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NHS support for victims and survivors of 
sexual assault and abuse 
 
6 December 2024  

 

As part of the 16 Days of Activism Against Gender Based Violence (25 November to 

10 December 2024), NHS England is raising awareness of NHS sexual assault 

referral centres (SARCs). 

SARCs provide a safe space and dedicated care for anyone who has been raped or 

sexually assaulted or abused.  Available across England, they are available to all, 

regardless of sex, gender identity, age, the type of incident and when it happened. 

Individuals can get help from a SARC without having to talk to the police or report 

what happened to them.   

SARCs offer specialist practical, medical and emotional support 24/7, which includes 

crisis care, medical and forensic examinations, emergency contraception and testing 

for sexually transmitted infections.  They can also arrange access to an independent 

sexual violence advisor, as well as referrals to mental health support and voluntary 

sector sexual violence support services.  

Access to a SARC is by appointment; individuals can contact a SARC to make an 

appointment or ask a health care professional, family member, friend or other 

representative to do this for them.  Individuals also have the option of accessing a 

SARC by police referral or escort. 

 

Forensic medical examinations 

If someone has been recently raped or sexually assaulted, they will be offered a 

forensic medical examination.  This is where a doctor or nurse collects evidence 

(ideally within seven days of the incident), including swabs, from someone’s body 

and clothes. 

If someone decides to have a forensic medical examination, the SARC will ensure 

that any evidence gathered follows national guidance for the collection, movement 

https://www.who.int/campaigns/16-days-of-activism-against-gender-based-violence/2024#:~:text=16%20Days%20of%20Activism%20against%20Gender-Based%20Violence%20is,Against%20Women%29%20until%2010th%20December%2C%20Human%20Rights%20Day.
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and storage of DNA evidence.  A SARC will not ask someone to use a self-swab kit 

as part of a forensic medical examination. 

If an individual is unsure about reporting to the police, they can have the examination 

and the evidence can be safely stored, giving them time to decide what to do.  If they 

decide to report to the police in the future, this evidence can be shared with them. 

 

Preserving evidence 

When someone contacts a SARC, they will be given advice on what they can do to 

help preserve evidence before a forensic medical examination.  Using a self-swab kit 

is not recommended, as this could impact the ability of the SARC to capture a DNA 

sample and provide the required evidence to the police.  The risks of doing this are 

set out in a joint position statement on self-swabbing kits, which has been published 

by the Faculty of Forensic and Legal Medicine. 

 

Getting help from a SARC 

To find your nearest SARC, visit here and further information is available at 

www.nhs.uk/sarcs.   

 

Identifying and Responding to Sexual Assault and Abuse programme 

This e-learning programme provides information and advice for identifying and 

responding to sexual assault and abuse. The resources are aimed at health and care 

professionals who may be involved in the care of people who have experienced 

rape, sexual assault or abuse. 

 

Promoting SARCs 

To raise awareness of SARCs via your own channels, please see here for 

downloadable assets (you will need to register for free access, which is quick and 

easy to do).  We would welcome your help in promoting these services so the victims 

and survivors of sexual assault and abuse are aware of this support. 

  

If you have any questions regarding this or would like a representative from 

your local SARC to host an information session, please email 

england.saasadmin@nhs.net 

https://gbr01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Ffflm.ac.uk%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2024%2F09%2FJoint-Position-statement-on-forensic-self-swab-services-after-sexual-assault-or-rape-with-FAQ-10-09-2024-v3.pdf&data=05%7C02%7Cisabel.ripavecchia%40nhs.net%7Ce9891d436e5140213f7308dd0a4545bc%7C37c354b285b047f5b22207b48d774ee3%7C0%7C0%7C638678014813880958%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=FDONfqfuS%2FAVCugu1aBBRxTHzr3Ll3g9azsxz%2BljVx4%3D&reserved=0
https://gbr01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nhs.uk%2Fservice-search%2Fother-health-services%2Frape-and-sexual-assault-referral-centres&data=05%7C02%7Candreacollins1%40nhs.net%7Cf0104c57972743285aba08dcafbcd4d8%7C37c354b285b047f5b22207b48d774ee3%7C0%7C0%7C638578472768866250%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=WUZ7bqiYZy9iMMQvODTjdVK%2FXpl%2F21a4AHVwvF6cVSs%3D&reserved=0
https://gbr01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.nhs.uk%2Fsarcs&data=05%7C02%7Candreacollins1%40nhs.net%7Cf0104c57972743285aba08dcafbcd4d8%7C37c354b285b047f5b22207b48d774ee3%7C0%7C0%7C638578472768871139%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=IW%2FO08wjFl2XLaoWteRnXcWdXKrLxSURmbjrzyLdRkA%3D&reserved=0
https://www.e-lfh.org.uk/programmes/identifying-and-responding-to-sexual-assault-and-abuse/
https://gbr01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fcampaignresources.dhsc.gov.uk%2Fcampaigns%2Fturn-to-us-we-are-here-sexual-assault-referral-centres%2F&data=05%7C02%7Candreacollins1%40nhs.net%7Cf0104c57972743285aba08dcafbcd4d8%7C37c354b285b047f5b22207b48d774ee3%7C0%7C0%7C638578472768875808%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=WsJfdIOZq1uFZcSL6Wd92ZYbv1mAbW3niAaMLcbbaF8%3D&reserved=0
mailto:england.saasadmin@nhs.net

