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Abstract COVID-19 exacerbated challenges that already existed in the policing of Gender-Based Violence (GBV) in
remote and rural northern Scotland. Victims’ direct access to the police and third-sector organisations was impeded
by social distancing while the pandemic exacerbated extant issues relating to staffing, particularly in relation to
female police officers. On the positive side, the flexibility that already characterised rural and remote policing con-
tinued, and police officers and third-sector organisations worked together to support victims. The move to videocon-
ferencing was hailed as a positive move in an area where travel to meetings or court can be difficult and expensive. A
lack of training for officers with no specific GBV role was identified as particularly problematic during the pandemic
when officers on the ground in rural and remote Scotland had to take over work usually undertaken by specialist

task forces.

Remote, rural, and island communities offer par-
ticular challenges for the policing of gender-based
violence (GBV). However, much scholarship on
GBV tends to overlook the different realities and
experiences of rural women and girls (DeKeseredy
2015; Little 2017). GBV in rural areas is typically
underestimated. This has been attributed to the
character of gender relations in rural areas, which
might remain particularly conservative and patriar-
chal (Terry 2020) and involve a blurring of bound-
aries between violence and non-violent behaviour
in the home (DeKeseredy et al. 2007). Victims can
often live many miles from the nearest third-sector
support organization, while the pressures of a small

community mean that they can be wary of approach-
ing the police, aware that they will still have to live
in the vicinity of those they have reported and their
wider family members.

Such challenges were only heightened during the
COVID-19 pandemic when lockdown typically led
to perpetrators of abuse spending more time with
their victim, with more opportunities for moni-
toring and control of their behaviour (Lyons and
Brewer 2021). People were forced to live together
continuously, with stress factors such as concerns
about money, jobs, and health impacting on men-
tal health and tempers. In fact, lockdown conditions
were often used by perpetrators of abuse to intensify
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or conceal their violence, coercion, and control
(Hohl and Johnson 2021). In addition, GBV in rural
communities has been linked to a decline in farm-
ing and other rural industries and the associated
loss of traditional rural masculinity (Carrington
and Scott 2008)—it is therefore not surprising that a
crisis such as COVID-19, further threatening rural
communities and livelihoods, led to incidents of
GBV.

This article reports on a qualitative study investi-
gating partnerships between police and GBV service
providers in remote, rural, and island communities
in northern Scotland both before and during the
COVID-19 pandemic. We suggest that—despite its
obvious challenges—the pandemic and its associ-
ated lockdowns offered a moment when those work-
ing in rural and remote policing in Scotland were
able to take a more flexible approach to working
with GBV victims and third-sector organizations,
and that many of the innovations introduced at that
point are continuing into a post-pandemic world.
However, it is also clear that the pandemic and asso-
ciated lockdowns exacerbated existing problems for
the policing of GBV in remote and rural communi-
ties in Scotland, particularly in relation to already
strained resources and court delays. We also iden-
tify a need for more training on the subject of GBV,
particularly Continuous Professional Development
(CPD) training, for non-specialist officers based in
such communities.

Context

The project uses the Scottish government’s classifica-
tion of remote and rural locations. Accessible rural
areas are defined as areas with a population of less
than 3,000 people and within a 30-min drive time of
a settlement of 10,000 or more. Remote rural areas
are defined as areas with a population of less than
3,000 people with a drivetime of 30-60 min to a
settlement of 10,000 or more (Scottish Government
2018). The majority of remote rural areas in
Scotland are found in the north of the country and
in the Scottish island groups of Shetland, Orkney,
and Inner and Outer Hebrides. 9.7 million British
people, and 17% of the Scottish population, live in

rural areas (Department for Environment Food and
Rural Affairs 2021; Scottish Government 2021a).

Police Scotland was formed in 2013 and is
responsible for policing some 28,168 square miles
in the north of the UK. The number of police offi-
cers employed by Police Scotland dropped from a
high of 17,431 FTE officers in March 2020, as the
COVID-19 pandemic arrived in the country, to
16,610 FTE by August 2022 (Scottish Government
2022). In June 2022, concerns around officers’ wel-
fare, stress levels, and burnout relating to COVID-
19 were raised by the Scottish Police Federation
(STV News 2022). In addition, in April 2022 it was
reported that 140 police stations had been closed
in Scotland since the creation of Police Scotland in
2013, many in rural and remote parts of the country
(Herald Scotland 2022). The majority of these clo-
sures were related to buildings being in poor states
of repair with staff being re-located to shared build-
ings, including council headquarters.

