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PROTECTIONS IN THE JUSTICE SYSTEM FOR WOMEN AND GIRLS
Scottish Youth Parliament response
August 2026
About SYP
The Scottish Youth Parliament (SYP) is the democratic voice of Scotland’s young people. Our vision for Scotland is a nation that values and practices the meaningful participation of its young people, supporting them to realise their full potential. Our mission is to represent the voice of Scotland’s young people on issues affecting them, and to empower young people to champion and defend their rights.
As a youth-led organisation, we are constantly seeking the views of our MSYPs and other young people to ensure our policy positions represent their views as clearly as possible. This means that we have numerous opportunities to collect qualitative and quantitative data on a variety of issues underneath the umbrella of education. To ensure our response can accurately reflect the views of our members and the young people they represent, we pulled our information from various sources. These included:  
[bookmark: _Int_Jf7DkDXc]• The Scottish Youth Parliament's 2026 - 2031 Manifesto 'Dear Scotland's Future'. Based on the consultation of 5,000 young people aged 12 - 25 across Scotland, this Manifesto sets out 31 priority policy issues that children and young people want to see decision-makers take action on over the next five years. The Manifesto is divided into five core themes, with the most relevant theme for this consultation response being 'A Fairer and Just Scotland'. 
• An in-person consultation workshop, in partnership with the Scottish Government's Justice Analytical Unit, about 'Understanding young people’s perceptions and experiences of tech-facilitated violence'. 16 young people, aged 14 - 23 took part in the workshop and explored what 'tech-facilitated violence' means to them, the unique experiences of children and young people in online spaces, and their wish list for improving education to tackle online harm. 
• The Scottish Youth Parliament's formal report and response to the Government's proposed social media ban for U16s in the UK, 'Shouldering the blame'. This report is based on a consultation of around 200 young people in Scotland, about the UK Government's online safety proposals. There was a lot that came out of this work, but one message was clear: young people want social media to be safer, but they do not believe that a ban is the answer. 
• Numerous other youth-led policy statements, laid out in the Scottish Youth Parliament's Policy Log. These policy statements are created by SYP's membership (MSYPs) and voted on by their peers, after consultation with young people across all 32 Local Authorities. Once voted on, and if passed, the policy statements become SYP's formal advocacy and campaigning mandate.
Summary of recommendations
1. Children and young people must be continuously included and meaningfully consulted with throughout the design, debate and delivery of all legislation aimed at tackling violence against women and girls. This is an issue that affects them and therefore they have a right for their views to be heard on all decisions made. 

2. Young people call for girls’ and young women’s specific experiences to be represented and protected through legislation, including by creating standalone laws to make misogyny a hate crime and make spiking a criminal offence. 

3. Education is a key tool for eradicating violence against women and girls as it tackles the issue at its root cause – gender inequality. Education is the wrap around needed for legislation and any other policy action to be effective. 

4. More youth-friendly guidance and measures, like standalone criminal offences, are required to encourage children and young people to come forward about their experiences, as it will help them to navigate an otherwise-quite complex and overwhelming judicial system. 

5. A social media ban will not prevent children and young people from experiencing technology-facilitated harm or violence. A ban would push young people into more risky ways of accessing social media and children and young people do not see it as an effective measure; but rather as a punishment for the users when it should be the tech and media companies who are held to account to eradicate violence on their platforms. 





Full written response
1. Do you agree with the Scottish Government view on the benefits arising from the operation of current law?
N/A.
We have not conducted consultation with children and young people on this specific issue. 
2. Do you agree with the Scottish Government view for better recording of criminal cases where non-fatal strangulation arises?
N/A. 
We have not conducted consultation with children and young people on this specific issue.  However, from other facilitation and consultation activities on violence against women and girls - young people have made it clear that they want to see genuine and comprehensive reform within the judicial system in order to better support victims and survivors, and to tackle the epidemic of misogyny and violence in Scotland. This includes 'making misogyny a hate crime' through standalone, specific legislation and 'reducing the length of time between reporting sexual assault crimes and prosecution, so victims are able to access justice without significant delay'. 
