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JUSTICE SUB-COMMITTEE ON POLICING 
 

INDEPENDENT REVIEW OF COMPLAINTS HANDLING, INVESTIGATIONS AND 
MISCONDUCT ISSUES IN RELATION TO POLICING 

 
WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM VICTIM SUPPORT SCOTLAND 

 
The Scottish Parliament’s Justice Sub-Committee on Policing is to hold an oral 
evidence session with the Cabinet Secretary for Justice on the Scottish Government’s 
response to Dame Elish Angiolini’s final report on the Independent Review of 
Complaints Handling, Investigations and Misconduct Issues in Relation to Policing, on 
Monday, on 15 February 2021.  
 
In advance of this the Sub-Committee is inviting interested parties to submit any 
written views they may have on the recommendations in the final report. Independent 
Review of Complaints Handling, Investigations and Misconduct Issues in Relation to 
Policing, published on 11 November 2020. 
 
The report includes a number of recommendations for changes to legislation, policy, 
practice, as well as roles and responsibilities. The Sub-Committee is to consider the 
joint response by the Scottish Government and the Lord Advocate to these 
recommendations on Monday, 15 February. The response is expected to be published 
at the end of January or the beginning of February.  
 
You are invited to submit written evidence to the Justice Sub-Committee on your views 
on the recommendations in the report. The closing date for receipt of submissions is 
12 noon on Friday, 5 February 2021. 
 
Background 
Victim Support Scotland (VSS) is the leading charity dedicated to helping people 
affected by crime across Scotland. Victim Support Scotland provides information, 
practical help, emotional support and guidance through the criminal justice system. 
We offer support to people who directly experience any type of crime including murder, 
terrorism, rape and sexual assault, domestic violence and hate crime. Our support 
also extends to friends and families of victims.   
  
VSS support services are available regardless of if the crime has been reported to the 
police or not.  Part of our role is to support people to report what has happened to the 
police, if they wish to do so.  VSS empowers people to cope with the aftermath of a 
crime and find the strength to move on with their lives. Our dedicated volunteers, 
supported by paid staff, in our national and local offices across Scotland, as well as 
our teams in the Sheriff, High Courts and some Justice of the Peace Courts, helping to 
provide high quality support to those affected by crime.   
  
Victim Support Scotland represents the voice of people affected by crime. We 
influence key national policy decision-making to champion victim and witness rights 
and improve support services. We advocate for positive improvements within the 
criminal justice system, working alongside our partners in the key criminal justice 
agencies, the third sector and local organisations. 
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While not having a formal duty to do so, Victim Support Scotland, has on occasion, 
provided support to individuals who wish to make a complaint in relation to a member 
of staff (police officer, police staff, cadet or special constable) or the quality of service 
which they have received. This right is enshrined under the Victims and Witnesses 
(Scotland) Act 2014 as set out in the Victims’ Code for Scotland with a complaint 
defined as "A statement (whether oral, written or electronic) expressing dissatisfaction 
about an act or omission by the Authority, by the Police Service or by a person who at 
the time of the act or omission was a person serving with the police" by the Police, 
Public Order and Criminal Justice (Scotland) Act 2006, Section 34(2).  
 
The amount of support required to complete the complaint varies depending on the 
service user. This usually consists of reviewing the letter of complaint once the service 
user has completed it before it is sent to be considered by the Police Investigations & 
Review Commissioner (PIRC). One locality manager stated that, due to the strength 
of their links as a result of partnership working, they had been able to raise the issue 
on behalf of the service user with a sergeant directly, while another noted that they 
had been contacted by a station sergeant directly to provide support to someone who’s 
case had been handled incorrectly and the sergeant wanted to ensure they felt their 
concerns had been addressed correctly and the matter rectified. 
 
The experience of VSS staff is that there is a mix in attitudes towards the complaints 
process on a local level with some officers being more personally committed than 
others to see that issues are resolved as quickly and effectively as possible in order 
to help maintain strong links between the police and the local community. However, 
where individual senior officers appear to be less personally invested in strengthening 
community relations, there is concern for those wishing to make a complaint that the 
police may no longer attend them in the future. This concern is held regardless of 
whether the complaint is upheld or not. 
 
Despite the right to complain being contained within the Victims’ Code for Scotland, 
sources of support to do so are not clearly signposted. More general advice services 
such as the Citizen’s Advice Bureau and Independent Advocacy are often difficult to 
access due to the amount of pressure on their services. VSS staff noted that guidance 
on time limits for making a complaint needs to be made clearer in order to be able to 
provide more in-depth information on the police complaints procedure. 
 
An increase in the number of people coming to Victim Support Scotland for assistance 
with their complaint appears to have increased during the Covid-19 pandemic. Contact 
centres are required to make a judgement call as to whether it is essential that officers 
are required to attend a call, resulting in more people feeling that they have not been 
dealt with in a satisfactory manner or that their concerns have been adequately 
considered. Currently, it is unclear as to whether or not Police Scotland is signposting 
VSS as a service which can provide support with complaints. 
 
VSS welcome the recommendation from the report by Dame Elish Angiolini that Police 
Scotland should simplify and streamline systems to make it as straightforward as 
possible for members of the public to navigate this rather opaque landscape and as 
easy as possible for them to access and understand information on how to make a 
complaint. 
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Police officers are often the first person from within the criminal justice system that a 
victim or witness will deal with. Good relations and a robust complaints process that 
allows victims to raise concerns if they are concerned that they have not been dealt 
with appropriately is a vital part of upholding Standards of Service, the Victims’ Code 
for Scotland and adopting a victim-centred approach across the criminal justice 
system. 
 
Victim Support Scotland 
5 February 2021 


