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All members of the public and communities we serve, all police officers, special constables 
and police staff members shall receive equal and fair treatment regardless of age, 
disability, gender, race, religion, belief or sexual orientation. If you consider this policy and 
guidance could be improved for any of these groups please raise with the author of the 
policy without delay.   
 
 
1.  INTRODUCTION. 
 
1.1 Definition of a Missing Person 
 
1.1.1 The ACPO definition of a missing person is: 

 
” anyone whose whereabouts is unknown whatever the circumstances of the 
disappearance. They will be considered missing until located and their well being 
or otherwise established” 

 
1.1.2 Police involvement in some circumstances may not be required e.g. tracing a long 

lost relative. However even in these circumstances information should be provided 
where possible about other agencies that may be able to help i.e. ‘International 
Tracing Service’ www.look4them.org.uk 

 
1.2 Duty of positive Action 
 
1.2.1 The Human Rights Act 1998 places a positive obligation on police officers to take 

reasonable steps within their powers to safeguard the rights of individuals who may 
be at risk. In respect of missing persons those rights are:  
 

 the right to life (Article 2, European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR); 
 

 the right not to be subject to torture or to inhuman or degrading treatment 
(Article 3 ECHR) 

 

 the right to prohibition of slavery and forced labour (Article 4 ECHR) 
 

 the right to family and private life (Article 8 ECHR) and the right to freedom 
of expression, including freedom to receive information (Article 10 ECHR). 

 
1.2.2 Failure to thoroughly investigate a report of a missing person may leave an 

individual at risk and the force vulnerable to a legal challenge under the 
Human Rights Act or the law relating to negligence.  

 
 
2. GOVERNANCE. 

 
2.1 General Principles 
 

 ACC Crime has force responsibility for the Missing Persons policy. The Public 
Protection Support Unit owns the policy. 

 

 OCU Operations Superintendents have overall responsibility for the 
management of OCU missing persons enquiries. 

 

 Vulnerable Persons Officers (VPOs) are responsible for Missing Persons 
coordination.  
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 Duty Inspectors are responsible for reviewing risk assessments and retaining 
ownership of missing persons reports, coordinating any immediate enquiries 
and appointing investigating officers. 

 

 The Duty Inspector will review the risk assessment at the earliest opportunity 
and consider if it is likely to become a critical incident.  

 

 All reports of missing persons which fit the ACPO definition of a missing 
person will be investigated by the police. Paragraph 1.1.1 refers. 

 

 All reports of Missing Persons will be input onto COMPACT, irrespective of 
when the person returns or is found. 

 

 WG 428 Missing persons form will be completed as fully as possible and input 
on COMPACT and any photographs will be scanned onto COMPACT on return 
to OCU and prior to the officer going off duty; the investigation will be directed 
by the information on COMPACT.  

 

 All decisions made during the investigation must be documented in detail 
on COMPACT. 

 

 All tasks on COMPACT should be completed within the tour of duty. If unable 
to comply, COMPACT should be updated with the reason for the delay. The 
responsibility for completion is then passed to the oncoming duty Inspector. 

 

 The Duty Inspector will be responsible for ensuring a formal hand over to the 
next Inspector on duty who will check COMPACT for all outstanding missing 
persons and generate continued enquiries.   

 

 All reviews will be fully documented and appropriate tasks created on 
COMPACT. If sensitive issues are apparent the Duty Inspector can authorise 
that access to the record is restricted. 

 

 Missing person reports will be prioritised in accordance with a risk assessment, 
which will be regularly reviewed particularly in the light of new information. The 
assessment will determine the response and the level of enquiries to be 
undertaken. 
  

 Prior to reporting to the police, risk assessment of persons subject of statutory 
or voluntary care, will be undertaken by the relevant carer/guardian. The police 
will normally assume this responsibility once reported unless it is considered 
that a joint assessment is more appropriate to deal with issues of safety and 
the safe return of the missing person.    

 

 When a person has been missing for the periods identified below, an email is 
automatically generated by COMPACT to the ‘Missing People’ charity. 

 

 High risk cases; after four hours 

 Medium risk cases; within four days 

 Low risk cases; outstanding low risk within 14 days 
 

 There will be clear accountability for each stage of the investigation and there are 
mandatory responsibilities for staff which are identified throughout the policy.  
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 The progress of the investigation will be communicated regularly to family, 
relatives or friends as appropriate. 

 

 OCUs will work with partners to establish local protocols/service level 
agreements to identify specific actions to reduce the number of persons going 
missing.   

 

 Missing persons will be a standing item at daily tasking meetings and should be 
discussed at the OCU TCG if there are significant levels of risk.   

 

 The NPIA Missing Person Bureau will be notified by the Force PNC bureau of 
all outstanding cases within 14 days of the report being taken 

 

 The Duty Inspector will ensure that no case is concluded until the missing 
person has been located and their well being or otherwise established. Where 
it is impractical to see them e.g. gone abroad, deliberately making themselves 
unavailable to the police, the case will only be closed on the authority of a 
Superintendent.  

 

 Any additional paperwork generated by an investigation i.e. statements or other 
documents will be kept with the WG428. COMPACT will be updated with the 
location of the documents and a brief summary of the information these provide.  

 

 All paper records at the conclusion of the investigation will be held in the 
Public Protection Unit.               

 
2.2 Responsibility for an Enquiry 
 
2.2.1 Difficulties can arise as to which OCU/force should undertake an enquiry when the 

person reported missing lives elsewhere i.e. a student in temporary accommodation 
or a day trip visitor  The OCU/force with the best chance of resolving the matter 
should undertake the investigation. In most cases this will be the police area for the 
area they went missing.   
 

2.2.2 Initial enquiries may reveal that where a person is missing from an area other than 
where they reside, the home OCU/force may be better placed to investigate their 
disappearance. If so the Duty Inspector will authorise the transfer of any enquiries 
and where necessary will liaise with the other force. Disputes as to ownership of 
the investigation should be referred to the OCU Operations Superintendent to 
resolve in conjunction with their counterpart.   

 
2.3 Transfer of Enquiries 

 
2.3.1 If an OCU/force takes a missing person report for a person who is missing from 

another/force, the officer receiving the report should record full details and conduct 
an initial risk assessment. Details will be recorded on COMPACT.  
 

2.3.2 The report must be transferred without delay to the OCU/force which covers the 
location they went missing from. There is a facility on COMPACT to transfer 
missing persons enquiries to other forces that use COMPACT. 

 
2.3.3 Those forces who do not use COMPACT the transferring officer will record full 

details on COMPACT of the receiving force reference number and provide contact 
details of the person reporting the person missing. The transferring officer will 
inform the person who reported the missing person of the new reference number 
and contact details. 
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2.3.4 The Duty Inspector should consider the family liaison needs in high and medium risk 
cases which cause significant concern, e.g. parents in Birmingham report their son 
who is a student in Manchester, as missing. Pending the transfer of responsibility of 
the investigation a local officer should be appointed to perform this role,  

 
2.3.5 Where the NPIA Missing Persons Bureau has previously been circulated with 

details, they should be informed of the transfer to update records.   
 
2.4 National Intelligence Model (NIM) / Local Intelligence Officer (LIO) 
 
2.4.1 Intelligence is relevant in missing person’s enquiries and databases should be 

searched to provide information relevant to the background of any parties to the 
enquiry. Intelligence records may prove valuable in establishing locations and 
associates of the missing person. The records may also indicate the involvement of 
the reporting person or any other person featured in the enquiry. 
 

2.4.2 Outstanding missing persons must be discussed at the daily tasking meeting.    
 

2.4.3 Patterns and trends within the data need to be examined and suitable enquiries 
initiated by the Duty Inspector e.g. if children in care are frequently missing from 
the same location or particular people are frequently missing, some intervention 
should be organised.  
 

2.4.4 OCUs need to be proactive and work with partners to prevent/reduce the number of 
children and vulnerable adults going missing from residential units and care homes.  

 
 
3. REPORTING. 
 
3.1 Reporting Forms  
  
3.1.1 The WG428 will prompt officers to gather the information to inform the investigation 

and to update COMPACT. It includes a ‘tear off’ page, which should be completed 
and given to the person who reports a person missing. This will make it easier for 
them to contact the police and access organisations such as ‘Message Home’. 
Missing People.   

 
3.1.2 The WG428B (sighting report) should be used for all sightings. It can be completed 

on line and copied / pasted into COMPACT. It is important that the ‘current sighting 
description’ on the form is only input onto COMPACT if the sighting is definite as 
any changes will alter the original description entry. If the sighting is not validated 
in full i.e. it is not a definite sighting, use the ‘full circumstances field’ on 
COMPACT.  

 
3.1.3 The WG428C (found report) should be used to debrief the person on their return. 

In order to gather as much intelligence as possible it should be completed by the 
most appropriate person, which may not necessarily be a police officer/police staff 
i.e. carer, teacher, mental health worker, support worker, youth worker. Click here 

 
3.1.4 The Duty Inspector will ensure that where the person completing the form is 

not a police officer /police staff that there are processes in place to ensure the 
return of the completed form. Appropriate action should be taken if any 
criminal offences are disclosed.  

