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Victim Support Scotland

Victims, Witnesses and Justice Reform (Scotland) Bill
Stage 1 Debate

About Us 
Victim Support Scotland, victimsupport.scot is the leading national charity dedicated to supporting people affected by crime throughout Scotland, regardless of when the crime took place or whether it has been reported to the police. We offer free independent and confidential support for victims, witnesses, and their families. We provide support regardless of your background or circumstances, and our personalised services are tailored to meet the unique needs of everyone we assist.

Principles of the Bill
Victim Support Scotland are supportive of the principles of the Victims, Witnesses and Justice Reform (Scotland) Bill. We are grateful to people with lived experiences who provided evidence to the Criminal Justice Committee. It is vital that the voices of victims remain at the heart of this Bill. It is important we consider views of all people affected by crime when scrutinising the proposed reforms. While we are supportive of the principles of the Bill, there are provisions we will be seeking to be strengthened at Stage 2. 
_____________________________



Part 1: Victims Commissioner
Victim Support Scotland are strongly supportive of the establishment of Victims Commissioner in Scotland. Whilst we acknowledge the concerns of other victim support organisations, the establishment of a commissioner is something people affected by crime have consistently told us they would like to see. We agree with the Scottish Government’s response to the committee’s Stage 1 report that a Victims and Witnesses Commissioner would provide a mechanism of accountability that is currently lacking from the Criminal Justice System. However, we also understand that people affected by crime have called for more powers for the Commissioner to investigate individual cases. As such, we will be seeking for the Commissioner’s powers to be strengthened at Stage 2.

Part 2: Trauma-Informed Practice
Victim Support Scotland are supportive of the principle of embedding trauma-informed practice in criminal and civil courts. We agree with the Criminal Justice Committee that this must not become a “tick box exercise.” The embedding of trauma-informed practice must be met with real cultural and practical change and must be monitored, with criminal justice agencies held accountable. We believe the obligation of criminal justice agencies to have “have regard to” trauma-informed practice requires strengthening. We also agree with the committee’s recommendation that the definition should be in line with that put forward in the Knowledge and Skills Framework created by NHS Education for Scotland.

Part 3: Special Measures in Civil Cases
Victim Support Scotland welcome provisions within the Bill to expand access to special measures within the civil justice system. However, as we noted in our consultation response, we believe that there remain too many restrictions around access to special measures which require addressing at Stage 2. Furthermore, we concur with the committee and other victim support organisation that measures from Acts such as the Children (Scotland) Act must be implemented before further provisions can be brough it. We call on the Scottish Government to implement provisions from the Vulnerable Witnesses (Scotland) Act 2019, the Children (Scotland) Act 2020 and the Domestic Abuse (Scotland) Act 2021 as soon as possible.

Part 4: Criminal Juries and Not Proven
Victim Support Scotland are supportive of the abolishment of the Not Proven verdict, which people affected by crime have long sought to be removed. We note the committee’s concerns regarding changes to jury sizes and majorities and look forward to further discussion at Stage 2. 



Part 5: Sexual Offences Court
Victim Support Scotland are supportive of provisions to establish a sexual offences court, as recommended by the Lady Dorrian Review of the Management of Sexual Offence Cases. Whilst we understand the committee are divided in their views on this provision, we believe this could have a transformational impact on the experiences of survivors and urge the government to work with the committee on areas which require addressing.

We are also supportive of the proposal to pilot single judge trials and believe the voices of victims should take precedence when considering the varying arguments surrounding this important issue.

Part 6: Anonymity
Victim Support Scotland are supportive of provisions within the Bill which provide lifelong anonymity for victims of sexual offences. However, we believe these provisions should go further. 

Vss continues to campaign for anonymity in perpetuity for children who have died as a result of crime. This is to uphold the rights to privacy and recovery; particularly where surviving siblings are also children. Families supported by our Support for Families Bereaved by Crime Service have signed an open letter calling for this change which can be read here. 
_____________________________

Additional Reforms
Victim Support Scotland believes the introduction of the Victims, Witnesses and Justice Reform (Scotland) Bill presents an opportunity to introduce and embed vital reforms which people affected by crime have long been calling for.

This includes: 
· Improving access to referrals.
· Review of discounted sentencing.
· Widening access to victim impact statements.
· Introduction of Suzanne’s Law.
· Introduction of Michelle’s Law. 

We look forward to discussing these further reforms with committee members and the Scottish Government ahead of Stage 2.
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