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About Scottish Women’s Aid 
 
Scottish Women's Aid (SWA) is the lead organisation in Scotland working to prevent 
and eradicate domestic abuse and plays a vital role in campaigning and lobbying for 
effective responses to domestic abuse. SWA is the umbrella organisation for 36 local 
Women’s Aid organisations across Scotland; they provide practical and emotional 
support to women, children and young people who experience domestic abuse. The 
services offered by our network members include crisis intervention, advocacy, 
counselling, outreach and follow-on support and temporary refuge accommodation. 
SWA also runs Scotland’s Domestic Abuse and Forced Marriage Helpline. 
 
Background 
We are grateful to the Education and Skills Committee for enquiring with us as to 
particular challenges that could benefit from being highlighted at a national level in 
order to improve support for vulnerable children and young people. 
 
The ongoing pandemic is posing unprecedented challenges in relation to ensuring 
that women, children and young people experiencing domestic abuse are adequately 
protected and supported. Services have to continuously adapt their support in a 
rapidly changing environment. As a result of lockdown measures, women, children 
and young people experiencing domestic abuse are at increased levels of risk. We 
know from Women’s Aid services and helpline calls that the quarantine measures 
imposed to combat the pandemic are being used by perpetrators to continue or 
escalate their abuse (for example monitoring women and children more closely, 
keeping them isolated from sources of support, making threats to expose women 
and children to the virus, etc.). It is important to bear in mind that separation from 
abusers does not deliver safety, and that harm from abuse can often continue and 
intensify through post-separation surveillance and manipulation of child contact 
orders (further information on this issue below).  
 
As lockdown continues, many children and young people will be at far greater risk of 
harm than they were six weeks ago, when lockdown measures were introduced. 
 
According to our Census Day data, on any given day, Women’s Aid groups in 
Scotland are supporting around 350 children and young people, amounting to 
thousands of children and young people using our services every year. Prior to the 
pandemic, a significant proportion of local Women’s Aid’s direct support for children 
and young people took place in school. It is now very difficult for our services to 
reach children and young people and to provide them with services for numerous 
reasons: they may live with their perpetrator, they may not feel comfortable speaking 
about their feelings and experiences in their house where they can be overheard by 
their mum or siblings, they may not have access to the right technology, and in the 
case of young children, they may not be able to use the technology. Children and 



young people being at home means that there is less available space for women to 
get support too.  
 
For these reasons, we wish to highlight for your consideration the issue of 
vulnerable children and young people accessing school and early learning and 
childcare (ELC) spaces, particularly children and young people experiencing 
domestic abuse.  
 
It is crucial that school and ELC spaces are offered to children and young people 
experiencing domestic abuse. Many women and children experiencing domestic 
abuse will not find this a necessary measure, but for those who do, it could save 
lives. It is essential that the existing barriers (discussed below) are removed so that 
the children and young people who would benefit from these spaces are able to 
access them, and that processes to access spaces are as safe as possible 
(particularly in regards to communication with families). We are greatly concerned 
that the latest Scottish Government statistics show that only 0.5% of children with 
multi-agency plans are accessing these spaces1, highlighting the issue of national 
guidance not being applied consistently in practice.  
 
We wish to highlight particular concerns we have regarding the Scottish Government 
guidance currently issued to local authorities on school and ELC spaces, with 
suggestions for amendments and additional guidance. We also wish to highlight how 
essential it is that the national network of local Women’s Aid services are involved in 
the referrals of children and young people to these spaces. 
 
Equally Safe, Scotland’s national strategy to prevent and eradicate violence against 
women and girls, calls for interventions that are early, effective and maximise the 
safety of women, children and young people. There are children and young people in 
Scotland who are at immediate risk of being harmed in their homes by perpetrators 
of domestic abuse, and others who will be at increased risk in the weeks and months 
to come. Our services are also working hard to prevent this, and access to school 
spaces for those most at risk would assist them in doing so. In order to meet human 
rights obligations, including Article 19 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (UNCRC), the right to protection from abuse and neglect, we are calling 
for action on national and local levels to ensure that children and young people at 
risk of harm are kept safe. 
 
School and ELC spaces guidance 
 
The guidance that has been shared from the Scottish Government on school spaces 
for vulnerable children and young people is weak and unclear on domestic abuse. 
Below is a summary of the issues we have raised with the Scottish Government and 
CoSLA and would appreciate the support of the Committee in addressing.  
 