3. Do you have views on how best public awareness can be improved as to the dangers of non-fatal strangulation?
Yes. 
As part of SYP's 2026 - 2031 Manifesto 'Dear Scotland's Future', SYP consulted with around 5,000 children and young people, aged 12 - 25, across Scotland to understand their views and experiences and what issues they want decision makers to prioritise. Furthermore, at the 2026 annual SYP membership meet-up (known as the 'SYP84 Sitting') in June, SYP partnered with the Scottish Government's Justice Analytical Unit to consult with a group of MSYPs on 'Understanding young people’s perceptions and experiences of tech-facilitated violence'. Albeit, the young people were not asked specifically about non-fatal strangulation, they did explore - in depth – violence against women and girls, misogynistic and sexual harassment and the epidemic of violence due to the proliferation of technology.  
"Every woman I know has been affected by sexual harassment in some form. This culture of misogyny is what leads to women being raped and killed and should be stopped before it reaches that level", said a young woman aged 18 - 21 from Stirling.  
Throughout both of these consultations, young people consistently emphasised the importance of education across all stages and ages and for it to be embedded within the national curriculum and delivered by experts (whether that be by equipping current teachers to become experts or investing in programmes led by experts in the feminist space). They want this education to teach about gender equality, to equip young people with the language, educational tools and confidence to address misogyny as soon as they see it and help them all to understand the gravity of consequences for misogynistic actions. Currently, young people don't feel like they know how to respond to misogyny or harmful actions from their peers and want better and more comprehensive information on what to do.  
"Misogyny is joked about a lot by young people and a lot of people don't take the issue seriously.   Many girls/women face both discrimination and discomfort/unwanted advances by men, and many men/boys don't understand the leverage of their actions", said a girl aged 12-13 from Clackmannanshire.  
Young people have frequently said that the education they receive on healthy and safe relationships, on gender equality and on the different ways that misogyny can manifest is inconsistent at best and completely irrelevant or non-existent at worst.  
"Young people’s experiences of these strategies is inconsistent, sometimes one-off endeavours. Even the MVP [Mentors in Violence Prevention] strategy doesn’t have regular interventions and instead focuses on one-off sessions".  
By introducing education early, alongside other primary prevention methods such as gender-mainstreaming in policy making and targeted preventative youth work to promote healthy relationships, it will tackle the root cause of violence against women and girls (gender inequality) and prevent violence from happening, including non-fatal strangulation.
4. Do you have any other views on steps to address the dangers of non-fatal strangulation?
Yes. 
As aforementioned, education is paramount. Ensuring this education works for and with children and young people is equally paramount. Taking a human rights-based approach, particularly through the lens of UNCRC, will help embed an education system that holds gender equality at its core and centres the lived experiences and voices of children and young people. Empowering children and young people to work with decision-makers and experts in co-designing the education system, in equipping teachers, youth workers and other adults who work with children, and in implementing procedures and workshops on violence against women and girls, will mean that it is relevant and accessible for the young people it is targeted at. 
Education is the most effective form of primary prevention, stopping violence - like non-fatal strangulation - before it even has a chance to manifest.  
5. Do you have views on how the offence of spiking is addressed under existing laws?
Yes.
In 2023, 98% of our MSYPs passed a policy motion calling for the 'Scottish Government to specifically reference spiking as a criminal offence in legislation and for decision-makers to do more to support those affected'. This policy built on previous campaigning efforts from MSYPs in 2021 asking for decision-makers to take stronger and more decisive action to tackle spiking specifically injection spiking) and ensure public safety. Young people want to see this issue taken as seriously as all other measures to tackle violence against women and girls and - in line with all other pledges and legislative action on VAWG - it must be matched with systemic, societal change. This also means improved education and awareness on the life-altering consequences and dangers of spiking and investing in the justice system so that it can properly support victims to come forward and report their experience.
