Zara Aleena vigil exposes urgent need for probation and police reform
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Mourners are preparing to gather in east London for a silent walk to mark the third anniversary of law graduate Zara Aleena's tragic murder. The 35-year-old was attacked and killed by Jordan McSweeney on 26 June 2022, while walking home from a night out in Ilford, just minutes from her front door. Her family and supporters describe her killing as “preventable” and have been vocal about the systemic failures that contributed to the tragedy.
McSweeney, who had been released from prison only nine days before the attack, was sentenced to life imprisonment with a minimum term of 38 years after admitting to sexually assaulting and murdering Ms Aleena. However, in November 2023, he successfully appealed to reduce his minimum term to 33 years. The Ministry of Justice has been approached for comment on this development.
The vigil includes a moment of reflection and a walk past the location where Ms Aleena was murdered. Her aunt, Farah Naz, emphasised the importance of the day not only for honouring Zara's life but also as a protest against systemic failures. “Zara’s death must mean something — it must lead to something better,” she said, highlighting a demand for accountability and change. She further stated, “Protest against a system that failed her. Protest against a culture that excuses violence. What happened to Zara is not acceptable. It is not inevitable. It is not human. We must not look the other way.”
The inquest into Ms Aleena's death, held in 2023, revealed significant shortcomings across multiple state agencies, including the Metropolitan Police and the Probation Service. The jury found that failures in adhering to policies and procedures—particularly in risk assessment, information-sharing, and coordinated responses—contributed to her death. The coroner, Nadia Persaud, issued a Prevention of Future Deaths report, warning that without urgent improvements, similar tragedies could occur again.
Central to the findings was the Probation Service's critical under-resourcing. At the time of the inquest in June 2024, staffing levels were at just 58%, which severely impaired the service’s ability to adequately assess risk, supervise offenders, and maintain proper records. A lack of “professional curiosity,” alongside the cumbersome nature of the Offender Assessment System (OASYS) used for risk management, were identified as significant barriers to effective protection. The coroner's report demanded urgent reforms, highlighting the need for improved staffing, better information-sharing, and more rigorous investigations.
The Metropolitan Police also faced criticism, particularly over incomplete investigations and poor coordination. An independent review revealed shortcomings that senior Met officers initially rejected, raising concerns about accountability. Attempts to arrest McSweeney were hindered by inaccurate data and insufficient follow-up actions, further compounding the risk that led to Ms Aleena's murder.
Media reports have detailed how missed opportunities to recall McSweeney after he failed to attend probation appointments were emblematic of systemic problems, including delays caused by underfunding and stretched resources in the Probation Service. Such failures allowed him to remain free, ultimately enabling the fatal attack.
As the community gathers to remember Zara Aleena, her family and supporters continue to call for meaningful systemic change to honour her memory. They stress the importance of not only mourning her loss but also demanding accountability and reform to prevent future deaths from similar institutional failings.
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