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JUSTICE SUB-COMMITTEE ON POLICING 
 

POLICING DURING THE CORONAVIRUS PANDEMIC 
 

WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM 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 (“SDAFMH”)  
 
Background 
We are grateful to the Justice Committee for the opportunity to contribute to this 
important debate on policing during the Coronavirus pandemic. 
 
Domestic abuse, along with other forms of gender-based violence, is a form of gender 
discrimination and governments are required to exercise due diligence to prevent, 
punish, investigate and redress the harm caused.1 All governments taking steps to 
protect public health during the Coronavirus pandemic must ensure that any measures 
taken which restrict human rights, including those relating to policing, are 
proportionate, necessary, and applied without discrimination.2  
 
Importance of focus on coercive controlling behaviours in the context of COVID 
19 
While Covid 19 does not cause domestic abuse, SWA has heard from our members, 
and from calls to the Scottish Domestic Abuse and Forced Marriage Helpline 
(SDAFMH), that many abusers are using measures, imposed to address the 
pandemic, as a tool in their abuse. Those same measures also reduce the 
opportunities available to women to seek help.  
 
For children and women experiencing domestic abuse and still living with an abuser, 
lockdown means they may have to spend extended periods of time at home with their 
abuser. Abusers are increasing their control of women’s movement, keeping them 
isolated, threatening to expose them to the virus, or discouraging women from seeking 
help by telling them that services are not operating or that the police will not respond. 
Women who do not live with their abuser may feel increased fear because their abuser 
knows that they will be spending time at home, increasing the risk of stalking. SWA 
members and calls to the helpline have also reported abusers using the pandemic as 
an excuse for failing to return children to their ex-partners. Police Scotland’s response 
and understanding of coercive control is more important than ever when women may 

                                            
1 UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), General Recommendation 35 
on Violence Against Women,  
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CEDAW/C/GC/35&La
ng=en 
2 https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Events/EmergencyMeasures_COVID19.pdf  
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have to spend extended periods with their abuser, and opportunities for respite and 
support are limited. 
 
Police response to domestic abuse calls 
We welcome and support Police Scotland’s stated intention that domestic abuse will 
be met with a robust response. However, we are aware that not all women 
experiencing domestic abuse are clear about the extent of police enforcement of the 
powers restricting movement imposed in the Coronavirus Act 2020. Despite the 
exemptions contained in the Health Protection (Coronavirus) (Restrictions) (Scotland) 
Regulations 2020, calls to the helpline from women unsure whether they are allowed 
to travel or stay with friends or relatives to escape abuse suggests that public 
messaging from Police Scotland and the Scottish Government needs to be 
strengthened. 
 
Court closures and increased use of undertakings  
While the Lord Advocate has confirmed that domestic abuse cases will continue to be 
prosecuted vigorously during the pandemic, restrictions on the conduct of criminal 
court business has had a considerable impact on the process. The periods under 
which an accused can be subject to liberation on an undertaking by the police has 
been significantly increased from between 14 and 28 days to 90 days. At the same 
time fewer perpetrators are being detained in custody due to Covid 19 health 
concerns. Similarly, the Coronavirus (No2) (Scotland) Act 2020 allows extension of 
undertaking conditions where an accused subject to an undertaking does not appear 
in court on the due date. While we have no issue with the principle of the provision, 
which was intended to close a gap in protection, this will have the effect of 
undertakings being used to regulate the behaviour of accused domestic abusers for 
much longer periods than normal.  
 

Both these changes mean, overall, greater numbers of abusers whose behaviour has 
warranted an arrest are likely to remain in the community than before the pandemic. 
The waiting times between police reports to the COPFS, commencement of 
prosecution, trial and even sentencing diets are also increasing and the backlog of 
trials mounting. If the current restrictions on summary criminal proceedings continue, 
there will be more opportunity for abusers to intimidate and coerce women into 
retracting statements made to the police or not giving evidence, leaving women at risk 
of further abuse and potentially the need for future police intervention.   
 
We are aware that Police Scotland has worked to improve decision making, through 
new internal guidance on the use of undertakings and custody in line with the Lord 
Advocate’s Guidelines, and clarifying that the risk to, and safety of, the victim must be 
a priority in decisions around perpetrator release and the nature of any protective 
conditions imposed. This process should be subject to ongoing monitoring, to ensure 
that conditions attached to undertakings are appropriate for these extended 
circumstances and that those subject to conditions are complying with them.  
 
Child Contact  
The SWA-run helpline, and Children 1st’s Parentline, have received numerous calls 
from women whose abusive ex-partners have failed to return their children after a 
contact visit, claiming that someone in the household has developed symptoms of 
Coronavirus and therefore the child needs to isolate with them.  
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Harm to children and women experiencing domestic abuse in the context of contact 
visitation with an abuser is an ongoing and serious problem, but public health 
measures necessary to control spread of Covid 19 have exacerbated the situation. 
SWA understands that Police Scotland have limited scope for action in this context. 
However, human rights obligations require that all actions involving children by state 
officials, including police officers, are taken in the best interests of the child. This 
includes protecting children from all forms of abuse. Officers responding to calls about 
child contact need to be alert to the dynamics of domestic abuse, including how child 
contact is frequently used as a means to continue abuse of an ex-partner. Officers 
also need to be sensitive to the effects of abuse in the context of child contact on child 
welfare and on the welfare of the child’s mother, and act in the best interests of the 
child and to protect both from harm. 
 
SWA welcomes the attention of Committee members to these important issues and 
would be happy to discuss further and answer any questions. 
 
 
Scottish Women’s Aid 
3 June 2020 