 

 

 

 



Missing Persons policy – V1.1                                                                                                                                                       24/04/2012 

3.2 Initial Reporting/ Call Handlers / Visitor Handlers 
 
3.2.1 Detailed and accurate information must be recorded about the circumstances of 

the disappearance and the reasons for making the report. This will ensure that the 
level of risk is assessed and any police action is prioritised. Inform a supervisor 
immediately if the answers to the questions identify the risk as high.    
 

 Name of the person missing, include aliases, nicknames 

 Age and date of birth  

 Are they an asylum seeker, if so what is their immigration status. 

 Description of the person: (Include gender and ethnicity)  

 Description of clothing  

 Home address  (if the person is in the care of an external agency does a 
protocol apply)  

 Location missing from if different from above     

 Circumstances of going missing  

 Are there cultural issues e.g. possible honour crime 

 Is the behaviour out of character  

 Has this happened before and details of previous incidents 

 Details of any vehicle or transport used  

 Name, address and telephone number of person reporting  

 Mobile phone number/s of missing person   

 Have they access to money/ cash point / credit cards  

 Details of any medication / illness e.g. depression, dementia, Alzheimer’s. 

 Has the location from which they went missing from and home address 
been searched? 

 Identify dangers in the immediate vicinity especially for vulnerable young 
missing persons e.g. ponds, rivers, canal. Do they frequent such places   

 Any specific information which suggests that a person is at risk of immediate 
harm e.g. are they likely to cause harm to themselves or other persons, 
urgently need medication, is what they were wearing adequate for the weather 
conditions.  

 Are photographs available  

3.3 OCU Operations Centre Manager 
 

 Ensure the accuracy of call handling according to force grading guidelines. 
  

 Ensure that missing persons incidents are flagged appropriately at the call 
handling stage 

 

 Consider if the circumstances fit the criteria for Child Rescue Alert, if they do 
bring to the attention of the OCU Operations Superintendent.  

 
3.4 Police National Computer (PNC) 
 
3.4.1 When the initial missing report is completed on COMPACT an email is automatically 

generated to the force PNC Bureau who will enter a wanted missing report on PNC 
within one hour. When a found report is completed on COMPACT, an email is 
automatically generated to the force PNC bureau and the bureau will delete the 
wanted missing entry within one hour. 
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3.4.2 PNC has an enhanced search capability QUEST (Query Using Enhanced Search 
Technique), as well as an off line descriptive search facility available through the 
PNCU at Hendon. Details of a found person or body can be searched against the 
data base with authority from the force PNC bureau.   

3.4.3 Found unidentified persons and bodies should be entered onto COMPACT. 
Completed forms will be faxed to the force PNC Bureau where a paper record will 
be maintained. Details will be entered onto PNC using ‘information/’ as the 
surname. Any descriptions i.e. sex, marks, scars, jewellery etc should also be 
entered. The force PNC Bureau will notify NPIA Missing Persons Bureau of all 
unidentified persons and bodies.  

3.4.4 Missing persons subject to a Mental Health Act Order who abscond, will be entered 
onto PNC as Abscond Hospital, and the PNC weed date will be the expiry date of 
the section or if this is not known a weed date of six months from the abscond date 
will be entered on PNC.  If the person is still outstanding by the weed date and the 
hospital still want the person returned then the case class will be changed from 
Abscond to Missing. 

3.4.5 The initial PNC weed date for a Missing Person is 10 weeks.  If after 9 weeks the 
person is still outstanding the Force PNC Bureau will extend the PNC weed date 
for a further 12 months, and every 12 months thereafter until the persons is found 
and the PNC entry deleted. 

3.4.6 Forces PNC broadcasts can assist the enquiry although they should not be 
used unless: 

 its suspected that the person may be an unidentified body 

 there are a number of geographical regions relevant to an investigation 

 in exceptional cases 

3.4.7 Details of identified persons and/or bodies should be recorded on the PNC, i.e. 
unconscious accident/illness victims, people with amnesia where the next of kin 
have not been informed. This can be helpful if they are reported missing in another 
area. 

 
 
4. RISK ASSESSMENT. 
 
4.1 Risk Category 
 
4.1.1 All Inspectors will be trained to use COMPACT. They will review/ agree the risk 

assessment at the earliest opportunity and will undertake the appropriate 
response/actions concerning the level of risk assessed. Consideration should be 
given to whether the missing person incident is likely to become a critical incident.   
 

4.1.2 It is not the role of the VPO to investigate missing persons. They are available to 
assist with the coordination of enquiries, provide advice and guidance.    
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4.1.3 The following table sets out each risk level, the definition of each category and 
what they mean in terms of operational response.   

 
 

        
RISK DEFINITION ACTION 

High The risk posed is immediate 
and there are substantial 
grounds for believing that the 
subject is in danger through 
their own vulnerability; or may 
have been the victim of a 
serious crime; or the risk 
posed is immediate and there 
are substantial grounds for 
believing the public is in 
danger 

This category requires the 
immediate deployment of police 
resources. The Duty Inspector 
will consider informing the OCU 
Operations Superintendent 
immediately or at the earliest 
opportunity. It may be necessary 
to appoint an SIO; have a press 
/media strategy and /or close 
contact with other agencies. 

Medium 
 
 

The risk posed is likely to 
place the subject in danger, or 
they are a threat to themselves 
or others. 

This category requires an active 
and measured response by 
police and other agencies in 
order to trace the person and 
support the person reporting. 
The Duty Inspector will retain the 
ownership of the missing person 
report and coordinate any 
immediate enquiries, which will 
be completed before the end of 
the tour of duty. If necessary the 
Duty Inspector will liaise with the 
OCU Operations Superintendent, 
Crime Manager, partners and 
other agencies. 

Low There is no apparent risk of 
danger to either the subject or 
the public.          

In addition to recording the 
information on PNC, the officer 
will advise the person reporting 
the disappearance that following 
basic enquiries agreed with the 
Duty Inspector, unless 
circumstances change, further 
active enquiries will not be 
carried out by the police. The 
missing persons details will be 
passed to Missing People. They 
will be kept under review as risk 
can increase over time.  

 

4.2 Review of Risk 
 

4.2.1 The risk assessment is a critical initial appraisal and as the investigation continues 
it must be revisited at regular intervals and in line with this policy as it provides the 
basis for both the prioritisation and identification of lines of enquiry. It is a dynamic 
process and as such it should be subject of a critical reassessment at key times at 
the beginning and end of a tour of duty or at tactical tasking meetings.  
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4.2.2 The Investigating Officer must review the risk assessment as each additional piece 
of information is received, if it requires change the Duty Inspector should be informed 
immediately. The Duty Inspector, based on the information received can, at anytime 
upgrade a case to high risk or reduce the risk from medium to low. It is the role of the 
OCU Operations Superintendent or in their absence the OCU Crime Manager, to 
authorise a reduction from high risk, and record the rationale on COMPACT. 

 
 
5. COMPACT. 

 
5.1 Users and Quality of Information 

5.1.1 OCU Operations Superintendents who undertake reviews on COMPACT should 
ensure that they are familiar with the system. All Inspectors must be trained to 
supervisor level. All Sergeants who need to access COMPACT, VPOs and a 
sufficient number of constables/police staff, must be trained to use COMPACT 
effectively. (Click here)  

  
5.1.2 The quality of information on COMPACT should be consistent. Where possible 

narratives will be updated via the task and review system. Marking as completed 
and updating the briefing box will reduce the time taken to review the status of the 
investigation and avoid duplicate narrative entries. 

 
5.1.3 In relation to paragraph 5.1.2 Inspectors will be responsible for quality checks of 

COMPACT data and identifying officers who may require further training to the 
OCU trainer. The OCU trainer will withdraw the officers ‘User’ status until trained. 

 
5.1.4 All the force PNC Bureau staff are COMPACT system administrators with the 

highest access levels and provide the following service: 
 

 control access levels, reset and issue passwords as appropriate 
 

 censor/restrict access to sensitive enquiries on COMPACT. Click here  
  

 singe point of contact (SPOC) for the NPIA Missing Persons Bureau, the 
Missing People charity and ‘missingkids.co.uk’ website.    

 

 notify the NPIA National Missing persons Bureau (MPB) via email of all missing 
persons still outstanding after 14 days, providing descriptive 
details/address/circumstances etc, and attach all photographs 

 

 notify the NPIA National Missing persons Bureau (MPB) via email when a 
missing person held on their data base has returned. 

