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Justice Committee 
 

Victims and Witnesses (Scotland) Bill 
 

Written submission from Angela Geddes 
 
1. The proposal to create a duty on relevant justice organisations to set 
clear standards of service for victims and witnesses 
 
1.1  As someone bereaved by homicide, I hope that the Victims and Witnesses bill 
will bring effective change. Please enable victims to be enabled, empowered and 
integral in the system so that they can survive and move forwards in their lives. I had 
a very disjointed journey through the justice system and felt I had to actively ensure 
appropriate service. Information had to be continually chased, Court dates 
repeatedly changed and questions were not answered. I was left with little 
confidence in the system, a deep sense of injustice and nothing to help me cope and 
recover. 
 
1.2 The single most effective way of ensuring that victims’ needs are met is to 
introduce a Victim’s Commissioner. Victims need a voice. There is so much 
improvement required that it will require a sustained effort by someone who can 
make Victims be at the heart of the Justice Process. 
 
1.3 The service given to victims must be regularly inspected and audited. By so 
doing, victims and their families will not be left worse off by the system. 
 
1.4 We need to go further than a charter or “minimal standards.” If we attempt to 
produce generic minimal standards, little will change. Make a victim’s law a priority.  
 
1.5 The Bill should ensure that Court dates are fixed and RARELY changed. The 
cost of wasted Court time is well documented. But there are huge emotional and 
financial costs to victims and witnesses whenever there is ANY change of date. Do 
not underestimate how difficult it is for a family bereaved by homicide to try to return 
to work – already having had time off, only then to be faced with needing further time 
off for Court dates that are then changed at a moment’s notice and without 
reasonable explanation. 
 
1.6 Change of court dates does little to provide confidence in the legal system to 
victims, witnesses and the public as a whole. For those who are self-employed the 
financial costs of going to court can be large and impossible to recoup. We were 
informed of a court date that was never going to happen as it was a training day. We 
were told it was cancelled with only a few days notice.   
 
1.7 Victim personal statements (VPS) contain essential  information about the 
impact of the crime and this could be analysed to enable more effective delivery of 
assistance.They should become a working document throughout the process  until 
parole. 
 
1.8 The number of VPS that can be made should not be limited, common sense 
should prevail. In our case, we needed to make a choice whether a sibling or a 
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parent would not submit a VPS as only 4 were allowed. Having to fight for things like 
this is devastating. 
 
1.9 I strongly believe VPS should be read out in Court by the victim (or a 
representative) if they want to. It is important for the Court to hear the true effect of 
the crime.  
 
1.10 We were told by a senior professional in COPFS when discussing VPS that 
“most Judges don’t read them.” This was infuriating and devastating as it had taken 
an awful lot of emotional input and time to write them. Once more the arrogance of 
COPFS affects victims and their families - those who have found themselves where 
they are through no fault of their own. 
 
1.11 The Law Society in their consultation response state – “the committee agrees 
with the proposal [of victim personal statements], but suggests that the impact and 
effect, if any, will be minimal. The committee believes that since the scheme was 
rolled out in 2008 it has rarely been used.”Why is the impact and effect minimal? 
How can they tell this is they are rarely used?How do they know the benefit of these 
to victims and their families?  
 
1.12 All families should have the opportunity to leave the Court before the post 
mortem results are read out. This remains one of the most horrific experiences of my 
life and there should be a break in proceedings for the family to choose to leave. 
Remember in a murder, many basic details may not be able to be issued to the 
family (in our case even the date of death) until Court and families will want to know 
some, but not all details. 
 
1.13 Where a homicide has occurred in a home, consideration should be taken to 
leave it in a fit state after the investigation is completed. We entered the house to the 
stench of rotting food and the sight of horrendous bloodstaining. The family should 
never have to see bloodstaining, or pay for it to be cleaned up no matter what the 
legalities. That will stay with me forever. 
 
2. The proposal to give victims and witnesses a right to certain information 
about their case 
 
2.1 The days of COPFS not having to deal with or speak to victims are gone.  
COPFS need to become customer focussed for victims and their families. In some 
areas this will require a seismic shift. At one point I was told that I was “quite well 
informed for a lay person” by the Advocate Depute. I was the daughter of a woman 
who was brutally killed. I did not ask to be in the situation I found myself in. But I did 
have a right to ask questions to try and understand the system I had been thrown 
into. It was also mentioned to us that “most families don’t ask questions, they just go 
away and grieve.” 
 
