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The Solicitor General Vera Baird MP, talks to Women’s Parliamentary Radio about her plans to make the criminal justice system more responsive to women

Pick of the summer listening series

The Solicitor General, Vera Baird, MP, QC  can  be heard weeping as she describes on radio how the tragic case of a teenager who killed her pimp inspired her proposed reform of the murder laws.

This week it was announced that women who kill their abusive partners are to be given a new legal partial defence against murder. It is the first changes to the murder laws in 50 years.

The Solicitor General, Vera Baird MP, the Justice Minister, Maria Eagle MP, the Chair of the Labour Party and Minister for Women, Harriet Harman MP, and the Attorney General Baroness Scotland, have helped to frame the new laws on domestic violence and murder. In the past judges and juries have been prone to letting men off lightly and punishing women harshly.
Vera Baird MP QC breaks into tears as she tells how she worked on the case of Emma Humphries, who was convicted at the age of 17 of killing her boyfriend as he was about to rape her.

Mrs Baird, a QC and the Labour MP for Redcar, worked on the Humphries case as a junior barrister.

She told Women's Parliamentary Radio: "I was galvanised by the case of Emma Humphries. She, when 16, stabbed a man who was both her partner and pimp and killed him, so at 17 she embarked on a life sentence for murder.

"She had been beaten and raped and treated appallingly by this man who, on the occasion when she killed him, had talked about a gang rape with friends of his in the pub in her presence and then when they got back to her home he took his trousers off and was clearly going to rape her.

"She slashed her wrists to rid herself of this horrifying prospect, and when he got up to do what he was going to do, she used the knife to stab him.

"The court, the barristers and the jury didn't have an appreciation of what impact this course of action had and we had to understand it before we could launch an appeal, which we did 10 years ago."

Mrs Baird began to cry as she described how Miss Humphries died after taking an overdose of the drugs she was first prescribed in prison.

"A year after she was freed, by then 26 years old, she died of an overdose of drugs, which is still an upsetting thing to remember. It is a lesson emotionally reinforced for me."

Vera Baird MP QC also said she was now looking at attitudes to rape in the criminal justice system to change how juries and investigation teams think. 

“What we have done is to try and  work with the Crime Prosecution Services to make sure the way rape is prosecuted and investigated does not allow strange attitudes to feed into the criminal justice system and the way people do their job. We have had some success with the CPS.

“The sort of attitudes I am talking about is those that the Amnesty poll showed recently. A large numbers of people blame a woman who has been raped if she has been drinking, wore short skirts, bright red lipstick or been flirtatious or familiar with a man. They seem to think if  you do things like that you can almost forgive the bloke for committing the most grave crime of rape. 

“Those attitudes are there far and wide, they are there with juries and inevitably there with criminal justice agencies. What we have to do is try and train this out of people working with the CPS.”

Ms Baird said another problem was that if a man and woman know each other the rape was less likely to be investigated properly and fully.

“There are now specialist rape prosecutors in every criminal justice area, there are specialist rape investigation officers in every  area and now sexual offence officers to give support and comfort as well during the investigation. I hope that is going to start showing through.

“However, very disappointingly a report by the joint inspectors in 2007 found that although the right policies are in place, and the training is in place,  still attitudes had not moved on significantly. We were very shocked by this. We have re-doubled our efforts, so there are now new internal rules in place. We are doing everything to ensure that training which we know can work is driven through in every criminal justice area.” 

She said she wanted to see more rape prosecutions and convictions and that rape victims needed better support systems to progress their cases.

“I hope the tiny, tiny upturn in rape conviction figures which there is starts to get better, as these measures take effect. I have no doubt that there is the will in the CPS to ensure this is implemented. It is quite a difficult thing to do, to drive change through an entire organisation.

“Victims need a totally supportive investigating officer and a very supportive prosecutor. You have to ensure all the corroborating  evidence is found and brought forward if you are going to carry the victim through to the end of that prosecution.  I have heard it said a raised eyebrow from an officer or prosecutor can make all the difference to a woman who is vulnerable and  wants to do such a telling and hard job as prosecuting in a rape case. “

Ms Baird said prostitution and sex trafficking were other issues being tackled.  She said she had visited Sweden with other ministers to see how schemes there worked to tackle the demand side of prostitution, by making it more difficult for men to buy sex and to help prevent sex trade trafficking.  She said: “Whether we will change the law to match the Swedish one is a very open question. We are reviewing how to drive down demand. The trip to Sweden was one part of it and we will also be visiting Holland.

“It is a quite obvious to me that buying sexual services is a demand that drives trafficking and trafficking is an evil.” 

Ms Baird said she was working with other government departments to tackle these issues including the Home Office Minister Vernon Coaker, who has recently urged men to consider the issues around sexual violence. 

The Vera Baird MP QC interview was conducted by Boni Sones in January this year as part of the www.wpradio.co.uk “looking ahead” series. It is now available again in the “Pick of the Summer Listening” series. 

Footnotes:

1. Wpradio.co.uk is a web based broadcaster supported by all parties.

2. Wpradio.co.uk now has a number of interviews with women and male politicians of all parties which can be listened to online or downloaded as podcasts.

3. Our supporters include Harriet Harman MP, Theresa May MP and Jo Swinson MP and many other female politicians listed on our site. 

4. For more information contact Boni Sones on 07703 716961.



