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Introduction

Online safety is an increasingly significant area of public concern and policing demand. The growth of digital platforms has changed the way harm is experienced, reported and investigated, with online offending often having serious consequences for victims. Harm that begins online can quickly move into the physical world, and this is particularly evident in cases linked to violence against women and girls (VAWG), fraud, cybercrime, stalking, financial exploitation and offences against children. 

While policing has an important role in enforcing the law and bringing offenders to justice, online safety cannot be delivered by policing alone. It requires a coordinated response involving regulators, online platforms, government, local authorities, education, health, safeguarding partners and support services. The Online Safety Act 2023 has strengthened the legal framework by placing responsibility on social media and search services to reduce risks, remove illegal content and protect children and adults from harm. It has also introduced new criminal offences, including cyberflashing, threatening communications and intimate image abuse.

Kent Police has strengthened its Force Control Strategy for 2026, to reflect the priority crime types over the coming year and how the force will tackle threat, risk and harm in these areas. The strategy provides a clear direction to ensure the Force works towards the same core operational priorities of serious violence and harm, exploitation and organised and acquisitive crime, many of which can be linked with online activity.  Child Centred Policing remains at the very heart of the new strategy and continues to be a key consideration within each operational priority. Exploitation now emphasises a clear focus on child sexual abuse, with online safety being paramount in keeping children safe from harm.  This is then complemented by the Kent Police and Crime Commissioner’s Police and Crime Plan, with digital online safety explicitly referenced within the Protecting Property and Productive Partnerships priorities. 

Online Safety Activity

a) Management of Sexual Offenders and Violent Offenders (MOSOVO) Teams 

Kent Police is committed to dealing with online offences robustly and to demonstrate this the North Division MOSOVO team has secured the county’s first conviction under new legislation relating to the creation of AI generated non-consensual intimate images. Earlier this year, new legislation came into effect that made it a criminal offence to create or request the creation of intimate images using people without their consent or reasonable belief of consent. A registered sex offender has since been charged with such offences after monitoring software on his device detected such activity. The offender had taken images of women and a child from social media to create explicit images. The offender now awaits sentencing.


b) Child Exploitation

Child exploitation can be committed online or in person and be either sexual, criminal or both. Online exploitation referrals into Kent Police from the National Crime Agency (NCA) are at a record high and national projections anticipate further increases. The approach to sexual exploitation nationally has also significantly changed following The Casey Report published in 2025, leading to a national review and assessment of individual forces’ response to Group Based CSE (GBCSE) investigations.

Operation Beaconport is a National Crime Agency-led review of GBCSE. In Kent, grant funding is being used to develop a targeted communications campaign to improve awareness of CSE, help young people recognise risk and make reporting and support routes clearer. The campaign adopts a mix of online and in-person engagement. Interactive online content will show the possible outcomes of different responses when young people receive contact that causes concern, with the aim of improving recognition of risk and confidence in reporting. Face-to-face engagement is also being planned, including at locations such as Bluewater.

In Kent, the policing model has several teams working to directly tackle child exploitation, including Missing, Child Centred Policing, Child Protection and Adult Protection (CP/AP), and the Paedophile Online Investigation Team (POLIT). 

POLIT are the single point of contact for online child sexual abuse and exploitation referrals, primarily received from the NCA, with Kent seeing a higher proportion allocated to similar force areas.  The referrals into Kent’s POLIT have seen a significant rise, increasing from 878 in 2024 to 1,404 in 2025; a 60% demand increase.   The team have shown exceptional adaptability in the face of this unprecedented demand and continue to demonstrate outstanding dedication to support and protect victims.  In 2024, charges increased by 140% (134 to 322), and in 2025, there was a further 45% increase, reaching 468 charges – representing a 249% rise during this time.  The POLIT model is widely recognised, with other forces regularly visiting to observe and learn their approaches, including their innovative, forward-thinking mindset in piloting new software, hardware, and investigative methods to keep ahead of emerging technologies. POLIT also have an excellent working relationship with the Digital Forensics Unit, ensuring effective triage of devices and then subsequent evidential retrieval to progress investigations and prosecutions at pace. 

The Force Management Statement 2026 recognises the increasing demand placed on POLIT over recent years as a cause for concern. The force has proactively responded to this concern resulting in an uplift in officers and Police Staff Investigators in 2023. Resource levels are consistently monitored to ensure that capacity is meeting demand. This is a specialised area of investigation and staff are provided with extensive training and continuous professional development. The force is achieving the required level of detectives in POLIT, which is consistently above 80%. Furthermore, to address the increasing demands the Senior Leadership Team have introduced new triage processes and diverting some online offending to the Child and Adult Protection teams to ensure a prompt and effective investigation. Lastly, POLIT is also a standing agenda item at the Force Tasking and Co-ordination Group chaired by the DCC to ensure effective oversight and scrutiny. 