 

 maintain records held on database 
 

 manage the  ‘weeding’ policy of personal data in line with force policy 
 

 merge duplicate records and delete the duplicate 
 

 delete found reports entered in error or onto the wrong record 
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5.2 COMPACT - Management Information System (MIS)  
  
5.2.1 The MIS reporting facility is a module of COMPACT and can be accessed 

from the main menu by clicking on ‘statistics’. (Click here) 
 
5.2.2 This facility allows quick and easy access to statistical information, and can provide 

the information as bar or pie charts. Results may also be printed in a ‘printer 
friendly’ format or exported as a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet for further analysis. 
This will be of particular benefit to those OCUs who have a problem with persistent 
runaways and should assist with local problem solving strategies. The following 
reports can easily be generated: 
 

 Missing reports per OCU/area 
 

 Missing persons by age range 
 

 Missing persons by risk level 
 

 Average time missing 
 

 Locations absent from (Social care, private care, mental health etc) 
 

 Found report analysis ( found by, returned by etc) 
 

   
5.3 Records and Restricted Access 
 
5.3.1 COMPACT records that are regarded as sensitive may be ‘censored’.  A censored 

record will show on COMPACT as Restricted.  Once a record is censored anyone 
attempting to view or gain unauthorised access to that record will be identified via 
COMPACT logging system. 

 
5.3.2 A COMPACT Administrator (PNC Bureau staff) may censor/restrict a record upon 

request from the Duty Inspector from the OCU dealing with the investigation.  A list 
of OCU supervisory staff permitted to have access to the record will be required, 
these nominated officers will have their access level upgraded to ‘Administrator’ 
level until a found report has been entered onto the record or there is no longer a 
need for the record to be restricted. 

 
 
6. CATEGORIES OF MISSING PERSONS. 
 
6.1 Definitions  
 
6.1.1 Missing persons can be categorised within one of the following groups: 

 

 Lost: a person who is temporarily disorientated and wants to be found, e.g.   
                 someone who has gone out and does not know where they are.  
 

 Voluntarily missing: a person has control over their actions e.g. made a 
positive decision to leave home, unauthorised absence from a Care Home, 
abuse or intends to self harm. 

 
 

 Under the influence of a third party: someone who has gone missing against 
his or her will e.g. abduction, kidnap, murder victim, HBV, forced marriage.  



Missing Persons policy – V1.1                                                                                                                                                       24/04/2012 

 

 Accident, injury or illness: someone who has met with a sudden illness such 
as a stroke, someone wandering off due to a mental condition, or being 
involved in an accident, as a victim of crime – serious assault. 

 
6.1.2 The vast majority of children and vulnerable adults in residential care are well 

looked after by carers who are in positions of trust. However police officers and 
staff involved in investigations of missing persons need to retain an ‘open minded’ 
approach and consider the potential for abuse being a factor of a persons ‘missing’ 
status. .  
 

6.2 Children Missing from Local Authority Care  
 

6.2.1 Cases of this nature account for the majority of missing person reports received by 
the police. It is easy to make assumptions that risk reduces because of the 
frequency of absence. However children may be in care as a result of abuse, 
neglect or rejection by their families and remain vulnerable each time they go 
missing. Children in Local Authority care will be subject of a risk assessment 
undertaken by the establishment, and this must be reflected in the missing persons 
report. 
 

6.2.2 Although the children may be considered ‘streetwise’ this actually increases the 
degree of vulnerability as the areas they frequent and their judgement about the 
levels of threat to them are likely to be poor.   
 

6.2.3 The initial reporting of missing children by a Local Authority to the police will take 
place in clearly defined circumstances and will comply with jointly agreed protocols. 
Residential Units /carers will conduct their own risk assessment in the following 
circumstances: 
 

 The child’s location is unknown and they have already been assessed by the 
residential unit/carers as high risk/medium risk. 

 The residential unit/carers know where the child is and consider that they are at 
considerable risk  

 The child represents a potential danger to the public     
 

The police will be informed of these missing children immediately or at the earliest 
opportunity.  
 

6.3 Unauthorised Absence 
 

6.3.1 The use of this category will be applied to persons in Local Authority care or in care 
or accommodation who are the responsibility of Social Care, Education or the 
Health Authority. In such cases people may be absent from the premises beyond 
an agreed time and their carers decide that they are not in immediate risk.  
 

6.3.2 Children’s residential units and foster carers should act as a responsible and 
reasonable parent and it is their responsibility to make all reasonable enquiries to 
locate and return the missing person. The National Minimum Standards for 
Children’s Homes and Fostering Services mandate that procedures must be in 
place for when children go missing or are absent. These standards apply both to 
homes and fostering services provided by local authorities and the independent 
sector. Missing person’s protocols established by the force and the local authority 
will be followed by the independent sector.  
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6.3.3 The vulnerability of the child will determine when they are reported missing to the 
police. The carer will continually assess the risk and if circumstances change 
respond appropriately. Carers should be advised to take all reasonable and 
practical steps to establish the whereabouts of the person.   

 
6.3.4 National guidance advocates if the missing child has not returned within six hours, 

‘serious consideration should be given to reporting them as missing’1. In cases 
after six hours where the location of the child is unknown and they cannot be 
contacted, the Carer should contact the police. The action taken to date and the 
risk to the child remaining absent will determine what further enquiries need to be 
undertaken by the Carer, or whether the child should be dealt with as a missing 
person. This decision will be taken jointly by the Duty Inspector and the Carer.  

 
6.3.5 Where OCUs have concerns that establishments within the independent sector 

(residential units and/or fostering services) are not following agreed protocols, the 
VPO should raise this with the manager/carer. If unresolved the Force Missing 
Persons Coordinator will be notified and will offer advice and guidance. Depending 
on the nature of the complaint the issue may be raised with the Office for 
Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills (OFSTED), who are 

responsible for regulating and inspecting children’s residential units and fostering 

services.    
 
6.4 Children Remanded to Local Authority Accommodation   

     
6.4.1 Children who abscond after they have been remanded to local authority 

accommodation (children’s residential unit/foster placement) by a Youth Court are 
unlawfully at large and as such are subject to arrest. They will initially be treated as 
a missing person until details of their bail conditions have been obtained.  They can 
then be circulated as wanted for bail offences (failing to reside) using the crime 
number from the original offence as reference number.  Where the reasons for 
their disappearance or their risk assessment due to their vulnerability cause 
concern they will also be treated as a missing person and will be placed on 
COMPACT.     
 

6.4.2 The missing person’s investigation should be managed in conjunction with any 
criminal investigation in order to avoid duplication, and a lead officer should be 
identified for key elements of the case such as policy direction, and decisions 
should identify areas of responsibility.  

 
6.5 Children Placed in Secure Accommodation on Welfare Grounds 

(Section 25 Children Act 1989) 
 

6.5.1 In the event a child absconds/goes missing from secure accommodation they will 
usually be treated as a High risk because the reasons for being there will be 
around their safety. 

 
6.6 Mental Health Patients 
 
6.6.1 Joint protocols with Primary Care Trusts (PCT), for dealing with Missing Patients 

and Conveying Patients are available on the Criminal Justice intranet.  

 Birmingham & Solihull – joint protocol for missing patients. (Click here) 

 Coventry & Warwickshire – joint standard operating procedure. (Click here) 

 Dudley – policy and procedure for missing patients (Click here) 
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6.6.2 The vast majority of people receiving treatment in mental health hospitals or 
psychiatric units are informal patients, which means they are in hospital on a 
voluntary basis and are no different to a person being treated for a physical illness. 
 

6.6.3 Formal patients, who constitute about 15 per cent of the mental hospital 
population, are compulsorily detained under a section of the Mental Health Act 
1983 and do not enjoy some of the rights enjoyed by informal patients. 

 
6.7 Absconders from Hospital - (Compulsory Patients Absent Without Leave) 

 
6.7.1 Detained patients are those who are subject to lawful detention under the 

following sections of the Mental Health Act 1983:-   
 

 Section 2 is a compulsory admission to assess and prescribe the treatment a 
patient requires. The nearest relative or an Approved Social Worker (ASW) can 
apply for the patient to be admitted with the approval of two doctors for 
detention for a maximum of 28 days.  

 

 Section 3 is a compulsory admission for treatment. The procedure for 
admission is the same as Section 2. Initial detention is a maximum of six 
months, renewed for a further six months and after that for 12 months at a time.  

 

 Section 4 is used in cases of emergency. Admission is similar to Section 2; 
however just one doctor needs to give approval and the Order lasts up to 72 
hours to enable the person to be assessed.  

 

 Section 5 is used to detain a person who is already in hospital as a voluntary 
patient, if it is felt the patient is in need of further treatment, the detention can 
be for 6 to 72 hours.  

 

 Section 18 allows for a patient who goes absent without leave (AWOL) while 
detained in hospital or subject to a guardian ship order, to be taken into 
custody and returned to the hospital.  