6. Do you have views on the benefits of developing a standalone spiking offence? 
Yes.
As mentioned, MSYPs have called for a specific criminal offence for spiking - with 98% of the membership supporting the policy. Establishing a specific offence not only provides necessary clarity on the fact that spiking is, indeed, a crime; it will also empower victims and survivors to come forward more as they will know there is a clearer legal framework and better support in place to achieve a conviction. A specific offence will enable the justice system to take action more effectively for victims and help victims know exactly where they stand for getting a conviction on the spiking itself - rather than under a secondary or broader offence (which may not capture their experience accurately). As the epidemic of violence against women and girls continues,  young people in Scotland want to see a new and more targeted approach, with more accurate reporting and infrastructure to capture the data and identify the solutions to end spiking and gendered violence.
7. Do you have any views on (a) how public awareness can be improved as to the dangers of spiking and (b) how to encourage individuals to report a spiking offence?
Yes.
Throughout SYP's consultation work, children and young people have said that they want to see a standalone offence introduced to make misogyny a hate crime. In the 2026 - 2031 Manifesto, 78% of all children and young people consulted supported this policy. 
 Having more standalone offences (like spiking or for misogyny as a hate crime) that are designed to represent and understand the unique and specific experiences of girls and women and victims of such crimes, would go a long way in supporting individuals to come forward to report their experiences and in tackling incidents of violence against women and girls.
 Tackling misogyny matters to children and young people, and their prioritisation reflects the urgent need for Scotland's Government to respond more powerfully and pointedly to the ongoing violence against women and girls that so many are seeing and experiencing every day. Spiking, experiences of misogyny and the increase in sexual assault and harassment are all demonstrative of the systemic gender inequality that continues to engender violence against women and girls. 
Much like with a specific criminal offence for spiking, young people want to see more unique protections put in place to keep them safe against misogyny and to use these specific pieces of legislation as a tool for supporting everyone in tackling violence against women and girls and in calling out misogyny when they see it. They want specific legislation to go hand in hand with education and for gender mainstreaming to be implemented across all levels of policy making and decision making in order to help inform and raise awareness on the dangers and consequences of violent, misogynistic behaviours - which includes spiking. This consultation response has continuously highlighted how essential education is, especially when it is comprehensive, funded and co-designed with children and young people to reflect the reality of their lives. In order to improve public awareness on spiking, education once again is key, and gender equality must be embedded within the curriculum delivery.  
For encouraging more victims or survivors of spiking to come forward, a coordinated response across the judicial, education, mental health and policy-making systems is required, and it must focus on support, empowerment and accessibility. In a previous consultation response from SYP on the ' Victims, Witnesses, and Justice Reform (Scotland) Bill', young people spoke about having more youth-friendly guidance and education to help them understand and navigate the judicial process. For example, language like 'trauma informed practice' were not always evident to young people, and they wanted clearer information on what justice-centric language like that meant so they felt more confident in coming forward about their experiences. 
Young people have reflected on the excessive length of time between victims of sexual harassment and assault reporting the crime and when prosecution takes place. In the 2026 – 2031 Manifesto, 90% of children and young people consulted supported the policy 'the length of time between reporting sexual assault crimes and prosecution should be reduced, so victims are able to access justice without significant delay'.
One young woman, aged 14 – 17, said "the current timeline leads victims to get fed up in the process and question whether they did the right thing coming forward in the first place. It leaves too long for intruding thoughts and too long for guilty people to walk free”.
Similarly, a young man also aged 14 – 17, said "the delay in receiving justice or support may for some even act as a deterrence for reporting the crime they have been a victim of. Long wait times prolong the weight of the incident(s) riding on a victim’s back and leave potential offenders free to do as they please, in other words, many more people are in danger.”
