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JUSTICE SUB-COMMITTEE ON POLICING 

  
 POLICING DURING THE CORONAVIRUS PANDEMIC 

  
 WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM THE SCOTTISH POLICE AUTHORITY  

 

Introduction 
 
The Scottish Police Authority (SPA) submits this evidence ahead of the Sub-
Committee’s session on 16 November 2020 on the work of the Independent Advisory 
Group (IAG) reviewing Police Scotland’s use of temporary police powers to tackle 
coronavirus.  
 
The submission summarises the Authority’s considerations of issues identified and 
reported to the Authority by the IAG.  
 
Governance and accountability of policing during COVID-19 
 
A written submission was made to the Justice Sub-Committee on Policing in August 
20201 outlining the comprehensive suite of arrangements in place to ensure the 
Authority continued to exercise its responsibility to provide effective and transparent 
governance and oversight of policing during the pandemic.  

As outlined in our August submission, the Authority’s formal governance has 
continued to monitor issues such as workforce health and safety, wellbeing, 
procurement, finance, performance, oversight of change, independent custody 
visiting and the continued provision of Forensic Services to policing since March. Our 
oversight has been further enhanced through:  

• Regular ‘real time’ briefings from Police Scotland;  

• Reports from the IAG to the Authority; 

• Insight gathered from regular independent polling commissioned by the 

Authority to measure public attitudes to the policing approach, which 

complements and builds on the feedback collected by Police Scotland on 

public satisfaction and confidence. 

These arrangements have continued uninterrupted since March with transparency 
and visibility maintained while adhering to social distancing requirements. All 
Authority and committee meetings continue to be conducted virtually, with public 
sessions being livestreamed and available to view retrospectively. In addition, to aid 
accessibility, a dedicated Oversight of policing COVID-192 section of the SPA 
website provides an archive of reports and updates on the Authority’s oversight 
during the pandemic. 
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The Independent Advisory Group (IAG) 
 
At the beginning of the pandemic, when it became clear that Police Scotland would 
be given unforeseen and extensive new powers, the Authority strongly supported the 
Chief Constable’s proposal to establish an independent group which would bring 
additional and wide-ranging advice to augment the Authority’s scrutiny role. The 
Authority agreed with the Chief Constable that the group would report directly to the 
Authority. 
 
The IAG, chaired by John Scott QC, was established in April 2020 to provide that 
additional layer of independent scrutiny, with a human rights and equalities focus. 
The Group’s membership comprises a diverse cross-section of civic society, who 
bring with them a great depth of knowledge and expertise in human rights and 
equalities. The IAG reports on its work directly into the Authority as the primary 
oversight body for policing in Scotland.  
 
While the Group is independent of the Authority, its secretariat is provided by the 
SPA and information about the IAG, its terms of reference, membership, meeting 
notes and public reports are all readily accessible from a dedicated section of the 
SPA’s website: Independent Advisory Group reviewing Police Scotland’s use of new 
temporary police powers in relation to coronavirus3. 
 
The IAG has reported on its work and findings to the Authority, in public forum, on 
five occasions now. A further update from the Group is scheduled for later this year 
and a substantive report anticipated in the New Year. Additional detailed 
consideration of the Group’s work and supporting evidence has also been provided 
via online webinars, chaired by Dr Liz Aston, Director of the Scottish Institute of 
Policing Research (SIPR).  
 
Reports from the IAG have provided a critical strand of additional, evidence based, 
and independent assurance for Authority members. Issues identified by the group 
and explored by the Authority to date have related to:  
 

• Compliance and Enforcement (Exercise of the Powers, Fixed Penalty Notices 
and Complaints); 

• Community / Public attitudes; 

• Communications (general and in terms of regulations/restrictions); 

• Potential gaps in regulations; 

• Issues of inequality and discrimination; 

• Transition and localised restrictions.  
 
It is the Authority’s view that its governance and oversight of policing during these 
unprecedented circumstances has been significantly enhanced by the additional 
insight, independent advice and assurance which the IAG Chair and members have 
been able to provide in regular updates and reports to the Authority. The Authority is 
grateful to the IAG in particular for the value and insight it has offered in respect of;  
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• The Group’s focus on human rights implications; 

• The expertise and knowledge of IAG members, encompassing a wide range 
of interests across civic Scotland;  

• The broad reach into local communities and communities of interest; 

• The Group’s flexibility of approach, drawing in perspectives from academia 
and sectoral expertise and community views, to inform real time advice and 
guidance for policing, and reflected in public reporting;  

• The emphasis on data and evidence in understanding public opinion and 
measures which support adherence to public health guidance and regulations; 

• The insight of lived experience of those most affected or potentially 
disadvantaged by the pandemic; 

• The contribution of an independent, transparent and human rights based 
approach, in supporting public confidence in policing; 

• The emerging evidence of wider international recognition that this 
independent contribution is being recognised as a model for other policing 
bodies and public services during the pandemic.  
 

In addition to enhancing the governance and oversight of policing, the Authority is 
also assured that the Group’s insight has played an important role in informing and 
testing Police Scotland’s approach to policing the pandemic in ‘real time’.  
 
In respect of the Group’s findings to date, the Authority has been reassured that the 
issues reported by the IAG have aligned with other strands of evidence and show 
that overall, Police Scotland’s approach, and use of the additional powers, has been 
proportionate, fair, and in accordance with human rights principles.  
 
The Authority is acutely aware that this pandemic is not over and there remain 
challenges for policing as restrictions continue to change. The Authority will continue 
to monitor Police Scotland’s approach to policing the pandemic through our own 
formal governance as well as regular ‘real time’ briefings, reports from the IAG and 
insights gathered from independent polling commissioned to measure public 
attitudes. The Authority’s approach has been reported to the Sub-Committee by 
HMICS as “appropriate and proportionate” and we remain committed to maintaining 
this in the months ahead. 
 
 
Scottish Police Authority 
9 November 2020 

 

  

 