 
They are absent without leave when: 
 

 absent from the ward without authority granted under section 17 of the Act  
 

 they fail to return from leave at the specified date and time 
 

 absent without permission from the address where they are required to live by 
the conditions of their leave 

 
6.8 Voluntary or Informal Patients Absent Without Leave     

 
6.8.1 They are absent without leave when: 
 

 absent from the ward without the agreement of either the consultant 
psychiatrist responsible for their care, or a member of his/her clinical team on 
the consultant’s behalf. 

 

 fail to return from leave authorised by the consultant psychiatrist responsible for 
their care at the specified date and time 

 

 abscond from escorted excursions outside of hospital when accompanied by 
staff, relatives or other authorised persons. 
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6.9 Police Powers  
 

6.9.1 When a missing patient is located it is the responsibility of the relevant Mental 
Health NHS Trust and not the police, to organise the return of a missing patient. If 
there is an identified risk of aggression or violence, the Trust may request police 
assistance. They will give as much notice as possible when requesting assistance 
from the OCU.  

 
6.9.2 Section 136 Mental Heath Act 1983: If a reported missing person is found in a public 

place and is believed to be suffering from a mental disorder, they may be removed to 
a place of safety to be examined by a medical practitioner and an ASW.  
 

6.10 Power of Entry to Arrest 
 

6.10.1 The relevant Mental Heath Trust is responsible for obtaining a warrant under 
section135 (2) when seeking to return a patient who is AWOL and there is: 

 

 reasonable belief that the patient is to be found on the premises and  
 

 that admission to the premises has been refused or  
 

 that a refusal is anticipated. 
 

Once the warrant is obtained the Trust will contact the relevant OCU and arrange 
the delivery of the warrant to the OCU to be executed. 
 

6.10.2 Section 17(1) (d) PACE:  the provision to enter and search for the purpose of 
recapturing any person who is unlawfully at large, i.e. patient who has escaped 
from involuntary custody at a hospital. 
 

6.10.3 Section 17 (1) (e) PACE: the provision to enter and search premises for the 
purpose of saving life and limb or preventing serious damage to property.  

 
 
7. INVESTIGATION. 
 
7.1 Links to Serious Offences 

 
 Examples of missing person related crimes are: 
 
7.1.1 Major Crime Links to Missing Persons 
 

The manner in which a serious crime is reported to the police will depend on the 
circumstances known to that person at that time. Therefore some offences i.e. 
abduction or murder may initially be reported as missing persons and appropriate 
action is important. 
 

7.1.2 Homicide  

 
On occasions missing persons cases can become a homicide investigation. 
Therefore it is important that the initial investigation of all missing persons should 
begin on the basis that it could become a serious crime enquiry. The circumstances 
of the disappearance must be examined carefully, think homicide from the beginning.  
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7.1.3 Abduction 

 
Whilst investigating a missing person report consider the possibility of abduction. In 
sinister circumstances such as: 
 

 Sexual predator, this is the most difficult to recognise. 
 

 Demand led kidnap; the victim may be subject of such a crime. It is possible that 
a covert investigation is ongoing, but another person known to the victim reports 
them missing. Staff should be wary of providing any information which may alert 
a kidnapper, and before disclosing any information in these circumstances 
should seek advice of a supervisor.  

 

 In retaliation e.g. to silence witnesses, or those connected to criminal 
enterprise and/or connected to court process. 

 

 As a result of custody or access disputes – these cases typically involve the 
removal or retention of a child by a parent or other family members in violation 
of any parental/custodial rights. In these cases officers should investigate the 
circumstances and consider using relevant powers under Section 1(1) of the 
Child Abduction Act 1984.  

 
Where the abduction of a person is apparent or suspected and the circumstances 
give rise to the immediate personal safety of that person, research has shown that 
the first five hours can be critical if the person is to be found alive. In these 
circumstances the OCU Operations Superintendent must be informed immediately. 
If there appears to be an immediate threat of harm to a child under 18 years of 
age, consideration should be given to implementing Child Rescue Alert.  

 
In the case of international child abduction, where the threat of removal is imminent, 
immediate action should be taken. Consider issuing an All Ports Warning, authorised 
by a Superintendent.  

 
Where a child has been taken abroad legitimately and not returned, the case 
should be referred to the International Child Abduction and Contact Unit 020 7911 
7047, which is part of the Official Solicitors Office and has primary responsibility for 
these matters. If the whereabouts of the child is not known assistance should be 
sought from Interpol. Click here  

 
It is a criminal offence for a person to take or send a child (under the age of 16) out 
of the United Kingdom without the appropriate consent. Remember that parents 
can commit an offence by abducting their own child. Child Abduction Act 1984 - 
Section 1(1). 
 
                   

7.1.4 Child Abuse / Neglect  
 
Children may run away to avoid physical, sexual or emotional abuse. Enquiries 
must be made to find out the reasons for going missing and they must be properly 
debriefed on return. If there is any suspicion of abuse the case will be referred to 
the Child Abuse Investigators within the relevant Public Protection Unit. 
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7.1.5 Sexual Exploitation  
 
Missing persons, particularly children may be victims of sexual exploitation; this 
includes forcing or enticing a child to take part in sexual activities, including 
prostitution, whether or not the child is aware of what is happening. The activities 
may involve physical contact, including penetrative or non-penetrative acts. They 
may include non-contact activities such as involving children in looking at, or in the 
production of sexual online images, watching sexual activities, or encouraging 
children to behave in sexually inappropriate ways. If there is any suspicion of 
sexual exploitation of a child under 18, the duty Inspector will determine the action 
to be taken. Rape or other serious sexual offences will be investigated as a priority. 
There may need to be a concurrent criminal enquiry commenced and the advice of 
the duty SIO should be sought. 
 
 

7.1.6 Domestic Abuse       
 
Officers must ensure that checks are made for any history of domestic abuse, 
which may account for the person to have gone missing for example honour based 
violence. The informant reporting the person missing could be the perpetrator of 
the abuse and may be attempting to locate a victim who has escaped from an 
abusive relationship.  
 
Where it is alleged that the missing person is a victim of abuse Investigating 
officers should: 
 

 strive to maintain victim confidentiality 
 

 maintain victims safety and protection 
 

 remember that information about abuse is unlikely to be disclosed by family 
members, xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx  

 
The Domestic Abuse Officer will be informed when:  

 

 a person is a suspected victim of domestic abuse  
  

 children are within a domestic abuse environment 
 

 suspect/offender of Domestic Abuse is reported missing.  
 
 
7.1.7 Honour Based Domestic Violence 

 
This is an aggravated form of domestic abuse present in many communities. It is a 
crime or incident that has been or will be committed in order to protect or defend 
the honour of a family or community. 

 
It differs significantly from more common forms of domestic abuse, a child, siblings, 
in laws and extended family can be offenders. Honour based violence is frequently 
related to forced marriage. (Click here)  
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7.1.8 Forced Marriage 

 
This is where a person is forced into a marriage against their will or threatened with 
forced marriage, as opposed to an arranged marriage, which has the consent of 
both parties. If the victim is under 18 and there is reasonable cause to believe that 
they are likely to suffer significant harm, then police protection Section 46 the 
Children Act 1989 should be considered.  
 
It is acknowledged that a significant number of children are withdrawn from school 
and although there may be legitimate reasons for this, their absence could be that 
they may be subject of a forced marriage.       

 
Officers need to be aware that families and communities will work together in order 
to persuade and to pressurise the individual to get married, this may include physical 
and psychological abuse. Victims who runaway live in fear of their families finding 
them. Xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx  
 
Advice must be sort at an early stage from supervision when it is suspected that 
the missing person is subject of a forced marriage. The head of the PPU should be 
informed of all missing persons where forced marriage is suspected. When the 
person is located, their whereabouts must not be disclosed to anyone as to do so 
could put the victim in considerable danger.     
 
Click here to view document on Forced Marriages.  
 

7.1.9 Newly Arrived Communities (Asylum Seekers) and Victims of Human Trafficking 

 
New arrivals to the UK may be refugees, asylum seekers and economic migrants. 
The ACPO definition of a missing person applies to any category of missing person. 
 
There is a strong suspicion that a number of adults and children, who come to the 
UK as asylum seekers and subsequently go missing, may in fact be victims of 
organised trafficking. Trafficking may be for prostitution, ‘bonded’ labour or 
domestic servitude. 
 
Persons seeking asylum should be screened by the United Kingdom Borders 
Agency (UKBA) before their application is processed. They will be fingerprinted, 
photographed and a physical description taken in certain instances to aid 
identification. 
 
There have been a significant number of cases within the West Midlands where 
unaccompanied asylum seeking children (UASC) have gone missing from local 
authority care after declaring as asylum seekers, but before being assessed by 
UKBA.  
 
The UKBA Midlands Enforcement Unit (MEU) is available between 0700 to 2100 
hours every day apart from Christmas Day.  When a person, adult or child, 
suspected of illegal entry comes to police notice outside of these hours, they will be 
arrested under Section 24A Immigration Act 1971 and dealt with in accordance 
with PACE and the Codes of Practice. The MEU will be provided with a copy of the 
person’s fingerprints and photograph as soon as possible. This process will ensure 
that if they subsequently go missing there is sufficient information for a missing 
person investigation to be conducted.    
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When they have been processed, contact should be made with the MEU out of 
hours service for the police on 0161 261 1640 which is available 24/7, for advice as 
to whom the person should be released to.  
 