 Such statements, point to a wider-reaching concern amongst children and young people about how the justice system does (or doesn't) empower them in reporting a crime. Albeit this doesn't point specifically to the offence of spiking, it does speak to the gaps in procedure and support available for victims of gender-based violence. Young people want the justice system infrastructure to be reformed with resources more equitably distributed to better prevent and respond to sexual assault crimes, and through this reform there should be improvements in protecting people harmed by sexual assault by offering more all-around support and eradicating inequality and discrimination.
"A close family member is currently going through this. It has now been 15 months since the original report went in about the assault. It is placing significant and constant stress on her life, and she’s been stuck in a place she can’t move on from because of this taking so long".
8. Do you agree for a new aggravation in relation to offences committed against pregnant women by a partner or ex-partner?
N/A. 
We have not conducted consultation with children and young people on this specific issue.  
9. Do you agree to COPFS being given a power to make an NHO against a person when offering an alternative to prosecution?
N/A.  
We have not conducted consultation with children and young people on this specific issue.   
10. Do you agree on how applications to vary or revoke an NHO made by COPFS should be handled with court involvement suggested for any appeals?
N/A.  
We have not conducted consultation with children and young people on this specific issue.   
11. Do you agree an NHO made by COPFS as part of an alternative to prosecution should have a maximum time period of 12 months?
N/A.  
We have not conducted consultation with children and young people on this specific issue. 
12.  Do you agree with the Scottish Government proposal for a creation offence [for intimate images – deepfakes]?
Albeit we have not consulted with children and young people on this issue directly, it does reflect the wider consensus that they want to see girls’ and young women’s specific experiences to be represented and protected through legislation. 
Young people are becoming increasingly concerned about the negative affects of artificial intelligence on their lives and how it will be used to perpetuate violence against women and girls. 
13.  Do you agree with the proposal for a requesting creation offence?
N/A.   
We have not conducted consultation with children and young people on this specific issue.  
14. Do you agree with the proposal for a new production, supply and offering to supply offence [intimate images - nudify apps]?  
N/A.   
We have not conducted consultation with children and young people on this specific issue.  
15. Do you consider that there are any specific changes to the current criminal law that would improve how the justice system are able to respond to technology-facilitated and online harms?
Yes. 
Children and young people face wide ranging and overlapping harms when using technology, which are uniquely specific for their lived experiences. Therefore, legislation must reflect such unique experiences and needs and be adapted to meet the needs of those it claims to protect. Children and young people will not be supported through blanket and broad legislation and instead ask that they be included in designing frameworks or laws that respond to technology-facilitated harm. Any changes to current criminal law must intentionally create entry points for meaningful participation for children and young people, and all communities furthest from their rights or seldom listened to, in its design, delivery and implementation.
As one young person succinctly said, "Nothing about us, without us".
16. Do you have any views to offer on further steps to reduce online and technology-facilitated harm?
Yes.
With the surging rise of Artificial Intelligence and its use in everyday life, young people are concerned that legislation, education and policy are not prepped to keep up with the evolving nature of technology and will fall behind in protecting people online and from technology-facilitated harm. 
During the in-person consultation at the SYP84 Sitting, the young people identified incidents of misogynistic comments and harassment, gendered disinformation and being sent unsolicited sexual or intimate images as the main experiences they have of technology facilitated harm. Whilst deep-fakes and artificial intelligence were highlighted as an increasing threat to their safety, right now the young people felt that the everyday misogyny they saw online had a more significant impact on them and the harm the experienced. Having said that, however, the young people reflected that as AI continues to evolve and be integrated into everyday online life, deep fakes and nudify apps will become more and more significant and they want to see decision-makers acting now to reduce and prevent this new epidemic of online violence and to help young people respond to AI-generated content. 
