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23 December 2020 
 
 
Dear Convener 

 
Thank you for your letter of the 1st December, in which you highlighted that the introduction 
of restrictions to limit the spread of Covid-19 may have had a detrimental impact on the 
reporting of child sexual abuse (CSA). You asked me to examine this issue and provide a 

response outlining what work the Justice Board is doing to improve the collation of data on 
CSA and its co-ordination between agencies. 
  
In earlier feedback to the Justice Sub-Committee on Policing (as noted in your letter), 

Scottish Government officials explained that the Justice Board doesn’t have any plans at 
present to consider a project that would link data across agencies on CSA. Should any such 
work commence in future on behalf of the Board, this would be with the aim of carrying out 
research to improve the evidence base in the medium term so therefore is unlikely to provide 

immediate new insight into the current situation of victims of CSA.    
 
The Committee suggested that a recent release of data by Police Scotland on recorded 
levels of CSA would have benefited from additional narrative on the impact of the pandemic. 

As the content of such a publication would be a matter for Police Scotland rather than the 
Scottish Government it would not be appropriate to respond on this issue. However, I would 
note that in terms of the National Statistics on police recorded crime which Scottish 
Government produce, we make it clear that these only relate to crimes which are brought to 

the police’s attention.   
  
Notwithstanding the above, your letter raises a very important issue, and I am grateful for the 
opportunity to provide the Justice Sub-Committee with feedback on (i) the evidence we have 

regarding the reporting of CSA and (ii) the actions we and partners are taking in our 
response to the unique challenges posed by the pandemic.  
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Reporting of Child Sexual Abuse during the Pandemic 

  
We know for a range of reasons that many crimes do not get reported to the police, and this 
was the case long before the pandemic struck. For example, the Scottish Crime & Justice 
Survey1 (SCJS) suggests that around 36% of violent and property-based crime was reported 

in 2018-19, a figure that has remained similar since 2008-09. The latest SCJS results for 
sexual victimisation also suggest that around 23% of those who experienced forced sexual 
intercourse since the age of 16 reported the most recent (or only) incident to the police. 
Whilst the SCJS does not provide information on recent victims of CSA, the equivalent 

survey in England & Wales found in 2018-19 that less than one-quarter of people who 
experienced such crimes reported them to the police.  
 
It would seem reasonable to assume that a similar position might pertain in Scotland, though 

this is a profoundly sensitive area where there are many barriers to accurate data collection 
– including a lack of recognition by some children and young people that they are being 
sexually abused, as well as challenging and ethical questions around the collection of this 
data.   

  
Looking specifically at police recorded crime and the period covering the pandemic, we 
introduced a monthly series of Official Statistics2 earlier in the year to provide users with this 
information. Whilst the specific age of victims cannot generally be determined from the data 

supplied by Police Scotland, many of the sexual crime codes used to record cases identify 
where the victim was aged under 18. By adding up all these crime codes, we know that at 
least 609 sexual crimes recorded during the first full quarter of lockdown (Apr to Jun 2020) 
had a victim under the age of 18. This was 38% lower than the equivalent figure of 985 

during Apr to Jun 2019, suggesting that there was indeed a significant reduction in these 
types of crime being reported over lockdown. However it is worth noting that over the 
following quarter, figures returned to levels much more in line with the previous year (down 
3% from 813 crimes in Jul to Sep 2019 to 789 in Jul to Sep 2020). 

  
Looking at this in more detail, there will likely be a range of factors that affect the volume of 
CSA being reported to the police, and we’d expect the impact of the pandemic to vary 
depending on the specific nature of any crime. For example further examination of the 

Official Statistics show that one contributor to the overall fall in Apr-Jun 2020 was a 43% 
reduction in recorded crimes of lewd and libidinous practices (from 316 to 181). These cases 
all had child victims and must have occurred before December 2010, given the legislation 
used by police to record them. As such, it seems likely there has been at least a temporary 

fall in reports of historical CSA during the pandemic. In contrast, there has been a different 
impact in terms of cyber-enabled crimes, with Police Scotland highlighting in a recent paper 
to the Scottish Police Authority3 that online crimes of CSA were 21% higher in Apr to Jun 
2020 compared to the same period in 2019. 

  
Actions Taken in Response to the Challenges posed by the Pandemic 
  
In our consideration of the above and other intelligence, it is worth re-emphasising that the 
safety of children is always paramount and our children and young people have the right to 

be protected from all forms of harm. The Scottish Government has invested significant effort 

                                              
1 https://www.gov.scot/collections/scottish-crime-and-justice-survey/ 
2 https://www.gov.scot/collections/recorded-crime-in-scotland/ 
3 https://www.spa.police.uk/spa-media/fxsem1bg/item-2-1-graphics-version-q2-policing-performance-report.pdf 
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since the start of the Covid-19 outbreak and subsequent lockdowns, to carefully monitor data 

from a range of sources, to ensure that robust child protection measures are in place across 
Scotland, and to develop appropriate responses to safeguard those children most vulnerable 
to abuse and neglect. 
  

Data regarding the reporting of child abuse and social work interventions focusses on 
several key metrics collected by Police Scotland, local authorities and Health Boards. These 
metrics include: 

 Police Scotland generated Child Concern reports for wellbeing concerns and for child 

protection concerns 

 Inter-Agency Referral Discussions  

 Children registered/deregistered on the child protection register 

 Child Protection Orders granted 

 Children with a child protection plan who were seen by a professional in the last two 
weeks 

 Children with a multi-agency plan who were contacted by a professional in the last week 
 

Data intelligence reports were published in April, May and July 2020, and can be accessed 
on the Scottish Government’s webpages at: https://www.gov.scot/publications/supporting-

vulnerable-children-young-people-data-intelligence-report/, 
https://www.gov.scot/publications/vulnerable-children-report-15-2020-scottish-government-
solace/ and https://www.gov.scot/publications/children-young-people-families-covid-19-
evidence-intelligence-report/ 

 
A weekly dashboard presenting trends in these data items is also published at the following 
address:  
https://public.tableau.com/profile/sg.eas.learninganalysis#!/vizhome/VulnerableChildrenandA

dultProtection/Introduction 
 
Going forward, the Scottish Government remains fully committed to a continued and specific 
focus on tackling CSA and child sexual exploitation (CSE) through our continued funding 

commitments to the child protection sector and third sector partners. We continue to build on 
the wealth of activity already delivered through the National Action Plan to Prevent and 
Tackle CSE. Through a range of cross-governmental and Government-supported work we 
are taking action across Justice, Health, Communities, Equality, Children’s Hearings, 

Policing, Child Protection Policy and Education to tackle these forms of child abuse. 
 
I hope this response provides reassurance of how seriously the Scottish Government takes 
the issue of CSA and how committed we are to understanding and acting upon the data and 

evidence.   
 

 
         HUMZA YOUSAF 
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