In relation to adults who go missing, often there is information to support the 
assessment that they have voluntary moved, for example refused asylum and are 
subject to a removal notice. Enquiries to establish current asylum status, should be 
made with the Midlands Enforcement Unit, 0700 hours to 2100 hours on 0121 713 
xxxxxxx 3171.  
 
If there are no suspicious circumstances, if there is a negative outcome from any 
enquiries and they are considered low risk, on the authority of an Inspector 
COMPACT should be updated with details that no further police action is required.  
 
The report should be viewed by the OCU Operations Superintendent at the 7 day 
review period. Subject to being satisfied that all relevant enquiries have been 
completed and if the assessment remains low, the report can be set to inactive on 
COMPACT and revisited periodically.    
 
High and medium risk cases should be subject to the same level of investigation as 
all other missing persons. Click here for Human Trafficking information. 
 
 

7.1.10 Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) 
  

FGM is a collective term for procedures which include the partial or total removal of 
the external female genital organs, or injury to the female genital organs for cultural 
and other non-therapeutic reasons. The procedure is typically performed on girls 
aged between 4 and13. The practice has deep cultural significance and is 
therefore very emotive. It is practised predominately in Africa and the Middle East. 
 
Under the Female Genital Mutilation Act 2003 it is an offence for a person to 
perform FGM on a female either in the UK (excluding Scotland) or to arrange for a 
female to be taken abroad for the purposes of FGM.   

 
Advice should be sought at an early stage from supervision when it is suspected 
that the person went missing due to FGM. The child abuse investigators within the 
relevant PPU must be informed of all missing persons where FGM is suspected. 
When the person is located, their whereabouts must not be disclosed to anyone, to 
do so could put the victim in considerable danger.  Click here Crimes of the 
Community; Honour Based Violence in the UK.  
 
 

7.1.11 Stalking and Harassment 
 

Officers need to be aware when investigating missing persons of the possibility that 
the person may have deliberately placed themselves beyond the reach of a person 
subjecting them to harassment. Consideration needs to be given to the motives of the 
missing person, the circumstances leading to their disappearance and the motives of 
the person reporting them as missing. The report of a missing person in itself may be 
an attempt to trace or harass the victim through the activity of the police. 
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7.1.12 Critical Incidents 
 
A critical incident is defined as:  
 
“Any incident where the effectiveness of the police response is likely to 
have a significant impact on the confidence of the victim, the family 
and/or the community “ 
 
In deciding whether to declare an incident as critical officers should apply the 
‘exceptional’ test, i.e. is there something exceptional about this incident that 
justifies giving it an exceptional response. There will be occasions when it will be 
appropriate to define a missing persons investigation as a critical incident e.g. 
vulnerable missing person who’s disappearance coincides with a nationally high 
profile case. Click here for Part I order 5/2008 Critical Incidents.  
  

7.2 Early Investigation First Officer to Attend (Initial Investigating Officer) 
 

7.2.1 This role is investigative and is not simply the recording of details for the missing 
person report. Any judgements that are made at this stage will have a significant 
effect on the progress of the investigation. The following action must be taken: 

 Establish the facts, gather sufficient information about the missing person for 
an effective investigation and informed decision making. Where appropriate 
consider using the services of Interpreters or language line to assist 
information gathering.  

 If a child is missing establish the family composition, history, any previous 
police or other agency involvement with the family. Have they gone missing 
before, whether or not reported to the police? Missing children are extremely 
high risk.  

 The last sighting of the person and the circumstances of the disappearance are 
crucial. Do not delay any action required to facilitate the immediate recovery of 
the missing person. Seek assistance to complete urgent enquiries/actions 
where this may be critical for the safe return of the missing person. 

 Notify a supervisor immediately in high-risk cases. Obtain statements from the 
reporting person and relevant witnesses. Remember ‘If in doubt think murder’. 
Very detailed information and a lifestyle profile will be needed in these cases. 

 If a serious criminal offence is suspected immediately seek advice from a 
supervisor. 

 Complete the WG428. When completing the risk assessment take account of 
the circumstances of the disappearance and the risks to which that person or 
the community are likely to be exposed. The decision, the evidence supporting 
it and where the information came from should be recorded. Be mindful that the 
risk assessment is an objective judgment, and one factor alone may be 
considered so important to prompt an urgent response.     

 Obtain a recent photograph. The informant should sign the rear of the 
photograph to endorse its validity, include the name of the missing person, date 
of birth if known and the approximate date the photograph was taken. 

 Obtain permission for publicity and make sure that the WG428 is endorsed 
accordingly. 
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 Conduct a thorough search of the place missing from and its surroundings or if 
necessary seek advice of a supervisor as to how to do this. Conduct a search 
even if family or friends have already done so. Include all rooms, cupboards 
and furniture where a person could hide or could have been hidden, attics, 
cellars, outhouses, garages, garden, grounds and all vehicles. You are 
searching for the missing person and also looking for evidence that may assist 
the enquiry.  

 Officers should be sensitive to any diversity issues and fully explain the reason 
why they must undertake a search. Any area which is not searched due to lack 
of ready access should be recorded for action/review by a supervisory officer.     

 You could be looking at a crime scene, in cases of doubt or where there is 
potential of high risk, obtain DNA material i.e. toothbrush, hairbrush, comb. 
Before taking this action check to see if the person is ‘DNA confirmed’ on PNC, 
if so DNA will not be needed. The purpose of taking this material is to generate 
a DNA profile in the event that remains are found which may be the missing 
person. Seek permission from the informant before seizing this material, record 
any objections.  

 Officers will need to see and obtain a copy of any Care Orders. This could be 
helpful in determining police action and powers should the person be traced.   

 After completing the initial actions at the scene and the WG428, persons 
assessed as medium or low risk must be reported to a supervisor without 
undue delay.  

 Complete the last page of the WG428 ‘Information for the Family/ Person 
Reporting’ and hand to the person who is the point of contact for the police, and 
assess levels of support required. Service of this notice must be included on 
COMPACT. 

 In consultation with the duty Inspector review and agree the risk assessment on 
the WG 428, the duty Inspector should sign the form. 

 Check to see if the missing person is already on COMPACT, if they are check 
the personal details, description and clothing etc, and amend the details 
accordingly. It is important that correct and up to date information is recorded 
on COMPACT.  

 Input the WG428 and scan the photograph onto COMPACT as soon as 
possible and before the end of duty. Forward the completed WG 428 and 
scanned photograph to the VPO. 

 
 
7.3 Missing Children 

 
7.3.1 In addition to the actions taken by the first officer attending, the following 

research will be undertaken when a child is reported missing: 
 

 Check Crimes FPU for previous child protection referrals/domestic abuse 
incidents relating to the child, siblings, carers, parents or the child’s home 
address. 

 

 If there have been referrals to social care or other agencies a multi agency 
strategy discussion/ meeting will be arranged to share information. Advice from 
child abuse investigators within the PPU must be sought in making the 
necessary arrangements.  

            Click here for the manager’s guide. 
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7.4 Investigative Issues to Consider for all reports of Missing Persons 
 

7.4.1 Is the disappearance out of character? 
 

Behaviour, which is out of character, is a factor, which increases concern. If this 
disappearance is inconsistent with previous behaviour obtain credible evidence as 
to what represents normal behaviour, which should be confirmed by a third party. 
Are they suffering from any illness or infirmity, have they recently suffered a 
shock/trauma, are they depressed?    
 

7.4.2 What are the circumstances of the last sighting? 
 
The last sighting is of paramount importance. In the few cases that result in 
homicide the last sighting is often related to the crime and is often the best 
evidence of demeanour, description and intention. Consider who made the 
sighting, when and in what circumstances and establish whether it can be 
corroborated by other means e.g. by CCTV. Consider obtaining statements.  
 

7.4.3 Did they prepare for the absence?  
 
Careful interviewing and searching of the location they disappeared from and their 
home/room should reveal any clothing and possessions they have taken. 
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx. If family members are unsure what the person was wearing, 
often they can deduce this from what is missing.   
 

7.4.4 Which friends, neighbours and acquaintances have useful information? 
 

Even if the person reporting is a close relative of the missing person do not 
assume that they know all relevant contacts e.g. the child’s peers may know of a 
wider range of contacts. Equally some relationships may be secret and tactful 
enquiries should be made with friends, other relatives and work colleagues. 
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx  

7.4.5 In what place or circumstances was the person last found? 

 
Experience indicates that people who go missing regularly are likely to be traced to 
where they were last found, so routinely search any previous missing reports.  
 

