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Dear Convener, 
 
Briefing for Justice Sub-committee on Policing 
 
By way of a short introduction, I am the Assistant Chief Constable in charge of Public 
Protection for Police Scotland and as such have been asked by the Chief Constable 
to respond to questions raised at the Justice Sub-committee meeting on 27th August 
2020.  This response seeks to provide detail in relation to what steps have been taken 
to identify vulnerable individuals and support them during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
The Police Scotland response to protecting vulnerable groups during the COVID-19 
pandemic mirrored our Strategic Outcomes, as set out in our Annual Policing Plan 
2020-21. Particular vulnerabilities were identified in respect of Child Protection, 
Domestic Abuse, Rape & Sexual Crime, Human Trafficking, Adult Protection 
(including care homes) and Cyber-safety. 
 
 
Impact of ‘Lockdown’ on Criminality 
 
It may be some time before we can understand the true impact of the pandemic and 
associated restrictions on communities across Scotland. Analysis of the data from 
“lockdown” (beginning 30th March 2020 for statistical purposes) identified the following 
variance in incident and crime recording, compared with the same period last year, 
which may be attributable to restrictions. 
 
Domestic Abuse 
Police Scotland recorded 28,890 Incidents of Domestic Abuse during the relevant 
period, an increase of 7.8% against the same period last year. Approximately one 
third of the increase relates to child contact/custody arrangements queries, one third 
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relates to concerns from members of the public about neighbours and the remaining 
third is made up of some lower level offending (bail offences accounting for 40%). 
It is acknowledged that social distancing, isolation measures and child contact issues 
may heighten familial tension. Associated issues with unemployment, finance, mental 
or physical health will all continue to contribute to increased risk of physical or 
emotional abuse of children and adults. Partner engagement with victims indicates 
perpetrator tactics are adapting during the pandemic and ‘Lockdown’ to prevent or 
restrict victim opportunities to seek help. Some of the incidents reported were from 
neighbours and family members who as per our communications strategy, were 
encouraged to report concerns about anyone who may be at risk. 
 
Adult Support & Protection 
Police Scotland recorded 45,950 nominal incidents of Adult Concern during the 
relevant period, an increase of 7.5%. Whilst additional analysis will be required, it is 
reasonable to assess that the increase is attributable to two distinct areas; domestic 
abuse and mental health.  
Within the first stages of ‘Lockdown’ Police Scotland recorded a 12% increase in 
‘Assist Member of the Public’/’Concern for Person’ calls.  Academic research by The 
COVID-19 Suicide Prevention Research Collaboration highlights that suicide is likely 
to become a more pressing concern as the pandemic spreads and has longer-term 
effects on the general population, the economy, and vulnerable groups. 
 
Police Scotland continue to benchmark across other UK forces to ensure 
understanding of approaches taken to training/supporting staff in respect of mental 
health incidents and suicide prevention.  
 
Child Protection 
Police Scotland recorded 70,661 incidents of Child Concern during the period, a 1.1% 
decrease. Analysis identified that Child Concerns did not show the ‘usual’ reduction 
during the summer holiday period, reflecting the early school closure due to lockdown. 
 
Overall, sexual offending against children during the lockdown period decreased by 
8.4% against the previous year. In the context of a broader reduction in sexual crimes 
(for both adult and child victims), the proportion of all sexual offences against children 
during lockdown remained relatively stable (1% increase against previous year). 
 
Further analysis reveals that recorded contact sexual offending against children (aged 
15 and under) decreased by 24.5% compared to the same period previous year. This 
was partially offset by a 23.4% increase in non-contact sexual offences against 
children, predominantly online offences. 
 
The high volume of cyber-enabled sexual offending may be linked to the recognised 
global increase in online presence and child access to online platforms during 
lockdown restrictions. It is assessed this will contribute to increased vulnerability to 
online child sexual abuse and exploitation (CSAE). National and International data 
demonstrates that the increase in online offending against children continues to follow 
the year on year trend.  
 
It is further assessed the decrease in contact sexual offending involving children may 
be attributed to reduced opportunities, both to offend and to report sexual offences.  
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It is anticipated reporting in respect of contact offending may increase as children 
return to education with safe environments and trusted adults. 
Sexual Offending 
Overall, recorded sexual crime reduced by 8.0% in comparison with the same period 
last year. 
 