Police Scotland recorded 65,251 incidents of GBV
in 2020-21, which was an increase of 4% compared
to the previous year. Eighty percent of incidents
involved a female victim and male accused, 16% a
male victim and female accused, and 3% same-sex
victim and accused (Scottish Government 2021b).

There is also a high incidence of gun ownership
in northern Scotland. In 2022, there were 18,960
active gun certificates issued via Police Scotland’s
Inverness office—serving the Western Isles includ-
ing Skye, Highlands, Orkney, and Shetland—which
amounts to the equivalent of one in 16 people. In
comparison, the permits from the Glasgow office
amount to one in 116 people for the west Central
Belt (Aberdeen Press & Journal 2022). This greater
prevalence of firearms in remote locations consti-
tutes a serious concern for police officers respond-
ing to incidents of GBV, especially given the greater
staffing pressures they faced during the pandemic.

The challenges of policing GBV in
rural communities

Policing in rural and remote areas poses particu-
lar challenges that are distinct from those of urban
policing, where evidence-based practice is typi-
cally developed (Mawby and Worrall 2011). It has
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been noted, moreover, that several factors have to
be addressed in order to develop an evidence base
of local policing in Scotland (Aston 2013): the
inclusion of a wide range of policing priorities that
includes not only crime reduction but also commu-
nity engagement and partnership working; the uti-
lization of a wide range of research methodologies
encompassing experimental, non-experimental,
and conceptual research; and an emphasis on steps
to implementation.

The challenges faced by police in rural commu-
nities include issues around distance and mobility,
resourcing and back up, potential role conflicts
for officers, and unique community expectations
(Fenwick 2015; Fenwick et al. 2012; Oddsson et al.
2021; Yarwood and Wooft 2016). Policing teams
in rural areas can be small, but the geographical
area they are required to cover may be hundreds of
square miles and very remote. Rural police officers
also tend to have limited backup from other officers
or specialized police units as well as from support
services and other essential social service providers,
such as GBV support organizations (Oddsson et al.
2021). Therefore, rural police officers have a more
extensive range of tasks than urban officers, and
might be called on for non-police issues (Spencer
et al. 2022). The literature on rural policing more-
over notes that there can be role conflicts, in smaller
communities where officers often live where they
patrol, between their participation in the local com-
munity and their roles in relation to law enforce-
ment (Fenwick et al. 2012). What is more, rural
areas may have distinct cultural and community
norms and values, which might include particular
histories of community engagement with police
and with those that are seen as ‘outsiders. At the
same time, these particular contexts also provide
opportunities for police to engage in different ways.
There is likely to be a greater degree of community
power, and greater flexibility in police responses
(Souhami 2020; Yarwood et al. 2021). ‘Soft’ policing
is a non-coercive discretion-focussed policing style
that is often associated with rural environments. In
these environments, community engagement, sit-
uated knowledges, and negotiation are important
in building community acceptance and allowing
police responses (Fenwick et al. 2012; Wooft 2017).
As spaces that are acknowledged to require and

enable partnership approaches, rural and remote
areas are thus important to study as examples of
multi-agency working on complex issues. Rural
police officers ‘must take on leadership roles in the
community and embrace the role of peacekeeper
and service-provider’ (Oddsson et al. 2021: 131).
However, research into soft policing in rural con-
texts remains rare (Oddsson et al. 2021). This is par-
ticularly true of studies of rural policing during and
after the COVID-19 pandemic (Mrozla 2022; but
see Hansen and Lory 2020).

Rural areas clearly vary significantly both within
countries and between them (Cordner, 2011, cited
in Oddsson et al. 2021). Nonetheless, they are fre-
quently conceptualized as crime-free romantic
idylls, when many have a high incidence of depri-
vation, drug abuse, and poor health, while sections
of rural society can be homophobic and misogy-
nistic. In particular, entrenched traditional gender
roles can mean a lack of sympathy for men suffering
domestic violence. All of these issues can impact on
the policing of GBV.

Previous studies of GBV in remote and rural
communities have identified a ‘cloak of silence’
and surveillance culture around incidents of GBV
(Little 2017). For example, Fikowski and Moffitt
(2017) discuss the challenges relating to anonymity
and confidentiality when reporting GBV in small,
tight-knit communities in remote, rural northern
Canada. There are also suggestions from Australia
that women who live in remote and rural areas are
more likely than women in urban areas to experi-
ence GBV (Campo and Tayton 2015) and from US
studies that such violence might be at higher levels
of severity (Peek-Asa ef al. 2011). Access to formal
support mechanisms can be difficult in remote and
rural communities, whether victims are based in
rural Zimbabwe (Chadambuka and Warria 2022)
or Texas (Ravi et al. 2022).