7.4.6 Could they be in hospital, police custody or prison? 

 
The missing person could have been arrested or taken ill. If they are known to the 
police, checks against warrants and arrests should be made. If there is a possibility 
of sudden illness enquiries should be made with hospitals.   

  
7.5 Searches 

 
7.5.1 Premises 
   

Following consultation with supervision consider seeking early advice from a 
Police Search Advisor (PolSA) by contacting the OSU duty Inspector.  
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7.5.2 Extended Searches 
 

In the initial stages the duty Inspector will be responsible for organising any 
extended search. These searches will be coordinated in consultation with a PolSA 
trained officer. The facts of the disappearance, the vulnerability and risk factors 
affecting the missing person will determine the extent of the search.  
 

7.5.3 Large Scale Search 
 

The OCU operations superintendent will be responsible for ensuring that 
appropriate resources are available in consultation with a PolSA trained officer. 
Consideration should always be given to the deployment of air operations support 
and the dog unit. 
 

7.5.4 Recovery of Bodies from and Search of Water 
 
The OSU Shallow Water Operational Team (SWOT) are trained to conduct 
searches in shallow water and recover bodies floating in deeper water. The OSU 
should be contacted for an assessment prior to requesting the services of the 
Nottinghamshire Underwater Search Unit. 
Click here for Part I Order 21/2004 Recovery of Bodies From and Search of Water.  

 
7.6 Sightings 
 
7.6.1 People will contact the police with sightings of missing persons; however they can 

be mistaken   and occasionally may attempt to mislead the investigation. Where 
there is a high level of media interest the volume of sightings may be overwhelming 
causing difficulty in determining which are valid in progressing the investigation, 
and a process to assess, prioritise and manage reports is necessary. Form 
WG428B should be used to record sightings.   
 

7.6.2 The reliability of identification evidence should always be tested, as unsafe 
sightings can result in lengthy and wasted investigative effort. As a guide the 
recommendations from R-v -Turnbull ruling may be useful to validate sightings.  

 
It may be necessary to use a filter e.g. 
 

 Plot sightings geographically as this may provide corroboration 
 

 Evaluate sightings against known factors relating to the missing person 
 

 xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 
 

 Establish the motive of the witness is the missing person known to the witness  
 

 Consider taking a statement or a video recorded interview  
 

 Research the person giving the sighting to assess their credibility 
   
It may not be possible to respond immediately to all sightings so response criteria 
should be agreed with families of missing persons. In all cases decisions about the 
police response will be considered alongside the existing investigation and search 
strategy.  
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7.7 DNA 
 

7.7.1 Where DNA material has been seized, the officer who seized the material will 
record it on the property system and it will be retained in the most appropriate 
location advised by a Forensic Scene Investigator, this could be the OCU property 
store or the samples may require specialist storage. When the missing person is 
found the material should either be returned to the person or destroyed. The 
person must be informed of the destruction. 
 

7.7.2 Where unidentified remains are found a decision will need to be taken to create a 
DNA profile from the subject matter, which will serve as a means with which to 
identify victims. 
 

7.8 Media Strategy 
 
7.8.1 Prior to using publicity as part of the investigation the family must be consulted and 

authority obtained for publicity. Although always preferable, their consent is not 
needed provided that the decision is made with consideration to the Human Rights 
Act, and the action is carried out proportionately in the best interest and welfare of 
the missing person. This will be on the authority of the OCU Operations 
Superintendent. In either case the COMPACT publicity authorised field must show 
if authorised or not. 
 

7.8.2 In high profile cases, irrespective of the risk level a media strategy will be 
developed, which apart from generating information and raise public awareness to 
assist the enquiry, should control speculation.  

 
7.9 Family Liaison and Support     
 
7.9.1 The trauma of some missing person’s investigations may place families under 

immense strain, at a time when the need for detailed information is essential. The 
provision of a Family Liaison Officer (FLO) may be appropriate. Such a deployment 
will be agreed by the designated SIO in conjunction with the Family Liaison 
Coordinator. Click here for the Force FLO Policy Part I Order 59/2006.  
 

7.9.2 In all other cases arrangements should be made to ensure the family or other 
appropriate parties are provided with a contact point, e.g. a named officer or role 
that is capable of providing a response. The last page of the WG428 will be used to 
provide this information and contains details of the support provided by other 
agencies. 

 
7.10 Missing Persons Police Search Advisors (PolSA)  
 
7.10.1 Apart from advising and undertaking searches, the OSU have a number of PolSA 

trained officers who can provide important information to the investigating officer in 
the initial and developing stages of the investigation, in respect to the following: 
 
Missing children (initial stages):  
 

 *Timescales within which the child should be found 
 

 *Likely distances between places missing and found 
 

 *Likely places where the child will be found 
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 Specific advice if a child suffers from Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 
(ADHD) 

 
* Age specific up to18 years. 

 
 Depression sufferer (initial stages): 

 

 gender specific and relates to distances travelled on foot, public transport 
or vehicles.  

 
 Potential suicide (initial stages): 
 

 gender specific and provides preferred methods of certain age groups 
 

 distances likely to be travelled based on mode of transport i.e. on foot or 
vehicle 

 

 assistance with suicide profiling i.e. is the missing person likely to attempt 
suicide 

 
  Mental Illness (initial stages): 
 

 advice about sufferers of Psychosis Schizophrenia and Bipolar Disorder 
 
 

Developing Investigation, (advice and information): 
 

 search parameters  
 

 staffing levels 
 

 available partners to assist  i.e. specialist search dogs 
 

 likely locations of body deposition sites 
 

 retrieval of bodies in water ( see paragraph 7.5.4 ) 

7.11 Dental Charts  
 

7.11.1 After 10 days the force PNC Bureau will receive a request for dental records from 
the National Missing Persons Bureau, which will be forwarded to the relevant VPO 
for liaison with the missing persons dentist. Once completed by the dentist, the 
form and the completed chart will be returned to the force PNC Bureau for the 
attention of the National Missing Persons Bureau.  
 

7.11.2 If a dentist refuses to complete the chart for example on ethical or other grounds, 
the reasons will be recorded and a referral made to their appropriate professional 
association for guidance i.e.  the British Dental Association. 

 
7.11.3 At the same time as requesting the dental records, the VPO will be sent a reminder 

to arrange for photographs to be obtained and scanned onto the COMPACT. It is 
expected that the first officer attending a report of a missing person will have 
already obtained a photograph and scanned it onto COMPACT.    
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7.12 Interpol 
 

7.12.1 Where a person goes missing abroad a report will be recorded at the OCU 
covering the home address of the person in order that enquiries can be co-
ordinated via the appropriate foreign authorities.  
 

7.12.2 The Interpol Unit located at SOCA is responsible for facilitating all matters involving 
enquiries abroad. The Interpol liaison officer (Intelligence) xxxxxxxxx should be 
contacted if the OCU requests assistance from Interpol. The approval for 
assistance will be determined by the circumstances of the case and on the 
authority of the OCU Operations Superintendent. 
 

7.12.3 The Interpol liaison officer will consider a circulation when the missing person 
is believed to have travelled abroad and one or some of the following apply: 

 

 the missing person is under 18 years of age 
 

 there is a perceived threat to life 
 

 the missing person is vulnerable due to age, young or very old 
 

 need for medication which they have not taken 
 

 the person has mental health issues 
 

 there is reason to believe they have travelled to a foreign country 
 

 the police are able to name a specific area where the person is thought to be 
 
7.12.4 To initiate enquiries where there is some definite information as to their probable 

whereabouts abroad, a task will be allocated on COMPACT to the Interpol Liaison 
Officer (Intelligence). The COMPACT record should have a photograph of the 
person, evidence to satisfy the above conditions and the specific authority of the 
OCU Operations Superintendent.  

 
7.13 Child Rescue Alert 
  
7.13.1 Child rescue alert is aimed at tracing abducted children before they come to harm. 
 
 There are four criteria that must be met before a Child Rescue Alert is issued. 
 

 A child under the age of 18 years old is missing. 
 

 There is reasonable belief that the child has been kidnapped or abducted. 
 

 There is reasonable belief that the child is in imminent danger of serious harm 
or death. A senior police officer of at least Superintendent rank considers that 
serious harm or death may occur to the child.  

 

 There is sufficient information available to enable the public to assist the police 
in locating the child. The case has sufficient descriptive details or CCTV/photos 
of the victim or offender to justify launching an alert 

 
7.13.2 When an alert is launched it alerts the public to the abduction and asks them to be 

vigilant and to call 999 if they have any information.  
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7.14 British Transport Police (BTP) 

7.14.1 If a missing person is reported to BTP they will record the details and undertake 
any enquiries within their jurisdiction before passing details to the police force 
where the person was last seen.  

7.14.2 They will ensure that all reasonable assistance will be provided to support the 
investigating force and can provide trained officers for specialist searches.  

7.14.3 Missing persons may come to the notice of BTP officers where they have become 
involved in incidents on the railway or simply through routine stops. The BTP 
intelligence system may provide useful information to aid the investigation.   