76.2% of these crimes are “recent”, that is, within the past 12 months, similar to 
previous year (74.3%).  
 
 
Understanding Our Response 
 
In consultation with partners, specific COVID operational guidance was developed to 
support Local Policing Divisions. The guidance includes awareness training for control 
room staff around Child Protection, Sex Offender Community Disclosure Scheme, 
Child Deaths and Adult Support and Protection. 
 
Police Scotland, in collaboration with partners, have delivered a number of public 
media campaigns to provide increased awareness of risk, including:  
 

• Online Campaign #GetHelpOrGetCaught 
• Safe At Home Messaging 
• Non-Consensual Sharing of Indecent Images 
• Safe use of video chat rooms 
• Shut out Scammers 
• Domestic Abuse Campaigns 

 
The following highlights some of the approaches within public protection. 
 
 
Domestic Abuse 
During lockdown, Police Scotland and key partners recognised the increased 
challenges for victims and/or those at risk, to report domestic abuse or seek help, as 
they followed government guidance in terms of physical distancing and self-isolation.  
 
Police Scotland worked in conjunction with Scottish Government (SG), statutory and 
non-statutory partners in the Violence Against Women and Girls (VAWG) sector, 
resulting in a re-launch of the National Intimate Image Abuse Campaign on the SG 
Safer Scotland website. This was in response to increased reports of online abuse 
and to encourage reporting.  
 
More widely, a national media campaign led by Scottish Government (SG) was 
launched, reinforcing messaging to victims/persons at risk across a range of online 
and off-line channels. It provided reassurance that Police Scotland would continue to 
respond to every report of domestic abuse, despite the pandemic. It also signposted 
a variety of support and advocacy services and the UK National 'You Are Not Alone' 
campaign, which highlighted a range of resources to improve safety and encourage 
reporting. 
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Work was undertaken by Police Scotland corporate communications team with SG 
and Council of Scottish Local Authorities (COSLA), to develop appropriate social 
media messaging to promote the use of the ‘Silent Solution’.  
This messaging recognised the increased level of risk created by lockdown and 
victims being isolated with their abusers.   
 
Police Scotland continued to engage nationally with SafeLives in relation to their 
“Reach In” campaign, to encourage members of the community to report incidents of 
domestic abuse.  Police Scotland recorded a podcast about the policing response to 
Domestic Abuse during COVID, providing reassurance for victims and encouraging 
reporting, while making it clear to perpetrators that they would continue to face 
consequences.  
 
Police Scotland engaged with ‘Safe at Home in Scotland’, a national network of 
support and advocacy service providers to ensure the needs and challenges faced by 
adult and child victims and survivors of domestic abuse were considered within 
COVID recovery and resilience planning. A survivor consultation established the 
barriers to accessing support and most common issues where additional support is 
needed. 
 
The Disclosure Scheme for Domestic Abuse in Scotland (DSDAS) allows notifications 
to be made to potential victims of domestic abuse, having received more than 8,500 
applications since launch five years ago. During lockdown, Police Scotland saw a 
34% increase in DSDAS applications and a steady rise in the number of incidents 
being reported.   
 
A review of custody disposals during Lockdown, identified opportunities for 
organisational learning and development to improve decision-making, information 
sharing and safety planning. Internal guidance was developed and circulated to 
ensure a robust and consistent approach to dealing with perpetrators of domestic 
abuse.  
 
Child Protection 
UK and international assessments continue to highlight increased online presence 
during lockdown, with associated increased exposure to risk, including online CSAE. 
However, this is balanced with anecdotal evidence of good parental supervision and 
early identification of concerns.  
 
Throughout lockdown, Police Scotland continued to review and re-align internal 
processes to revise and adapt the approach to online CSAE. This included a revised 
National Online Child Abuse Protection (NOCAP) enforcement strategy, which 
focused investigations on perpetrators presenting the greatest risk of harm.  
 
