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Abstract 
Child rape has emerged as a critical social and legal issue in India, demanding strong statutory mechanisms and judicial sensitivity. This research examines the legal framework governing sexual offences against children in India, primarily focusing on the Protection of Children from Sexual Offences Act, 2012 and its interplay with the Indian Penal Code, 1860. It analyzes judicial interpretations that shape the practical application of these laws, identifies systemic weaknesses in enforcement, and suggests reforms to improve protection, expedite justice, and enhance victim support. The study adopts a doctrinal and analytical methodology and reviews statutes, case laws, and scholarly evaluations. 
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1. Introduction 
Child rape constitutes one of the gravest violations of fundamental rights and human dignity. Sexual assault involving a victim below eighteen years of age is not merely a criminal offence but a profound social evil requiring urgent redressal. The urgency of reform gained national attention following the 2012 Nirbhaya incident, which led to significant amendments in criminal law and strengthened statutory mechanisms for protection. Despite robust legal frameworks, cases of child sexual abuse continue to rise, necessitating scrutiny of statutory definitions, judicial application, and operational challenges in enforcement. 
 
2. International Legal Framework 
India is a signatory to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), which mandates state parties to protect children from all forms of sexual exploitation and abuse. The Beijing Rules and the Hague Protection Convention further emphasize child-friendly judicial procedures and victim-centered justice. These international instruments influence domestic legislation and judicial interpretation, reinforcing India’s obligation to adopt protective legal standards. 
 
3. Indian Legal Framework 
3.1 Indian Penal Code, 1860 
The Indian Penal Code addresses sexual offences primarily under Sections 375 and 376. However, prior to the enactment of the Protection of Children from Sexual Offences Act, 2012, the IPC lacked a comprehensive child-centric framework. The law did not distinctly recognize diverse forms of sexual abuse against minors. 
3.2 Protection of Children from Sexual Offences Act, 2012 
The POCSO Act was enacted to fill this legislative gap. It defines a child as any person below eighteen years and criminalizes penetrative and non-penetrative sexual assault, sexual harassment, and pornography involving children. 
Key Features of the POCSO Act: 
· Mandatory reporting of offences 
· In-camera trials 
· Establishment of Special Courts 
· Presumption of guilt under Section 29 
· Child-friendly recording of evidence 
· Strict punishments including life imprisonment 
The Act demonstrates legislative intent to prioritize child protection and victim sensitivity. 
 
4. Procedural Safeguards for Child Victims 
The Act provides procedural safeguards such as: 
· In-camera proceedings 
· Immediate recording of evidence 
· Assistance of support persons and interpreters 
· Provision for fast-track trials 
However, practical implementation remains inconsistent due to infrastructural and administrative deficiencies. 
 
5. Judicial Interpretation 
The Indian judiciary has significantly shaped child rape jurisprudence through progressive interpretations. 
5.1 Strict Interpretation of Age 
Courts consistently hold that consent of a minor below eighteen years is legally irrelevant under POCSO, reinforcing statutory protection. 
5.2 Burden of Proof 
Section 29 of the POCSO Act introduces a reverse burden of proof, shifting the evidentiary burden to the accused once foundational facts are established. 
5.3 Privacy and Identity Protection 
The Supreme Court has emphasized safeguarding the identity of child victims and prohibited disclosure of identifying details. 
 
6. Challenges in Implementation 
Despite comprehensive laws, systemic challenges persist: 
6.1 Delays in Investigation 
Delayed FIR registration and poor evidence preservation affect prosecution success. 
6.2 Lack of Specialized Training 
Investigative and medical authorities often lack adequate training in child-sensitive procedures. 
6.3 Low Conviction Rates 
Evidentiary gaps, hostile witnesses, and procedural delays reduce conviction rates. 6.4 Social Stigma 
Familial and societal pressures discourage reporting of offences. 
 
7. Victim Protection and Compensation 
Section 33 of the POCSO Act provides for victim compensation and rehabilitation measures. Psychological counseling and rehabilitation support are mandated but remain insufficient due to limited resources. 
 
8. Reforms and Recommendations 
8.1 Specialized Training 
Structured training programs for police, judiciary, and medical professionals. 
8.2 Dedicated Fast-Track Courts 
Exclusive courts with integrated support services for child victims. 
8.3 Public Awareness Campaigns 
Community sensitization to reduce stigma and promote reporting. 
8.4 Strengthening Forensic Infrastructure 
Timely forensic examination and evidence preservation. 
 
9. Conclusion 
The Protection of Children from Sexual Offences Act, 2012 represents a strong legislative response to child sexual abuse in India. Judicial interpretation further strengthens statutory safeguards. However, implementation challenges including delayed investigations, inadequate training, infrastructural gaps, and social stigma limit the effectiveness of the legal framework. Ensuring timely justice, enhancing institutional capacity, and strengthening victim support systems are essential for safeguarding children and upholding constitutional values 