7.14.4 BTP participates in the Missing Peoples information dissemination process and 
can arrange for missing person information to be displayed at railway stations. 

 
 
8. REVIEW 
 
8.1 Review of the Investigation 

 
8.1.1 The family or the person concerned for their welfare should be kept informed 

of the investigation throughout the enquiry.   
 

8.1.2 At any stage during the investigation, advice and support can be obtained from the 
Force Missing Persons Co-ordinator. (Click here for roles and responsibilities 
Appendix B)  
 

8.1.3 The review/s at 28 days and up to three months, six months and 12 months, 
should concentrate on the investigative opportunities that may have been 
overlooked or not completed. Whilst not exhaustive it is expected that the following 
should have been considered and if not the rationale for not doing so recorded on 
COMPACT: 

 

 Associated Risk assessment: risk assessment is an ongoing process 
 

 Initial investigation: ensure that sufficient details have been obtained to pursue 
immediate enquiries should the incident become a major investigation, e.g. 
witness statements from persons reporting and anyone who last saw the 
missing person, a confirmed last sighting could be of paramount importance.  

 

 Proof of life enquiries: look at financial activity, contact Department of Work and 
Pensions and/or Health Authorities in different areas in the UK to establish if 
registered. 

 

 Financial enquiries: e.g. establish ownership of: bank details, premium bonds 
or other financial products. Has the person recently received a windfall which 
could have an impact on their disappearance? 

 

 Enquiries to determine the identity of the person: is there DNA material, 
photographic and or fingerprint evidence. Have dental and medical records 
been obtained. DNA material should be loaded onto the National DNA 
database and Missing Persons database. 

 

 xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 
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 Recorded visual data: CCTV from location of disappearance and surrounding 
area, xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

 

 Media opportunities: e.g. local and national circulation to police forces, local 
and national press publications, internet appeals, fleet appeals via 
missingkids.com where appropriate. Where publicity has not been authorised 
by the missing persons family or person reporting, if it is considered in the best 
interests of the missing person and taking account of human rights, publicity 
can be authorised by a Superintendent.  
  

 Protocol agreements: partners have been engaged and are involved with the 
investigation e.g. missing people, NPIA Missing persons Bureau, Local 
Authority care agencies, Health. 
 
 

The reviews should include advice on the use of COMPACT e.g. where tasks are 
duplicated and/or findings are lost in the narrative. In essence the reviews will 
generate tasks to progress the investigation to a successful conclusion.  
 

8.1.4 Any time following an independent review and at the 12 month review period; if the 
OCU Operations Superintendent considers a formal review is required, the Force 
Missing Persons Co-ordinator will be contacted for advice.  
 

8.1.5 If it is considered that there should be a formal review, the OCU Operations 
Superintendent will contact the Head of the MIU to agree the process. The review 
will encompass all aspects of the examination, the use of COMPACT, times of 
reviews, responses to tasks and investigative methods employed.    
 

8.1.6 The OCU will be informed of any advice /recommendations from the review and those 
accepted will, at the direction of the OCU Operations Superintendent, be entered onto 
Compact. The OCU Operations Superintendent will ensure that these tasks are 
completed. The rationale for not actioning any of the advice/recommendations will be 
recorded on COMPACT. The Head of the PPSU will also be informed of the results of 
the review. 

 
8.1.7 Nothing in this policy is designed or intended to prevent further or more frequent 

reviews, or the involvement (at the request of the OCU) of more specialist opinion. 
All investigations should be managed on the circumstances of the case, and at the 
discretion of the OCU management.  

 
8.2 First Review 

 
 The OCU Operations Superintendent as a minimum will review high-risk cases 

daily. Medium or low risk, including the risk assessment, will be reviewed after 48 
hours and the result of the review will be recorded on COMPACT.   

 
8.3 Seven day rule 

 
 A detailed review of the investigation to consider any further action will be 

undertaken by the OCU Operations Manager in consultation with the Crime 
Manager and recorded on COMPACT. If DNA has not already been taken efforts 
should now be made to obtain relevant samples.   

 
 
8.4 Fourteen day rule 
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9.4.1 The OCU Operations Superintendent in consultation with the Crime Manager will 
review the investigation. Dental charts and the most recent photograph of the 
missing person, if not already provided, will be required by PNC Bureau for 
national circulation.  
 

9.4.2 Where a photograph is available it will be scanned onto COMPACT by the initial 
investigating officer where PNC Bureau can access this photograph. Dental charts 
will be forwarded to the PNC Bureau as soon as possible. COMPACT will be 
endorsed accordingly if a photograph and/or dental charts are not available  

 
9.4.3 At this stage if a child missing from care, there should be a strategy meeting with 

the relevant agencies and the police will be represented by the VPO.The VPO 
should inform the Child Abuse Investigator of any safeguarding issues. 
 

9.4.4 The meeting is to review the action taken, agree further actions including a debrief 
of the person when found and proposals to prevent a reoccurrence if appropriate.   

 
8.5 Twenty Eight day rule 

 
 Reviews should take place every 28 days for the first three months. The first 28 

day review will be carried out between the OCU Operations Superintendent, the 
Crime Manager and a Senior Investigating Officer (SIO) from an independent 
OCU. In order to manage this process, OCUs will be split into two groups. To 
ensure an even workload on a rotational basis the Force Missing Persons 
Coordinator will manage the process. 
  

 Group 1: D OCUs, E OCUs,  F OCUs, L OCU 
 

 Group 2: G OCUs, H OCUs, J  OCUs, K OCUs, M OCUs 
   
8.6 Six month rule 

 
 The enquiry is considered long term after six months. The OCU Operations 

Superintendent will direct the review in consultation with the Crime Manager and 
an SIO from an independent OCU.  
 

8.7 12 month rule  
 

 At the 12 month review period, if the OCU Operations Superintendent considers a 
formal review is required, the Force Missing Persons Coordinator will be contacted 
for advice. Refer to paragraph 8.1.5 
 

8.8 Annually Thereafter 
 
OCUs will undertake their own annual reviews. The Force Missing Persons 
Coordinator will monitor all such cases, provide further advice if required and 
consider if a formal review needs to be undertaken.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
9. FOUND PROCESSES 
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9.1 Action When Missing Person is Traced (Not in the care of the Local Authority) 
 

9.1.1 If a child requests their whereabouts are not revealed to a parent or others who 
may be interested, there is no legal duty to disclose their whereabouts.  

9.1.2 The circumstances of each case should be looked at and the decision whether or 
not to disclose their whereabouts should be made taking account of the duty of the 
police to protect the public, including children from harm.  
 

9.1.3 There is an enforceable obligation to disclose to the Court the whereabouts of 
children who are wards of court.  Click here for Child Protection procedures.  

 
9.2 Action When Missing Person is Traced (Local Authority Care)  

 
9.2.1 It is important to check the conditions of any Care Order prior to taking action to 

remove the child from where they are found. There is no power of arrest simply to 
return a missing child to the place they are reported missing from. 
 
 

9.2.2 If the person found will not voluntarily accompany the police and it is not 
considered at risk of significant harm, the Local Authority may obtain a Section 50 
Recovery Order under the Children’s Act 1989. This Order will give the police or 
other specified persons a power of entry and arrest.  
 

9.2.3 If they are considered to be at risk of significant harm, they can be removed into 
police protection under Section 44 of the Children’s Act 1989. 

 
9.3 Interview Found and Returned Children    

 
9.3.1 The investigation is not completed until the missing person has been debriefed. 

The missing Person Found Report, Form WG 428C should be used to record the 
debrief which should take place as soon as they are located and ideally before they 
return home or to other accommodation. The person undertaking the debrief 
should make clear to the person that the primary purpose of the debrief is to 
protect their welfare. It should: 
 

 determine the reason why they went missing and what has happened to them 
whilst absent in particular if they have been subject to violence, abuse or 
bullying.  

 

 establish if they have been a victim of crime/witnessed a serious crime  
 

 xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 
 

 discover where and by whom they have been harboured 
 

 xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

 

 put in place any support and preventative measures to avoid such a recurrence 
 

 be concluded sensitively   
 
 

9.3.2 In respect of children who have been missing and especially those in care, liaise 
with the local authority to determine who is best placed to undertake the interview. 
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If they have absconded from a placement they should be interviewed by a Social 
Worker independently of the placement staff. 
 

9.3.3    The police may not always be the most appropriate interviewers. OCUs are 
encouraged to set up local schemes involving the police, social care and other 
organisations to review and interview children missing and in care. Local 
arrangements emphasising proper debrief and post risk assessment review will 
better manage the problem. Some forces that have this in place have seen a 
reduction in the frequency of young people going missing. 
 

9.3.4 After the interview the Duty Inspector will sign off the WG428C and ensure that 
appropriate action is taken in respect of any allegations made.   
 

