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Justice Sub-Committee on Policing 

Complaints handling 

Written submission from the Scottish Police Authority 
 
SPA Complaints Handling Function: 
Summary and progress since previous evidence session (5 February 2015) 
 
Resources 
 
The SPA Complaints team comprises a Complaints/ Conduct Manager plus two 
Complaints Officers, all of whom are vetted to Management Vetting level which 
provides for frequent access to Secret police assets and occasional access to Top 
Secret police assets. The team have access to other SPA corporate services, 
including Legal and HR, to assist in complaint handling. In addition, the SPA Director 
of Governance and Assurance has oversight of the SPA’s complaints handling 
function.  
 
Audits 
 
SPA’s complaints handling function was audited by PIRC in May 2014 and the 
subsequent report included nine recommendations for the Authority to improve its 
complaints handling processes. A follow-up audit was undertaken and the report, 
published in April 2015, found that the Authority had taken significant steps to 
improve processes and procedures relating to the handling of complaints and noted 
that all of the recommendations outlined in the initial report had been addressed and 
successfully implemented. 
 
Scrutiny 
 
The SPA Complaints & Conduct Committee (the Committee) continually reviews, 
revises and agrees the reporting of complaints and performance measures by both 
the SPA and Police Scotland. Standing agenda items for the Committee include 
reports on Complaint Handling Reviews undertaken by PIRC. The content of such 
reports are scrutinised by Committee Members in relation to the manner in which 
complaints are handled by Police Scotland and the implementation of PIRC 
recommendations. The Committee also receives reports from Police Scotland 
regarding officers on Restricted Duties and officers currently Suspended from Duty. 
Members scrutinise the length of time officers have been placed on restricted duties 
or suspension, the alleged offences, and the reasons why suspension has been 
considered appropriate. Furthermore, the Committee pays particular attention to 
information regarding officers placed on restricted duties due to alleged Data 
Protection breaches. These Data Protection issues are being addressed by Police 
Scotland working with the Crown Office & Procurator Fiscal Service (the Crown) to 
improve processes and timescales for resolution. 
 
The Committee holds Complaints Workshops every six months, attended by partner 
organisations including PIRC, Police Scotland and the Crown. The purpose of these 
workshops is to build more effective working relationships and to obtain a greater 
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understanding of the roles/ responsibilities of each organisation, allowing for 
discussion and agreement on the content and presentation of reports to the 
Committee.  
 
The SPA Complaints team have produced a process to enable the dip-sampling of 
Police Scotland Closed Complaints which will allow for the scrutiny of complaint 
handling at a sub-national/ divisional level. The aim of dip-sampling is to ensure the 
effective management of complaints processes, highlighting best practice and 
identifying areas for improvement. An initial dip-sampling exercise has taken place 
and a programme of activity for the forthcoming year has been approved by the 
Committee.  
 
SPA complaints statistics  
 
Of the 17 Legacy Complaints which were inherited by the SPA on 1 April 2013, 12 
have been concluded and 5 are currently ongoing (all of which are related to a 
particularly complex case). In the current year to date (1 April 2015 to 31 December 
2015) the SPA has managed 193 new contacts, consisting of 279 allegations. At 31 
December 2015, the SPA was dealing with 19 ongoing complaint cases, consisting 
of 153 allegations. 
 
Engagement with the public 
 
The SPA website complaints page is continually updated, providing guidance for the 
public on the types of complaints that can be dealt with by the SPA and those that 
should be directed elsewhere (e.g. Police Scotland). The SPA website also specifies 
the Authority’s approved Unacceptable, Persistent or Unreasonable Actions by 
Complainers Policy; two people have become subject of this policy to date. Further 
developments are being progressed to enhance engagement with the public, 
including an SPA Complaints Leaflet and an on-line Complaints Form. 

 
Statutory guidance 
 
In conjunction with partner organisations including the Scottish Government, PIRC, 
Police Scotland, the Crown and appropriate staff associations, the Authority has 
been active in producing guidance on various statutory instruments including Senior 
Officer Conduct Regulations, Senior Officer Performance Regulations and the 
Statutory Guidance on Police Complaints Handling in Scotland. Of these, 
consultation on the Guidance on Senior Officer Performance Regulations has closed 
and the Guidance is expected to be laid before parliament shortly. 

 
Relationship building 
 
SPA Complaints staff attend various meetings and workshops to build more effective 
working relationships and obtain greater understanding of roles/ responsibilities of 
partner organisations including the Scottish Government, HMICS, PIRC, Police 
Scotland, the Crown, the Scottish Police Federation, the Association of Scottish 
Police Superintendents and the Scottish Chief Police Officers Staff Association 
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Key objectives and deliverables 
 
The Authority will continue to identify any key issues or concerns raised by the 
public, SPA staff, SPA Members, Police Scotland and other partner agencies to 
ensure that areas for improvement, in relation to its complaints handling function, are 
identified and addressed appropriately. 
 
The Authority will continually review its management and scrutiny of complaints, 
including reassessment of documentation, to ensure the efficient and effective 
operation of its complaint handling function. 
 
A key deliverable for the Authority is the forthcoming publication of guidance on the 
Senior Officer Conduct Regulations. In addition, the Authority will produce reports to 
document findings in relation to the Dip-Sampling of Police Scotland’s closed 
complaints. 
 
Scottish Police Authority 
8 January 2016 
 