Turning to the Scottish context, while opportu-
nities for soft policing have been examined with
a view to policing low-level order and anti-social
behaviour in rural Scotland (Wooff 2017) and in
other contexts, they have not been explored in rela-
tion to GBV to date. Wooft (2015) argues the need
for a more nuanced understanding of rural polic-
ing and the need to reconceptualize the rural beat
as distinct, challenging, and variable. Souhami’s
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(2020) study of policing on Shetland finds that
remote island police work engenders a style that
emphasizes under-enforcement, transparency, and
in particular a striking empathy and humanity.
Both note that studies of rural policing are rare. In
addition, the practical difficulties of accessing sup-
port can be compounded by the close-knit nature
of communities, where avoiding perpetrators of
abuse and their supporters can be difficult (Scottish
Women’s Aid 2019).

Methodology

An interpretivist approach was employed since
pre-existing knowledge and participant experiences
were used to understand the reality of partnership
working between police and third-sector organiza-
tions. Fifteen qualitative interviews were undertaken
with representatives of third-sector organizations
and police officers of various experience and ranks,
from community and response officers to members
of specialist task forces. Of these 15, 10 participants
represent police officers and 5 participants repre-
sent GBV third-party service providers.

Interviews followed a semi-structured interview
guide. While debates exist around data satura-
tion and the appropriate number of interviews to
achieve repetition (Sanders et al. 2018), interviews
were conducted until no additional information
was offered by participants.

The interviews were undertaken online through
Microsoft Teams or Zoom, according to participant
preference, as these platforms have readily available
recording services that could be used for transcrip-
tion. Zoom provides poorer auto-transcription.
While being aware of this disadvantage, a previous
study with GBV service providers undertaken by
the three authors had demonstrated a clear prefer-
ence for Zoom, so it was felt necessary to offer this
option. This potential disadvantage was countered
by careful reading and editing of the auto transcript
(and this kind of editing was also undertaken for
transcripts of interviews conducted on Teams).

In line with the COVID-19 pandemic and asso-
ciated social-distancing measures, virtual inter-
view methods have been embraced by qualitative
researchers (Lobe et al. 2020). This approach to

interviews promotes connectivity where face-
to-face contact is not possible through the video
facilities offered by online platforms. As online
interviews allow for instantaneous connection to
others across vast geographical areas (Dodds and
Hess 2020), this suited the geographical demands of
this research and allowed connectivity with officers
and service providers in places that may not have
been possible otherwise. This approach also suited
the demands of police and service provider work-
loads, as they were able to arrange online interviews
more easily than if they were to allocate time to a
face-to-face interview.

Police officer participants were recruited through
Police Scotland’s Strategy, Insight, and Engagement
Office. Overall, 10 officers were recruited: six female
and four male officers. These officers covered a
variety of different locations across rural, remote,
and island Scotland and included a range of rank,
experience, and length of service. More detailed
demographic detail is difficult to provide given
commitments to anonymity for interviewees—
because of the limited numbers of police officers in
remote and rural locations in northern Scotland,
particularly female officers, more detail would open
the possibility of identification.

Five additional interviews were carried out with
representatives from GBV service provider orga-
nizations in the same geographical area, including
representatives of local branches of third-sector
organizations such as Rape Crisis, Women’s Aid,
and AMIS (Abused Men in Scotland). All service
provider organization respondents were female. The
third-sector representatives varied in their roles,
with some holding managerial posts, some holding
support roles, and one transitioning from a support
role to a managerial position during the pandemic.

The interviews were undertaken by our research
assistant, following a semi-structured interview
guide created by the whole research team. These
interviews covered a range of topics, including offi-
cers’ community, area, and position, understanding
of the policing of GBV, good and best practice in
working in partnership to support victims of GBV,
challenges to working jointly to support victims
of GBV and an open-ended question to conclude
which allowed participants to add any further infor-
mation to the research. In addition, third-sector
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representatives were interviewed about their inter-
actions with the police.

Participants were made aware prior to the inter-
view that they could take a break at any point during
the interview should they wish to do so. As the
interview unfolded, participants were asked further
probing questions to encourage in-depth discussion
and seek clarification where required. The nature
of online interviews resulted in some connectiv-
ity issues, especially due to the rurality of partici-
pants. However, this did not present as a significant
issue and questions were repeated where the signal
dropped. Each of the interviews lasted approxi-
mately 45 min in length and were audio-recorded
using the facilities on Teams or Zoom in prepara-
tion for transcription. Thematic analysis was from
the transcribed interview data, as this theoretically
flexible technique catered to the interpretivist, qual-
itative research design. This process supported the
identification of key themes in the research through
reading and coding of the interview transcripts. The
research assistant and the other two team members
initially each analysed the interview data separately
and then jointly refined the themes and developed
a coding index.