2.2 Before any letter is sent to a family bereaved by homicide I would like the 
person sending it from the public organisation to consider who they are sending it to 
and if the tone is appropriate. It is appalling that I even have to ask for this to be 
done but please do not underestimate the improvement this would make. 
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2.3  I therefore suggest an audit of correspondence and “standard” letters that are 
sent to bereaved families. They would fail the clear English campaign. I understand 
that certain information needs to be conveyed but it is still possible to do this with a 
lot more consideration and humanity.This is essential to offer an improved service to 
victims and witnesses.  Information provided should be proactive, not reactive. 
 
2.4 Our family continually had to chase information – often to be told “we’ll get 
back to you.” Usually they never did. A single point of contact from start to finish is 
essential. Our Police liaison officer was very good but when the case proceded to 
Court we felt stranded. Often information was delivered by the VIA without 
explanation on a Friday afternoon, leaving us all weekend to worry and with no 
support. The killer had a legal team funded by the State. We had google. 
 
2.5 There should be a single contact/ liaison for those bereaved by homicide from 
start to finish (for as long as the family need it). This is working well in England and 
Wales. This contact should be well informed and have full access to the other 
organisations (public and voluntary). The other organisations must respond to the 
contact as a matter of priority, rather than being disjointed and unable to 
communicate. 
 
2.6 In fatal cases, the family should meet at an early stage with COPFS if they 
want to. We were told at one point “it is unlikely the Advocate Depute allocated will 
be in a position to meet you.”  Where is the empathy and humility? 
 
2.7 We were informed of VERY varying details after sentencing and then at 
another meeting. Consistent information should be provided to families. It is the least 
they deserve. 
 
2.8 All victims should have access to court transcripts free of charge. It is very 
difficult to hear in Court, especially when in my case you are learning about the 
death of a family member. You cannot take in all the information, especially if you 
have also been a witness. At one point we were told it would cost us several 
hundreds of pounds to receive a written copy of what was said in Court. 
 
2.9 A system needs to be set up if some of the victim’s family live in England to 
allow transfer of information so agencies can assist people locally. 
 
3. The proposal to give vulnerable witnesses a right to access certain 
special measures when giving evidence 
 
3.1 A decision should be made soon after the crime whether or not a vulnerable 
witness will be granted special measures. It is very worrying to have to wait several 
months for this to be decided and changing this would ease a lot of anxiety. We were 
told at least three different things in terms of what type of special measures would be 
available for an elderly and vulnerable member of our family who was a witness. 
 
3.2.1 Special measures should be given automatically for all stalking and domestic 

abuse cases. 
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4. Any human rights implications arising from the victims and witnesses 
provisions in the Bill 

 
4.1 It is a gross inequality that if your loved one is unlawfully killed and if it is 
decided that they are a Mentally Disordered Offender (MDO) you will not be part of 
the victim notification scheme(VNS), but if they are not a MDO you will be part of the 
VNS. This does not change the fact that your loved one has been killed. There is 
disparity of practice due to patient confidentiality. I would argue that the person who 
was killed had rights and these were taken from them.  Stop this 2 tier system. 
 
4.2 The prosecution should be as qualified and experienced as the defence.  In 
our case the defence (paid for by the State) was a QC. The prosecution was not and 
did not have a criminal law background. It showed.  
 
4.3 If victims and family can block their addresses so the offender cannot write to 
them, they should be informed of this. This is really important. People have a right 
not to live in fear. 
 
4.4 I am very concerned that no data is gathered by COPFS regarding domestic 
violence as a factor in murder or culpable homicide cases. Data like this should be 
collected to enable research of domestic abuse and greater awareness. Instead the 
only data collected is for operational use. 
 
4.5 It is therefore vital that domestic homicide reviews are introduced in Scotland. 
They are already providing useful information to allow prevention of deaths in 
England and Wales. By conducting a review, lessons can be learnt for the future. 
Families want to see change that will prevent further tragedies.  