Kent is also using ECHO, a national survivor support hub for victims of child sexual abuse material and their families. ECHO provides emotional support, guidance and access to specialist services. It also works with the Internet Watch Foundation to help identify and remove abuse imagery, which is important for victims whose abuse may continue to be shared online long after the original offending.


c) Child and Adult Protection Teams

The priorities of Kent Police in responding to child abuse and neglect are to protect the lives of children and ensure that in the policing of child abuse, the welfare of all children is paramount. The purpose is to protect the rights of the child victims of crime and to investigate all reports of child abuse. Child abuse includes offences and suspected offences relating to physical, emotional, sexual abuse and neglect. Victims often suffer more than one type of abuse and this can occur in a family, institutional or community setting, as well as online such as via social media platforms. 

In accordance with ‘Working Together to Safeguard Children’, Kent Police adopt a proactive multi-agency approach to preventing and reducing child abuse in line with the agreed arrangements of the Kent Safeguarding Children Multi-Agency Partnership and the Medway Safeguarding Children Partnership.

Working closely with their colleagues in the MOSOVO Team, the CP/AP Team investigated the significant escalating behaviour of a Registered Sex Offender, with index offending of possessing indecent images of children.  The RSO’s behaviour escalated to contact offending after he groomed a female child online, and arranged to meet her, committing serious sexual offences against her on multiple occasions.  In building expert evidence for the case against the offender, guilty pleas were entered, and the offender was sentenced to 7 years in prison, with a 10 year restraining order, and a further 10 year Sexual Harm Prevention Order. 


d) Domestic Abuse and Stalking

The force recognises that domestic abuse and stalking offending does increasingly cross into the online environment and has taken steps to ensure that those officers and staff that investigate such offences are sufficiently trained to identify and manage such investigations. Kent Police Cyber Crime specialists have provided targeted inputs to our Domestic Abuse investigation teams who investigate online stalking and technology enabled abuse.


e) Child Centred Policing Teams 

Child Centred Policing is a holistic approach to ensure that every interaction the police have with a child or young person is an opportunity to engage, hear their voice and recognise when a young person needs further support.  An early intervention approach aims to prevent a young person from being exploited or engaging in criminal activity thus reducing demand and keeping our communities and young people safer.  

As part of the Force’s Neighbourhood Policing review, the Force created Child Centred Policing Teams (CCPTs) on every District to ensure that young people receive the best possible service, focusing on Engagement, Early Intervention, Education and Enforcement.  The CCPTs work closely alongside partner agencies where necessary to deliver a variety of activities and joint partnership training has taken place on specific topics such as online safety in line with the new Act and the Kent and Medway Safeguarding Children Partnership Guidance.  Amongst a wide variety of duties, the CCPTs support hundreds of educational establishments (at all levels) across the county in providing guidance and support to staff and children on areas such as online safety, knife crime prevention and violence against women and girls.  An example of the educational work included a Swale CCPT Safety in Action Event, supported by the Kent Police Cadet Scheme.  This saw over 300 Year 6 pupils from 11 Swale primary schools attending the event, which aimed to assist them in making informed decisions and managing risk as they prepare for their transition to secondary school.  Areas covered by guest speakers included the dangers of knives, how to avoid online harm and false information, alcohol awareness, the safety of women and girls when travelling on the railway, plus open water risks.  This event was organised by family group Salus, and supported by other partners such as KCC Community Wardens, the RNLI, NHS School Health Team, Trading Standards and Southeastern Railway.


f) Strategic Prevention Command 

Prevention work is delivered through local relationships as well as formal education programmes. District Child-Centred Policing Teams work with local authorities, schools and voluntary sector organisations to help children understand online risk and feel more confident about what to do if something feels unsafe. Some activity is planned as general prevention; other work is delivered quickly in response to emerging concerns, local incidents or organised events.

Examples include social media knowledge checks with children and parents, ‘Ladder of Risk’ scenarios, and online safety inputs that focus on exploitation, harmful behaviour and practical steps young people can take to protect themselves and others. Following concerns linked to the ‘Thanet Wars’ incidents, Kent Police and Thanet District Council delivered online safety presentations and workshops to Year 9 students across Thanet secondary schools in February 2026. This gives a local example of prevention activity being adapted to a live risk.

Education

Pol-Ed is the police education programme used by schools, police forces, local authorities and partners to deliver age-appropriate lessons on safety and prevention. It remains central to the online safety response in Kent. Since the programme launched locally in May 2025, 498 schools have registered, representing 60.4% of all schools and 79.1% of secondary schools, with 2,982 registered educational users.

In the first 12 months, 5,954 lessons were delivered to approximately 190,291 children and young people, alongside 367 assemblies reaching 88,753 pupils. During the current academic year, officers delivered 354 Pol-Ed police inputs to 29,914 children and young people. These figures are important because they show reach, although they should be read alongside school uptake, repeat engagement and feedback to understand the depth of impact.