Policing GBV in remote communities
during COVID-19

As has also been noted in a study of rural policing in
the USA (Hansen and Lory 2020), the geographical
challenges of policing in rural and remote Scotland
were only enhanced during the pandemic. With
‘stay at home’ orders in place and the closing down
of ferry and air services, specialist GBV task forces
situated in large towns such as Inverness were less
able to travel around the country and had to rely
more on officers in remote and rural areas to con-
duct interviews and gather evidence for them. As
one officer based in a domestic abuse task force
explained:

So we have to work very closely with
them [local officers] and buy in their
assistance to assist our investigations.
For example, in Orkney we've had two
cases in the pandemic time where we've
had to rely on them to engage with

survivors and to then note statements
and gather evidence and then once
we've then sort of collated the evidence
from them and the information, we've
then had to rely on them to arrest the
perpetrator and sometimes interview
them and deal with it fully (Interview
with Participant 2, 1 June 2022).

In the opinion of one high-ranking officer, the direct
impact of lockdown was more felt by regular police
officers than in the specialist GBV task forces, who
were able to continue their work investigating seri-
ous and serial perpetrators of abuse with compara-
tively little disruption apart from a switch to using
videoconferencing and telephone communications.
However, in remote and rural communities, local
policing was already reliant on very small teams,
which were heavily impacted during the pandemic
whenever an officer became ill or had to isolate. This
meant officers were required to deal with situations
in remote locations without back up, sometimes in
areas where even radio signals failed. One female
police officer described an occasion where she had
needed to travel on her own to a small island by pri-
vate boat and then quad bike in order to intervene
in a domestic dispute with no access to back up.
There was also increased concern about firearms.
Lynch and Logan (2022) note that, in the USA,
the number of perpetrators of abuse threatening to
shoot victims or others increased during the pan-
demic and advise on the need for safety planning
around firearms when victims are isolated with a
perpetrator of abuse at home. One officer inter-
viewee described the situation in the community
where she was based: ‘[T]here’s a lot of males with
firearms over here.... If there’s any domestic inci-
dents, you know that’s the first thing 'm checking—
if they’ve got firearms’ (Interview with Participant
6, 27 June 2022).

At the same time, it became even more difficult
for victims to gain access to support from either
third-sector support organizations or the police.
The offices of organizations such as Rape Crisis and
Women’s Aid were closed, with support and advice
moving online or via the telephone. However, if vic-
tims were in lockdown with a perpetrator of abuse,
accessing such support could be difficult if not
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impossible. While Police Scotland and third-sec-
tor organizations worked together to use national
and local media to make victims aware that it was
lawful for them to leave their home to escape abuse,
interviewees acknowledged that lockdown made it
more difficult for victims to reach out for help. In
addition, both the police and third-sector organi-
zation interviewees were aware that some victims
worried about coming forward because their abuse
had happened in circumstances that broke lock-
down—either at parties in another person’s home
or because the perpetrator of abuse had visited their
home in defiance of lockdown rules. One inter-
viewee also suggested that surveillance culture in
these communities had increased due to lockdown,
‘because there was nothing else to talk about and
everyone would have noticed everything going on’
(Interview with Participant 4, 14 June 2022). This
culture of surveillance came across strongly in
our interviews, with the majority of interviewees
remarking that it can be very difficult to encourage
a victim to speak to the police about GBV because
they would still have to live in the same commu-
nity as the perpetrator of abuse and their family and
friends. Several police officers suggested that this
meant incidences of GBV were severely under-re-
ported in rural and remote communities. Third-
sector interviewees explained that victims could be
concerned about their stories being published in the
local press if they reported abuse to the police or
worried about neighbours seeing a police car out-
side the house. One police interviewee, based in a
small island community, remarked: ‘It all comes
back to the almost secretive nature of small com-
munities where something is very much happening
behind closed doors and even if everybody on the
island knows about it, we don’t (Interview with
Participant 4, 14 June 2022).

Interestingly, there was also a suggestion that
lockdown offered a space for reflection on events
that had happened in the past. Several third-sector
support organizations noted an increase in peo-
ple contacting them to talk about historic abuse
incidents that had happened up to 40 years ago,
although it was noted that these victims were less
likely to want to talk to the police and more in
search of mental health support and advice from
third-sector organizations.