Since 1st September 2020, officers have undertaken enforcement action in respect 
of 135 NOCAP packages across Scotland, with 57 apprehensions (figures as of 12th 
October).  
To further monitor the impact of lockdown on child protection procedures, Police 
Scotland increased the national oversight of local Interagency Referral Discussions 
(IRDs).  
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Weekly analysis of this data showed a reduction in the number of IRDs during the 
most extreme phase of lockdown. However, there have been significant increases 
during the subsequent phases and unusually high levels (compared with PYTD) 
through the summer holiday period.  
In response to increased demand for investigations, Police Scotland developed a risk 
prioritisation matrix to effectively manage those who present the greatest risk of harm 
within local communities.  
 
Adult Support and Protection 
To identify potential risk, a Care Home Notification Process has been rolled out 
nationally to capture data in respect of police attendance at care home premises. 
Further development of this work will establish clear pathways for the sharing of 
information between statutory partners and enable a more collaborative approach to 
risk. 
 
A Crown Office and Procurator Fiscal Service (COPFS) directed Task Force has been 
established with representation from Police Scotland, Care Inspectorate and Public 
Health Scotland, to review deaths in care homes and/or care homes themselves. 
Additional resources have been provided to officers attending Adult Protection Case 
Conferences to improve efficacy within these forums. 
 
Rape and Sexual Crime 
To support vulnerable individuals during lock-down in relation to Rape and Sexual 
Crime, we have worked jointly with National Health Service (NHS), SG and Sexual 
Assault Referral Centres (SARCs) to develop a pre-forensic medical COVID 
questionnaire, ensuring victims are appropriately supported and essential forensic 
opportunities explored whilst managing the risks presented by COVID. 
 
Additionally, as students return to further education, previous “#Get Consent” and 
“#EraseTheGrey” social media campaigns have been re-launched in conjunction with 
the Equally Safe partnership, to ensure key messages regarding sexual crime are 
broadcast via university and college websites.   
 
Human Trafficking 
At the outset of lockdown, Police Scotland noted a reduction of over 50% in the 
volume of National Referral Mechanism (NRM) notifications received, however 
numbers recovered quickly through Phases 2 & 3. During this extraordinary period, 
the National Human Trafficking Unit (NHTU) identified a possible increased risk to 
Potential Victims of Trafficking (PVoT) from homelessness, restricted access to 
medical care and movement into other areas of exploitation as their economic value 
reduced or changed.  
 
A reduction in partner agency service provision and engagement with clients resulted 
in reduced intelligence. To gather and share experiences and emerging trends during 
the period of lockdown, Police Scotland ensured regular dissemination of multi-
agency briefings with our partners.  
Human trafficking messaging and intelligence requirements were captured internally, 
and externally with strategic partners through existing engagement networks including 
the Scottish Business Resilience Centre (SBRC), COSLA and National Farmers 
Union. 



OFFICIAL 
 

 
OFFICIAL 

 
A multi-agency operation was launched to improve Police Scotland’s intelligence 
picture of exploitation in agriculture, fisheries and forestry during and immediately 
following relaxation of the COVID-19 restrictions.  
The operation sought to identify and locate victims/exploiters during the pandemic, 
and build a richer intelligence picture of trafficking for labour exploitation. The timing 
coincided with increased labour required in these sectors during the summer period, 
and aligned with the National Crime Agency’s work in this area.  
 
Prostitution 
Partner intelligence during lockdown reported a reduction in on-street prostitution, 
raising concerns those involved would be forced/exploited into off-street Prostitution. 
Partner Agency support services for on-street Prostitution reduced during lockdown, 
Police Scotland implemented additional reassurance patrols in known prostitution ‘hot 
spot’ areas. Key safety and preventive messages were released via Corporate 
Communications and partners in conjunction with physical distancing guidelines. 
 
Police Scotland continue to engage with COSLA and SG to contribute to COVID 
specific guidance for women who are involved in, or more vulnerable to, sexual 
exploitation as a result of financial hardship. Our policing response to vulnerability will 
remain vigilant and focussed on the needs of people in our communities. We will 
utilise learning from the previous ‘Lockdown’ to inform how we respond to potential 
future lockdown restrictions. 
 
 
I trust the detail contained herein addresses the questions raised at the Justice Sub-
committee meeting of 27th August 2020.  
 
Yours sincerely, 

 

 
       Judi Heaton 
       Assistant Chief Constable 
       Major Crime, Public Protection & Local Crime 
 
 