The curriculum is practical and reflects the risks children may encounter online. It covers responsible phone use, social media, deepfakes, online intimidation, financial exploitation, consent, extremism, hate crime and personal safety. Dedicated inputs on indecent images and nude image sharing reached 547 young people between January and July 2026.

The ‘Don’t Leave Yourself Exposed’ campaign was launched during Child Safety Week 2026 by the i-THRIVE and Participation Team, with funding from the Kent and Medway Violence Reduction Unit. Young people helped design posters, an assembly resource and social media content. The campaign focuses on trust, consent, boundaries and personal control, using language and visuals shaped by young people themselves.

Progress is monitored through Pol-Ed usage, police presentation and interaction data, school engagement and partnership feedback. In addition, the Force work with national stakeholders to understand online threats which allows us to protect those at risk through proactive communication and promotion of online safety measures. This enables us to monitor and respond to emerging areas of demand. The data suggests a correlation between this approach and positive emerging outcomes, while recognising that prevention outcomes can be difficult to attribute directly. The main barriers are the pace of technological change, under-reporting, encrypted platforms, parental awareness, demand on specialist resources and variable school engagement. The future focus should be on increasing Pol-Ed uptake, strengthening parental awareness, improving partnership intelligence and keeping prevention and investigative activity aligned to emerging threats such as deepfakes, sextortion, online radicalisation, financially motivated exploitation and social media-facilitated violence.


g) Kent Cyber Protect and Prevent Team

Fraud now accounts for around 45% of all crime nationally, making it the largest volume crime type impacting communities across England and Wales. Kent continues to experience significant demand across fraud and cyber‑enabled offending, with high volumes of digitally mediated frauds, social media–enabled account compromises, and financially motivated criminality targeting individuals and businesses. Demand remains substantial across all teams.   As part of the Kent Police and Essex Police Serious Crime Directorate, the Force has invested in specialist resource to deliver an effective and coordinated police response to
cyber dependant crime that protects the public, businesses and organisations. They also aim to deter young people from becoming involved in cybercrime and to ensure the UK is secure and resilient to cyber threats. 

One specific element of the team’s work is the Cyber Choices programme aimed at deterring young people with an interest, talent or curiosity in computers, coding, gaming and cyber related disciplines from finding themselves in a position where, unknowingly or otherwise, they have broken the law.  

Victims can report nationally through Report Fraud, formerly Action Fraud, either online or by telephone. This is operated by City of London Police, who assess reports and disseminate them as appropriate, including Protect referrals to local forces. Locally, victims can also report via 999/101, front counter contact, attending officers, or partner referrals such as banks or Trading Standards. Where vulnerability is identified, officers submit a Report Fraud referral on the victim’s behalf and take immediate safeguarding action where required. Support for victims of Fraud is provided through a mix of national, local and partnership services. Report Fraud and City of London Police provide triage, assessment and specialist victim support, with the National Economic Crime Victim Care Unit engaging vulnerable victims where appropriate. Locally, Kent Police provide immediate and ongoing safeguarding through attending officers, Victim Needs Assessments and Prevent and Protect teams. Victims can also be referred to PCC-commissioned Victim Support Services for emotional support, practical advice, financial recovery guidance and ongoing engagement based on need.

Conclusion 

Online safety is a complex and fast-moving area of threat, risk and harm, and the activity outlined in this report demonstrates the breadth of Kent Police’s response across prevention, education, investigation, safeguarding and enforcement. The Force has strengthened its strategic focus through the 2026 Force Control Strategy, with clear alignment to Child Centred Policing, serious violence and harm, exploitation, and organised and acquisitive crime. This is supported by strong partnership working, specialist investigative capability and targeted prevention activity aimed at protecting children, vulnerable adults, communities and businesses from online harm.

The examples provided show that online harm is not confined to one crime type or one area of policing. It is present within child exploitation, child sexual abuse, violence against women and girls, fraud, cybercrime, stalking, financial exploitation and wider safeguarding demand. Kent Police’s response therefore relies on continued collaboration between operational teams, safeguarding partners, education providers, local authorities, national agencies, regulators and technology providers. The use of programmes such as Pol-Ed, Cyber Choices, ECHO and targeted local campaigns demonstrate the importance of combining enforcement with early intervention, victim support and public awareness.

Looking ahead, demand is likely to continue increasing as technology evolves and offenders exploit digital platforms, encrypted services, artificial intelligence and emerging online behaviours. Kent Police will maintain its focus on innovation, partnership intelligence, specialist capability and prevention, while ensuring that victims remain at the centre of the response. By continuing to align investigative activity with education, safeguarding and community engagement, the Force will be well placed to reduce harm, improve confidence in reporting and help keep children, adults and communities safe both online and offline.
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