Flexible ‘soft’ policing

A clear finding of our project relates to the flexi-
bility of approach adopted by police officers on the
ground, particularly when supporting vulnerable
victims in remote areas. Officers shared stories of
working with both third-sector organizations and
concerned family and friends to offer victims a safe
way of talking to the police and gaining support—
here ‘safe’ relates to both concerns about a perpe-
trator of abuse and about social distancing during
the pandemic. This included advising third-sector
organizations on anonymized cases off the record
and using videoconferencing and telephones to
interview victims wherever they were situated in
lockdown, including outside Scotland. It might also
stretch to working outside their official remit, for
example, helping a victim to pack their belongings
and move to a place of safety, because of the lack of
other support agencies in particularly remote areas.
This supports Spencer et al’s (2022) findings that
rural police officers can be called on to deal with
non-police issues.

There were frequent mentions in our police inter-
views of the way in which policing rural areas offered
more time to simply chat to local people—suggest-
ing that there was still some concept of rural areas
as idylls. Several police officers stated that being a
local helped gain the trust of communities, with
one even suggesting that a local accent helped break
down barriers. However, social-distancing regula-
tions obviously impacted on this type of interaction,
including the way in which police officers interacted
with individual GBV victims. During the pandemic,
victims were not encouraged to visit a police station
to speak to the police—instead, the police were sup-
posed to interview them over the telephone or, in
urgent cases, visit them at home. However, relating
to the culture of surveillance described above, many
victims were concerned about both the perpetrator
of abuse and neighbours seeing such a visit. Several
officers spoke of interviewing victims through
open windows, standing outside their homes while
wearing goggles and body suits, making their visit
highly visible. They were very aware that the pub-
lic nature of such interviews was not good practice
and might open the victim up to public scrutiny and
perhaps pressure not to speak to the police. To deal
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with these circumstances, local third-sector sup-
port organizations such as Women’s Aid arranged
with the police to make their offices available as
a safe space for interactions between police and
GBV victims—although at the height of the pan-
demic this was difficult because of the rules about
the number of people being allowed in the same
rooms. One third-sector interviewee spoke about
the way in which this enabled them to offer ‘more
trauma-aware surroundings’ for victims, making it
easier to offer breaks or meals during an interview,
and describing this flexibility as ‘a real step forward’
that was continuing post-pandemic (Interview with
Participant 12, 22 August 2022).

In one, perhaps extreme, example, a female police
officer on a particularly remote beat described how
she had dressed in plain clothes and arranged to
meet with a victim in a wooded area on a small
island as though they were both just out walking.
The victim's perpetrator of abuse worked on the
island ferry and she could therefore not leave the
island without his being aware of her movements.
She was also aware that her neighbours were watch-
ing her. It was thus not possible for her to meet with
the officer in a more formal setting and the officer’s
meeting with her was arranged through a third-sec-
tor support organisation who were supporting the
victim.

The pandemic exacerbated staffing shortages that
were already constraining policing in these com-
munities, particularly in relation to a lack of female
police officers. As noted above, lockdown meant
that local officers were more relied on by specialists
in Domestic Violence and Rape Investigation units
to investigate cases and undertake interviews in
remote communities. However, third-sector organi-
zation interviewees suggested that this could cause
issues when staff shortages meant that female police
officers were not available locally.

I think that sometimes the difficulty is
that when a report comes in, and that’s
been dealt with by local officers and
local desk staff, it isn’t always possible
to get a female officer, if that’s what you
want, and you still have to explain to
that person that it’s a sexual offence or
domestic violence offence that you're

coming in to report.... [I]f you don't
get that sympathetic response or your
preference would be to be to speak to
a female officer, then that isn't always
possible at that initial stages and some
people say they've walked into the
police station, they’ve realized it was all
male officers on duty or they couldn’t
speak to a specialist officer and then
they might turn around and walk out
again (Participant 12, 22 August 2022).

Both police and third-sector organization inter-
viewees referenced the problems that could be
caused by victims' preference for female police
officers because of the smallness of the rural and
remote policing teams. One female officer based in
an island community remarked that there was ‘a
severe lack of female officers’ and that, in her opin-
ion, it was the biggest challenge they faced opera-
tionally. The lack of a suitably trained officer might
also be problematic for male victims of GBV or
those in a same-sex relationship. One third-sector
interviewee suggested: “The police are not always
aware, not all officers are aware, of how best to deal
with a male victim of domestic abuse anyway, but
it did feel as if things got a bit worse during lock-
down’ (Interview with Participant 11, 16 August
2022).