                                            
1 https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/progress-
report/2020/04/supporting-vulnerable-children-young-people-data-intelligence-
report/documents/supporting-vulnerable-children-young-people-data-intelligence-report/supporting-
vulnerable-children-young-people-data-intelligence-report/govscot%3Adocument/supporting-vulnerable-
children-young-people-data-intelligence-report.pdf 



• Definition of ‘vulnerable’ not including domestic abuse 
Domestic abuse is not explicitly included under the definition of which children are 
‘vulnerable’ in the Scottish Government guidance to local authorities. In a separate 
private letter issued to local authorities by Iona Colvin, reference is made to the 
GIRFEC vulnerability index (which includes domestic abuse) as something which 
may be helpful in assessing who is at risk. This does not adequately highlight the 
heightened risk that children experiencing domestic abuse are currently facing. It is 
well established that domestic abuse is the most common context for child abuse. 
Children being forced to stay at home with abusers escalates their risk of physical 
and emotional harm and is also likely to also prevent them and their mothers from 
accessing the support they require from specialist services. The lack of inclusion of 
domestic abuse in the public guidance forms an additional barrier to women and 
children being aware of and accessing school and ELC spaces.  
 
We propose the guidance is amended to explicitly include domestic abuse as a 
factor which makes children and young people vulnerable, and that 
supplementary guidance is issued addressing domestic abuse as a factor in 
accessing school spaces, which includes additional information on referral 
pathways (below).  
 

• Language used in guidance 
The guidance makes reference to children who are on the ‘edges of care’. While this 
term is used widely professionally, we believe including it in public guidance is likely 
to have unintended consequences, and ultimately may be more harmful than helpful. 
At best, this term is unlikely to resonate with many vulnerable women, children and 
young people in terms of how they would identify their own experiences, and at 
worst, this will create an additional barrier; women experiencing domestic abuse will 
fear that their children will be taken into care if they seek services for their children. 
This is a very real problem and a significant barrier to women seeking help and 
support from child welfare services. If local authorities’ advice to women on 
accessing school spaces replicates this language, it will have a chilling effect on 
uptake.   
 
We propose this term is replaced with alternative wording in public guidance.  
 
The guidance also states that ‘local authorities will know the children and families 
within their areas who are potentially at risk’. We know from our services that local 
authorities will be aware of many, but not all, and particularly as things develop over 
the next weeks and months, an increased number of children and young people not 
already known to authorities may be at risk.  
 
We propose additional guidance to local authorities on how to identify and 
offer spaces to children and young people who may not be currently known to 
authorities, including through self-referral by women and children.  
 

• Referral pathways 
 
Referral processes for school and ELC spaces for vulnerable children and young 
people should be developed with local Women’s Aid services to make them as safe 
and practical as possible and to take advantage of existing relationships between 



children, support workers and services. We are concerned at the lack of local 
authority engagement with local Women’s Aid services on this issue; at the time of 
writing, we were not aware of any Women’s Aid groups being asked to take part in 
conversations about enabling access to local provision for vulnerable children and 
young people. It is essential that these groups are involved in such discussions, 
given their specialist knowledge in safely supporting children and young people 
experiencing domestic abuse and the fact that many children and young people 
supported by groups are now at far greater risk than they were pre-lockdown. We 
are working with Women’s Aid groups to identify, develop and build best practice in 
their local authority area. Recognition at a national level of their essential role in 
safely referring vulnerable children and young people would facilitate their ability to 
be part of these conversations locally.  
 
Any mode of referral must not further endanger children (i.e. in terms of what 
communication with parents might be), and women and children should not have to 
‘prove’ domestic abuse to access these spaces. Care should be taken within 
education settings to ensure that children do not have to disclose domestic abuse 
being the reason they have accessed a space in school to their peers. 
 
We propose that the guidance to local authorities is updated to explicitly 
reflect these points, and to offer additional guidance (linked to point above) on 
referral pathways for women and children which include information from and 
about specialist domestic abuse services.  
 
Child contact 
 
We also wish to highlight a separate important child protection issue. 
 
Our Helpline, and Children 1st’s Parentline, have received calls from women whose 
children have not been returned after a contact visit with their abusive ex-partners, 
who claim that someone in the household has developed symptoms and therefore 
the child needs to isolate with them.  
 
The response that the women in question have had when reporting this to the police 
and to social work has been varied and often poor. In one case a woman was 
advised by police to speak to her abusive ex-partner in order to try and reach an 
agreement about the child being returned. In another case, in which two children 
have not been returned to their mother since the 31st March, the children’s school 
raised concerns with social work about the negative impact the extended stay with 
the non-resident parent was having on the children in question, but have not (yet) 
received a response.  
 
Given that child contact is regularly used as a tool by perpetrators to continue their 
abuse of women and children post-separation, such responses (or lack thereof) are 
increasing the risk of harm to women and children. Children’s wellbeing is at severe 
risk of harm in being separated from their mother, the key protective adult in their 
lives. Urgent action is needed to ensure that perpetrators of abuse are prevented 
from using Coronavirus as a means of continuing or escalating domestic abuse, and 
that children are effectively protected. This will require a multi-agency approach, and 
given that schools may be the only protective factor in their lives that children are in 



contact with when staying with the abuser, it is essential that there are clear 
processes in place for schools to flag up concerns and for these to be promptly acted 
upon by relevant agencies.  
 
We are seeking clarity on the child protection processes currently in place for 
children not being returned on the grounds of self-isolation guidance, in the 
context of domestic abuse, and the role that schools may be able to play in 
flagging concerns regarding this. 
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