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1 December 2020 
Dear Humza,  
 
Re: Justice Board data collection on child sexual abuse in Scotland 
 
I am writing to you following an oral evidence taking session undertaken by the Justice 
Sub-Committee on Policing (‘the Sub-Committee’) on 23 November on policing during 
the coronavirus pandemic.  

At this meeting the Sub-Committee took oral evidence1 from John Scott QC, Solicitor 
Advocate and Chair of the Independent Advisory Group on Police Use of Temporary 
Powers related to the Coronavirus Crisis, and Professor Susan McVie, a Member of 
the Independent Advisory Group.  

Instances of child sexual abuse reporting  
 
During the evidence session, concerns were expressed by Members of the Sub-
Committee about recently published data from Police Scotland which indicated that 
reporting of incidents of child sexual abuse to the police in Scotland had decreased 
by 24.5% since the start of the coronavirus pandemic, in comparison with the same 
period last year.   
 
Members of the Sub-Committee were concerned by the lack of any accompanying 
explanation provided by Police Scotland to clarify that the drop in the reporting of 
incidents of child sexual abuse is connected with the difficulties posed for people 
reporting this type of crime during the pandemic, as well as the difficulties posed in 
gathering such data.  
 
The lack of such an accompanying explanation may, unintentionally, give rise to the 
misleading impression that the actual levels of child sexual abuse in Scotland have 
decreased.  Yet, according to organisations such as the NSPCC and Interpol, both 
in-person and online child sexual abuse has increased during the pandemic, with 

                                            
1 Justice Sub-Committee on Policing, Official Report, Monday 23 November 2020 (Cols 16 – 18): 
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12975&mode=pdf  

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12975&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12975&mode=pdf
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lockdowns more likely to result in the victims of family-related sexual abuse being 
confined in the home with their abusers. 
 
In response to these concerns, reference was made by Professor McVie to work 
currently being undertaken by the Justice Board to improve the provision of crime-
related data. Professor McVie suggested that the Sub-Committee may wish to 
consider whether the work of the Justice Board may be able to address this issue. 

Following the meeting, the Sub-Committee clerks made contact with Scottish 
Government officials to seek clarity regarding the nature of the work being undertaken 
by the Justice Board on tackling child sexual abuse, and on improving crime-related 
data.  

In response to this inquiry, Scottish Government officials responded to clerks in the 
following terms -  

“As Prof McVie noted in her email, the Justice Board had a discussion at its 
October meeting around the subject data linkage in general across the Justice 
system, focussing on the benefits that increased linkage for research purposes 
would bring.  The Board did not focus on any specific aspect and made an ask 
for further work to be done to develop a programme of data linkage work across 
the justice sector.   
 
The thinking for this is still at an early stage and we have not yet agreed which 
areas would be focussed on.  So, whilst future linkage work could consider 
work around child sexual abuse, we have no current plans in that area.  I would 
also stress that the work we would be considering doing would be for research 
purposes and would involve publishing aggregate results; the work was not 
considering the linkage or sharing of information for operational purposes.”   

 
Data to support operational linkages  
 
In light of the clarification provided to the Sub-Committee on the current nature of the 
work being undertaken by the Justice Board, the Sub-Committee requests the 
Scottish Government to urgently examine the need for improved data collection on 
child sexual abuse with a view to providing key linkages for operational purposes 
amongst key justice sector stakeholders such as the police, social work and education 
services.  
 
Victims of child sexual abuse face increased risk during the coronavirus pandemic 
especially as a result of “lockdowns” and restrictions which are being undertaken to 
tackle the spread of the virus. Also, the albeit unintentionally misleading reporting of 
a ‘drop’ in the recorded level of reporting of child sexual abuse, makes the Sub-
Committee gravely concerned that misleading messages about the scale of this 
problem are clouding the issue.  
 
It is important that a key opportunity to help tackle child sexual abuse in Scotland is 
not missed due to the lack of efficient and effective collection and dissemination of 
child sexual abuse data for operation purposes across the wider justice sector in 
Scotland.  
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The Sub-Committee requests that you examine this issue as a matter of urgency and 
respond to us, setting out how the collation and use of data on child sexual abuse by 
the Justice Board, and the co-ordination of work between relevant agencies is to be 
improved to help protect the victims of such abuse during the pandemic.  
 
I am copying this letter to the Convener of the Education and Skills Committee, Clare 
Adamson MSP, for her information.  
 
I look forward to hearing from you shortly. 
 
Yours sincerely 

 
John Finnie MSP 
Convener, Justice Sub-Committee on Policing 
 