On a more positive note, both police and inter-
viewees from third-sector organizations spoke
enthusiastically about the increased use of vid-
eoconferencing and telephone for meetings and
as a way of sharing information between the two
groups. In agreement with findings from a similar
study based in England and Wales, interviewees
agreed that moving meetings online, for example,
for Multi-Agency Risk Assessment Conferences,
was beneficial for both police and victims (Walklate
et al. 2021). In remote, rural, and island communi-
ties, the use of videoconferencing saved both time
and money that otherwise would have been spent
on travelling potentially hundreds of miles to attend
meetings. A police officer noted that the use of vid-
eoconferencing meant that meetings about high
risk or emergency cases could now be convened
quickly between representatives of different agen-
cies, describing this as ‘brilliant’ and ‘a huge benefit.
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A senior officer expressed surprise at the speed of
change in this regard:

[W]hat T absolutely couldn’t get over
and I'll never forget was, the pandemic
came along and suddenly within a
week they’re looking to change, and I
say ‘they’ in terms of most of the areas
of the public sector, were prepared to
change everything they did and have
done for decades at the drop of a hat and
took the associated risks and learning
along the way. Normally, actually, that
would have to be undertaken through
multiple different years of committees
(Interview with Participant 8, 7 June
2022).

While the use of videoconferencing had been a
necessity during COVID, it was clearly something
that interviewees planned to continue in a post-pan-
demic world.

The use of telephone and videoconferencing was
not just beneficial for communications between
police and third-sector organizations. An inter-
viewee from an organization that supported male
victims of GBV noted that during the pandemic their
all-Scotland telephone line was particularly used by
men based in rural and remote communities. In
another reference to the surveillance culture of such
communities, she suggested that this was related to
the fact that there was nowhere else for these men to
go for support and advice—‘and even if there was, if
they live in a small community, they don’t want to be
seen going into the building marked “Abused Men
in Scotland”—you know what I mean?’ (Interview
with Participant 11, 16 August 2022). Referring to
some of the smaller northern islands, such as North
Ronaldsay in the Orkney Isles, one third-sector
interviewee noted their inaccessibility and the fact
that there are no police or support services based
there—a police officer interviewee told us they will
take a boat out to the outer islands once every six
weeks for a routine visit unless there was an emer-
gency. This of course makes it difficult to strike up a
relationship with those in abusive relationships. The
use of videoconferencing and telephone during the
pandemic, however, allowed residents to access sup-
port without having to travel off island.

However, other officers offered a word of cau-
tion about interviews that were not conducted face
to face. There were concerns that telephone inter-
views made it difficult to develop a good relation-
ship with victims since it was not possible to see
their reactions and it was more difficult to pick up
emotions. There were also deeper concerns that,
out of sight, victims or witnesses might be coerced
or coached into responding to questions in a cer-
tain way: ‘[I]ts always something in my mind, if
you're speaking to someone over the phone, is like,
who's actually sitting beside you during this tele-
phone call?’ (Interview with Participant 1, 30 May
2022).

The increased use of training via videoconfer-
encing was also seen as a pandemic innovation that
would be continued in the future. A third-sector
interviewee explained that her organization had
worked with others, including the police, to roll out
training around child sexual exploitation awareness
and that this had been a cost-effective and efficient
way of delivery for both the organizations and
participants:

[T]f wed done that in person, wed only
have 16 people as a max[imum] for a
whole day in face-to-face training, but
we've been able to deliver double the
amount of sessions to, you know, prob-
ably more than three times the num-
ber of folk, you know. Each session has
between ... 30 to 50 folk in it and it’s
only for half a day.... People are not so
tired when they come out of that ses-
sion as well and when people are really
anxious about their capacity, it’s short-
ened the length of time for training as
well, so thats been something that’s
been really good and it doesn’t cost so
much (Interview with Participant 12,
22 August 2022).

Nonetheless, a key finding from our research is the
need for more training related to GBV, particularly
CPD training, for non-specialist officers based in
remote, rural, and island communities. A number of
our police interviewees based in such communities
noted that they had little training in GBV beyond
their original training on joining the force unless an
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officer became a specialist such as a domestic abuse
or sexual offences liaison officer. Several interview-
ees suggested that any training they received was
‘very much learn as you go or ‘on the job, while
others suggested that there was a need for training
relating to a more victim-centred approach, to be
offered on a CPD basis:

[I]f theres anything that can be
improved overall in the police service
it’s actually rolling out more training to
actually help people deal with victims
more appropriately. To get the full back
story and not just what’s happened just
now you've been slapped, but actually
get all the story. Because there’s always
a really, really big story that’s gone on in
the background and people they some-
times even struggle to articulate what
they’ve been through or what theyre
still going through (Interview with
Participant 1, 30 May 2022).

