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Welcome speech by Julie Townsend, deputy chief executive of Brake

Good morning everyone. I’m very pleased to welcome you all to one of Brake’s first seminars specifically on police family liaison following a road death and serious injury.

I’m delighted to see so many of you here today -  because we regard partnership work with family liaison officers as being central to our aim to support and ease the suffering of road crash victims. 

Without family liaison officers Brake simply wouldn’t be able to reach the thousands of families that we support each year – families whose lives have been turned upside down, families who are going through their worst nightmares come true, and who are in desperate need of help, support, and information.

We appreciate that FLOs are very much at the coalface, and have a critical role to play in ensuring that families can access appropriate help. In fact, it is more often than not the approach taken by a family’s FLO that will largely determine whether families are able to take those first steps down a pathway of support, or whether they will be left lost and bewildered in their darkest hours. 

It is FLOs who hand over the Brake support packs to families, often referred to by these families as a life-line, a bible, a rock. It is FLOs who often signpost these families to other sources of support, like the Brake helpline, like RoadPeace’s Resilience programme, and locally operating services. Support services like these make a huge difference to people’s ability to cope with and move on from extraordinarily painful circumstances. You’ll be hearing more about the range of services available for you to refer to later today. 


I’m pleased to say that we are running this seminar at what is in many ways a positive time for those of us working to provide these desperately important services for road crash victims. As of April this year, more of these voluntary sector services are government-funded than ever before. 

In April, charities including Brake, received positive news from the Ministry of Justice that we would be granted more funding than ever before to support victims of road crime. This is enabling us to continue providing our much-needed packs, and to develop our capacity, the quality and range of support, and the ease with which families can access our services. (I’ll be talking more later on about the impact of this government grant on Brake’s support packs and helpline.)

This new funding was a real break-through after years of us lobbying government to invest in support for these long-neglected families. Families who for the most part throughout the last decade received no government-funded support except Brake’s packs – despite millions being poured into support for victims of crimes where no one has been killed or received horrific injury, suddenly and violently.


We have also this year seen another significant victory in recognition of the suffering of bereaved road crash victims. In July the then Victims’ Commissioner Louise Casey published her review of support for families bereaved through homicide and culpable road death. Brake played an active part in this review, and we welcomed the recognition that road death victims suffer similarly to homicide victims, and are equally deserving of specialist, professionally-delivered, integrated support, funded by government.

The Commissioner said that these families have a right to information, support and justice, and proposed their needs be enshrined by law.  

These were positive steps indeed for those of us who have long been working to support and speak out for road crash victims, but we still have a long way to go. 

Despite the extra funding, this remains a grossly under-funded area. We are a long way off having the resources to provide professional face-to-face support for all bereaved crash victims – as was proposed by Louise Casey.

We are currently awaiting a review of Victim Support’s Homicide Service – which provides professional face-to-face support to homicide victims – to help us understand the impact of this programme and its costs. We hope this will help inform how we can work towards providing an equivalent service for road crash victims. 

We also await a Ministry of Justice consultation on a new Victims’ Strategy, in light of Louise Casey’s recommendations, and incorporating a review of the Victims Code of Practice. We hope this will be used to ensure we are progressing towards all bereaved and seriously injured road crash victims being automatically offered (and knowing where to find) specialist, quality support, funded by government. 

We believe these victims, going through such terrible pain and trauma as a result of preventable, man-made road crashes, have a right to a clear pathway of support from the outset. 

We also believe that all bereaved and seriously injured road crash victims are entitled to this support – not just those where a criminal prosecution follows. We will continue to point out to government that the support needs of bereaved and seriously injured crash victims are real, profound and wide-ranging whether or not someone is prosecuted for the crash. 

Brake will not turn away families from our support services because there’s no prosecution – yet essentially this is what we are being asked to do by the Ministry of Justice’s funding criteria, which says they will only fund services for victims of crime. We are fortunate to have the support of corporate sponsors, enabling us to support all the bereaved and seriously injured crash victims who come to us. Hence you can continue to refer families to us no matter what the status of the investigation, and we will continue to support those families, and direct them to other sources of help, even when it’s clear that no crime has occurred. 

We argue all these victims are suffering as a result of a preventable event and a failing by government – whether it’s a prosecutable crime, or a criminal act committed by someone who has themselves been killed, or in cases where no crime has occurred, which result from a failing to run a safe road network. 

We will be calling for the Victims Strategy to acknowledge this, to recognise the right of all bereaved and seriously injured crash victims to support, and for cross-departmental working within government as necessary to ensure none of these victims fall down the gaps of support. 

In the meantime, Brake continues to work with police to support as many crash victims as we can, as well as we can. I thank you for your ongoing efforts in working with us, and I’m sure I speak for all of the charities here when I say that we look forward to ongoing partnership work with you to help ease the suffering of road crash victims.
