendant, or case can be identified from the data
or the results presented. Given the sensitive nature
of child sexual abuse research, the analysis was
limited to descriptive aggregate statistics, and no
inferences were made regarding the role of specific
platforms, technologies, or other factors that were
not directly supported by the available evidence.

The study is intended to contribute to evidence-
based research on child protection, online harms,
and the operation of the criminal justice system.
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