One officer, who had received such training because
of the nature of his specialist role, spoke specifically
of training he had received from Scottish Women’s
Aid and Safe Lives relating to the cycle of abuse. He
noted that this type of training would be particularly
valuable as CPD for first responders and that it was
a pity that it had not been targeted at them. There
was also a clear need for more training relating to
male and same-sex victims of GBV. One third-sec-
tor interviewee who specialized in supporting male
victims commented:

I would love to take more time train-
ing the police, but the total time we
get just now is about 20 minutes once
a year when there’s new police officers
who are becoming domestic abuse
specialist officers when they’re in their
training. They get 20 minutes from us
to tell them about male victims, that
it. It’s really not enough. They’ve told
me quite often when I'm speaking to
them that, when they go, they're just
assuming it’s going to be a female vic-
tim (Interview with Participant 11, 16
August 2022).

Backlog and delay in the courts

One of the issues that was raised in interviews by
both police officers and representatives of third-sec-
tor organizations was the impact of the pandemic
on the time taken for a GBV case to reach court.
Lockdown restrictions, which closed courts
throughout the country, have resulted in a backlog
of tens of thousands of cases. A report by the Virtual
Trials National Project Board in January 2022 noted
that, in Scotland, there were about 33,000 summary
trials outstanding, compared with about 14,000
pre-pandemic, and that about one-quarter of all
outstanding summary trials were GBV cases (BBC
Scotland News 2022). In February 2022, the Scottish
Government estimated it would take ‘several years’
to manage the backlog and return to waiting times
of 10 weeks for GBV cases (The Vision for Justice
in Scotland, 2022). Interviewees shared concerns
that these delays continued to influence victims’
willingness to follow through with a case. As one
third-sector interviewee expressed it: Tve had peo-
ple withdraw their charges, their claims. You've had
people who just couldn’t wait any longer with that
hanging over them and pulling away, disengaging’
(Interview with Participant 10). Another described
the situation as a ‘nightmare, with court dates being
postponed multiple times, adding to the stress on
victims. A third support worker explained how the
delays shaped the work done by her organization,
with case workers being required to offer emotional
support for victims over an extended period of
time, which affected the limited resources of small
organizations. At the same time, police officers who
were interviewed emphasized the need to be honest
with victims about the resulting backlog and to keep
victims’ expectations realistic, with one interviewee
explaining:

I think it's quite commonly known now
at this point that the courts have got a
massive backlog, as being well sort of
documented in the media. So, victims
are aware of that. If theyre not aware,
they will ask around timescales, which
it is important we are honest with them
about that because you know, that’s how
you basically build trust with someone

20z B L€ UO Josn AjisiaAlun UopIoD Heqoy Aq 80ZEEZ./SH0PEEd/9110d/e601 "0 /10p/al01e/Buioljod/w0o dno olwapeo.//:sd)y Wolj papeEojumo(



Original Article

10 Policing

S. Pedersen et al.

who's been a victim is through the hon-
esty and having that open, honest con-
versation and if we start telling them,
aye well give a statement it will probably
go to trial in six months. A year and a
half later, it’s not even set up a prelim-
inary. What credibility does that give
the police? You know? So we have to
be honest with them (Interview with
Participant 3, 8 June 2022).

Another noted that the backlog of cases also
impacted on officers, who could be summoned
to court to give evidence for a case that happened
over a year ago. In the opinion of one senior offi-
cer, the courts had been slow to adapt their process
during the pandemic, meaning that a large number
of extensions had been instituted to manage cases
coming to court. However, at the time of our inter-
views (summer and autumn 2022) many of these
extensions were now ending, meaning competing
demands for action on a high number of cases.

It was particularly the smaller local courts that
had been closed during the pandemic, adding dis-
tance to the challenges of seeing a case through trial
for those in remote and rural communities. As one
police interviewee explained: ‘It was definitely a bit
of an issue because they [victim or witness] would
have to go to Inverness to go to court or in a video
link—there seemed to be kind of a lot of stick-
ing-points with that’ (Interview with Participant 1,
30 May 2022).