9.3.5 It is important that COMPACT is updated with all the information from the 
WG428C, which will enable the VPO to make an assessment and submit the 
relevant IMS log identifying any problem areas e.g. child grooming.   
 

9.4 Adults Traced 
 

 For a variety of reasons officers need to be aware that when an adult missing 
person is located they may not want their whereabouts disclosed. The person 
reporting them missing should be informed that they have been located and 
reassured about their well-being, the disclosure of further information and the 
wishes of the person should be carefully considered. 

 
 
10. PREVENTIONS AND INTERVENTIONS 
 
10.1 Problem Solving Approach 
  
10.1.1 The PPU Inspector in liaison with Duty Inspectors will be responsible for driving the 

following measures.   
 

10.1.2 Measures, which will contribute to a sound problem solving, are: 
 

 An effective multi-agency approach, with all partners undertaking their 
respective duty of care 

 

 Develop protocols/service level agreements with all partners, statutory 
agencies and non government agencies to support to investigations and 
include preventative measures. 

 

 Identified points of contact within organisations that are willing to work with 
partners, e.g. taking positive action to deal with children who repeatedly go 
missing from residential care homes, or institutions with a high volume of 
cases.   

 

 Management of the return of missing persons, gathering intelligence about their 
activities and associates, with appropriate intervention i.e. Harbourers letters   

 

 Consider a restorative justice conference. This needs to be carefully managed 
and will depend on the circumstances as to why the person went missing.   
Officers and agencies involved need to be sure that those involved are not the 
perpetrators of abuse, i.e. forced marriage, child abuse, domestic abuse     
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 Delivery of Harbourers letters to people who allow a missing child to stay with 
them or be in their company, without the permission of a parent/guardian/carer. 
Click here for an example of Harbourers letter for children in care and children 
not in care. 

 
Example 1. 
Example 2. 

 
  
10.2 Protocols  

 
10.2.1 The PPU Inspector should ensure existing protocols meet the needs of all parties. 

Where they are not in place they will need to be established. They should enable 
agencies to make effective use of their time and avoid police officers having to take 
unnecessary action in recording and responding to missing persons.  

 
10.2.2 In respect of Mental Health protocols paragraph 6.6.1 refers.  

 
 

10.2.3 In respect to children missing from Local Authority care the protocol needs to include: 
 

 Staff to keep accurate, updated records  

 A current photograph with the date when taken   

 Joint training for all staff so that they understand their responsibilities  

 Robust risk assessment agreed with the police, social care and providers 
of children’s homes.   

 Include a categorisation of absence to guide the classification of the risk 
in any set of circumstances. 

 Management of the return 

 Prevention and intervention 

 Use of intelligence 
 
 
11.        SUPPORT FROM OTHER AGENCIES 
 
11.1 National Policing Improvement Agency (NPIA) Missing Persons Bureau (MPB) 

11.1.1 The new and enhanced NPIA MPB was established in April 2008 and is located at 
Bramshill where it maintains a database with dental index where appropriate of: 

 persons missing in the UK for 14 days or more, or where the OIC feels 
the case needs  urgent attention 

 foreign nationals who have been reported missing in the UK 

 UK nationals who have been reported missing abroad 

 unidentified bodies/persons found in the UK 

It also: 

 matches unidentified bodies/persons to reports of missing persons 

 manages the UK missingkids.co.uk website.  

 xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxx 

http://intranet2/docs/WMP%20Harbourers%20letter.doc
http://intranet2/docs/WMP%20Harbourers%20letter%20in%20care.doc
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 The new Bureau has links to the NPIA Operational Support Services. This will 
facilitate the operational response to high risk missing persons through a central 
point of expertise and reference. It will assist in allocating suspicious missing cases 
to NPIA Crime Operational Support and the Specialist Operations Centre. 

11.2 Notifying the Missing Persons Bureau (MPB)  

11.2.1 All outstanding missing persons will be sent by the PNC Bureau to the MPB within 
14 days. Most missing persons are found locally within this period; however cases 
which warrant more urgent attention should be forwarded earlier. 

11.2.2 The MPB should be advised immediately if the person is a foreign national and 
notified immediately where a missing UK resident is believed to have traveled 
abroad. 

11.2.3 Details of unidentified persons or bodies found must be reported within 48 hours of 
being found. Under existing arrangements it is not unusual for forces to circulate 
details of unidentified bodies or persons to other forces during the early stages of 
an enquiry. Notification to the MPB should not interfere with this practice. 

11.2.4 Dental records and photographs will be forwarded by the PNC Bureau to the MPB 
as soon as possible after notification. Any additional information that comes to light 
after notification should also be forwarded. If DNA of the missing person has been 
obtained, this fact should be included in the notification to MPB.  
 

11.3 Notification of Possible Matches 
 
MPB will advise the force of any possible identification when a report is searched 
against their database.  
 

11.4 Cancellation and Deletion of Reports 
 
MPB will send the force six monthly reminders during the first two years of an 
outstanding missing person and/or unidentified person. After this time reminders 
will be issued annually. MPB will not delete records from their database without the 
consent of the force and to ensure the integrity of their database, MPB will be 
informed immediately when the person is traced. 
 

11.5 CATCHEM Database    
 

11.5.1 The Catchem database can provide investigative advice in child murder and 
missing person’s cases. The database contains all child murders committed in 
England, Wales and Scotland from 1 January 1960 to the present date. This 
includes females under the age of 21 years and males under the age of 17 years at 
the time of death.  
 

11.5.2 Responsibility for Catchem is based in the Major Crime Review Team and as part 
of the NPIA structure operates on a national basis. Contact in the first instance 
should be via the Force Missing persons Coordinator   
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12. RETENTION and FILING 
 

12.1 Retention of Outstanding Reports 
 

12.1.1 While a missing person enquiry remains open, all records and stored data must be 
retained. The enquiry will only be closed on: the authority of the OCU Operations 
Superintendent when the missing person has been located and not seen or when a 
police officer has carried out the appropriate physical checks.   
 

12.1.2 Only when an Inspector is satisfied that all relevant details from the WG 428, 
WG428B, and WG428C are on COMPACT will the VPO be authorised to destroy 
the forms.  

 
12.1.3  Any additional papers generated by the enquiry will be retained and filed 

within the PPU. Details of where the papers are retained will be input on the 
COMPACT record.   
 

 
 

CHIEF CONSTABLE 
 
 
 
 
 

Version Date Reason for Change Amended/Agreed by. 

    

1.0 23/02/2008 New policy. 
New Force policy approved by 
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> signature of CC  
> version control 
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Martin Keating – Force Policy 
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APPENDIX A. 
 
    

 Vulnerable Persons Officer 

 

 Single point of contact (SPOC) for queries raised by PNC 
 

 Act as a conduit for PNC Bureau for notifications from Missing People 
charity as per the National Protocol. 

 

 Monitor risk assessments. 
 

 Provide advice and guidance to the Duty Inspector on Missing persons 
Policy and partnership protocols. 

 

 Attend strategy meetings/ case conferences.  
 

 Monitor adherence to the missing persons policy. 
 

 Participate in a multi agency approach to reduce repeat missing persons 
 

 In partnership with other agencies proactively manage the return of 
missing persons. 
 

 Establish links with other areas of vulnerability e.g. child abuse, domestic 
abuse, forced marriage   

 

 Assist with the production of information and intelligence to improve the 
investigation and management of missing persons.   

 

 Create appropriate intelligence logs from information gained in 
accordance with NIM. 

 

 Ensure appropriate family contact and family liaison is in place 
 

 Disseminate items of good practice identified by the Force Missing 
Persons Coordinator. 

 

 Identify areas of concern and good practice to the Force Missing Persons 
Coordinator.  
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APPENDIX B 
 
 
Force Missing Persons Coordinator 

 
 

 To provide support and advice to OCUs on missing persons enquiries. 
 

 Monitor compliance of review periods in accordance with Force policy  
 

 Undertake the review of historic missing persons to ascertain the 
feasibility of further investigation.  

 

 In collaboration with PNC bureau undertake regular audits of COMPACT 
to assess quality of data and advise OCUs of findings.   

 

 Monitor the use of the Force Missing Persons Reporting forms. 
 

 Represent the Force at National, regional and local forums. 
 

 In partnership with Force training/OCU training maintain an overview of all 
aspects of Missing Persons training, and where appropriate provide an 
input. 

 

 Work closely with Force Intelligence to develop the capability of analysis 
of missing persons investigations to reduce the number of incidents and 
provide details of patterns and trends. 

 

 Monitor adherence to the Missing People National Protocol   
 

 Responsible for dip sampling missing persons investigations quarterly. 
 

 The Force advisor for ensuring the relevant report templates to aid 
analysis of COMPACT data is accessible on the COMPACT MIS module. 

 

 Collate and disseminate best practice in relation to investigations of 
missing persons 

 

 Maintain details of Non Government Organisations involved in missing 
persons issues. 

 

 Receive referred reports from the National Missing Persons Helpline   
 
 
 
 
 