Giving evidence by video link, for participants
based in remote and rural locations, can lower
costs and the time taken to attend trial (Song and
Legg 2021). It can also allow vulnerable parties
such as children or intimidated witnesses to give
evidence in relation to sensitive matters (Song and
Legg 2021). One of the third-sector interviewees,
based on a small island, explained that, because of
the need to keep as many people out of the court-
room as possible, her clients had been able to
answer questions via video link from another part
of the court building, ‘and that was far less trigger-
ing for them than actually being in the same room
as the perpetrator’ (Interview with Participant
11). She also noted that some victims had not
even had to travel to High Court in Glasgow or

Edinburgh—which could take several days—but
had been able to give evidence locally instead,
‘without all that stress of travelling’, which she felt
was ‘far less traumatizing. Another third-sector
interviewee agreed that the possibility of giving
evidence from their own home could be much less
stressful for victims:

They’re sat in their own homes. They’ve
got support workers with them. They’re
feeling relaxed, a bit more relaxed....
They’ve not got the whole worry of see-
ing the perpetrator at the court. You
know, when you go into court, their
main concern can be: Is he standing
there? Is he going to be waiting outside?
You know, the anticipation. So one
of my colleagues actually said today
they’ve found it was less for the woman
that she supported because she can sit
at home, she’s got her slippers on, she
didn’t have to dress up, you know, she
could be sitting quite calm beforehand
not worrying that he’s going to walk in
the door (Interview with Participant 13,
21 September 2022).

During 2021, a trial of virtual courts for domestic
abuse cases took place in Aberdeen and Inverness.
It is probable that some of the experiences described
above were part of this trial. Based on the outcome
of the trial, the Virtual Trials National Project Board
has now recommended that every sheriffdom in
Scotland should have a dedicated virtual domes-
tic abuse court. Commenting on the trial, Victim
Support Scotland chief executive Kate Wallace
stated that this way of giving evidence can be more
appropriate and more trauma informed, putting
choice and control back into the hands of the victim
(BBC Scotland News, 21 January 2022).

Conclusions

It is clear that the COVID-19 pandemic and asso-
ciated lockdowns exacerbated the challenges that
already existed in the policing of GBV in remote and
rural northern Scotland. Even before the pandemic,
police in such communities faced challenges relat-
ing to a culture of silence and surveillance, limited
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resources, and the physical challenge of policing
large, geographically remote, areas. During the
pandemic, victims® direct access to the police and
third-sector organizations was impeded by social
distancing and ‘stay at home’ orders while concerns
about being seen to speak with the police increased
as neighbours had very little else of interest to catch
their attention. Perpetrators of abuse were also able
to use lockdown to increase their coercion and
control, despite police, third-sector organizations,
and the media collaborating to get the message out
that lockdown could be broken by those seeking to
escape GBV.

On the positive side, the flexibility that already
characterized rural and remote policing before the
pandemic continued to allow police officers and
third-sector organizations to work together to sup-
port victims of GBV. In particular, the move to video-
conferencing and telephone support was hailed as a
positive move in an area where travel to meetings can
be difficult and expensive and police presence can be
limited, especially for those on remote islands. The
trialling of videoconference facilities in courts has
also helped to tackle the backlog of cases that built
up during the pandemic. It is clear that the use of
communication technologies was overall perceived
by both police officers and third-sector organization
interviewees as beneficial in improving communica-
tion between organizations and with victims, despite
some concerns about not being able to see victims
and their circumstances on telephone calls.

On a more negative side, the pandemic has exac-
erbated already extant issues relating to staffing,
particularly in relation to female police officers.
The closure of police stations since the creation
of Police Scotland in 2013 and concomitant relo-
cation of staff had already raised concerns about
access to police in remote and rural areas of
Scotland. This was exacerbated by the decline in
police numbers during the pandemic, which the
Scottish Police Federation linked to stress and
burnout relating to COVID-19. Third-sector inter-
viewees made it clear that victims might choose not
to report their abuse if they were unable to speak to
a female police officer. There were also suggestions
that a lack of training for officers with no specific
GBV role was problematic during the pandemic
when local officers had to take over work usually

undertaken by specialist task forces. The officers we
interviewed are all committed to policing GBV and
many had sought out roles that allow them to do
this. However, all commented on the lack of CPD
for regular officers and the need for victim-cen-
tred training. The pandemic has demonstrated that
training can be successfully delivered online with
cost efficiencies and no need for travel for those liv-
ing and working in remote locations. This may well
be one of its most important legacies. There is a
need for further training amongst officers based in
rural and remote locations, but also a will to under-
take such training, and now a way to successfully
deliver it without the need to travel.
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