At SYP, 87% of the membership support the policy 'the Scottish Youth Parliament calls on the Scottish Government to create responsive policy to tackle the dangers of AI and acknowledge young people's fears around continued AI usage'. In order to create this policy on AI and its use to perpetuate violence against women or inflict online harm, 83% of MSYPs also supported the policy 'the Scottish Youth Parliament calls on the Scottish Government and Education Scotland to integrate a youth involvement scheme that equips young people with the skills they require to effectively and ethically manage AI-generated content, ensuring Scotland's young people are integral to Scotland's AI strategies'. Young people must be integrally involved in any and all policy frameworks to ensure it works for and with them effectively. 
Education has been a reoccurring theme throughout all of SYP's consultations and discussions with young people. They do not feel that they are receiving the appropriate education to support them in reporting technology-facilitated harm nor in tackling the gender inequality and misogyny that breeds such harms. During the consultation workshop on 'Understanding young people’s perceptions and experiences of tech-facilitated violence', a young woman aged 18, asked “when does behaviour online actually become a crime? Young people know what can be done if something is a crime, but we don’t know at what point that is. We also don’t know what we can do if behaviour is harmful but not criminal and what action we can take to prevent it”. 
Education must work in partnership with legislation so that young people know what their rights are, what their responsibilities are and how or when the law applies to them in combatting technology-facilitated violence. Young people told us they want education that teaches children, age-appropriately, about the harms of social media and how to recognise tech-facilitated violence, starting with microaggressions and casual misogyny. 
"A lot of people do not know they are being misogynistic it would be better for people to be educated on what it is and how some everyday things may actually be a bit misogynistic", one young man aged 14 – 17 from Edinburgh told SYP during the Manifesto consultation.
They felt that Scotland’s ‘Mentors in Violence Prevention’ scheme could be improved to incorporate more of this education within the programme – learning about violence online as much as they learn about violence offline - and that it should be expanded to reach young people not in formal education.  They feel that teachers and youth workers also need this education, helping to prepare them to support young people and respond to misogyny in schools or understand the different terms or platforms used about online life. 
Furthermore, young people need more safe spaces – especially offline – to spend time, to talk about their experiences and be with trusted friends and adults. Youth specific spaces and investment in youthwork are a crucial part of primary prevention because they offer a secure place for young people to learn freely, to talk about their lived experiences and express their views, whilst learning from other people in the local community and being mentored by adults who aren't their teachers or parents. They enable children and young people to experience debate and engage with the humanity on the other side of the argument or viewpoint. In SYP's Manifesto consultation, 83% of young people aged 12 -25 agreed that 'Local Authorities must provide youth specific spaces in local communities, with investment put towards cultural, social, and artistic activities where young people can gather and spend time together', whilst 76% of those consulted said that ' The Scottish Government and Local Authorities must work together and commit to a secure and multi-year funding model for the youth work sector'. 
"Our parents don't want us inside but nobody else wants us outside. People complain about teenagers being on their phones all the time but if the only way I can hang out with my friends without being chased out or yelled at is Discord or Snapchat, then why would I not be on my phone?", said a young man aged 14 -17 from Angus. 
It is also essential to highlight that throughout our consultation with young people on their online safety and digital experiences, they have told us that a social media ban for U16s would not solve the issue nor keep young people safer online. 82% of SYP's membership voted in favour of the policy motion 'The Scottish Youth Parliament opposes the proposed social media ban for under 16s in the UK. We call for decision makers to meaningfully engage with young people to make online spaces safer and more supportive. We believe that technology and media companies should be held to account for the harmful content which exists and is created on their platforms'. This has subsequently led to a youth-led campaign by young people across Scotland, whereby they published a research report 'Shouldering the blame: The Scottish Youth Parliament response to the social media ban' and wrote directly to the UK Prime Minister Andy Burnham MP asking him to reconsider the ban and meaningfully evaluate, in partnership with children and young people, the implications of a ban on the use of children’s rights.  The overwhelming concern is that a social media ban will push children and young people into riskier online spaces and online behaviours rather than protect them. The ban would be a poor sticking plaster over a systemic issue of misogyny and dangerous, unregulated online content – it would not solve the issues discussed previously. Instead, young people asked (again, reiterating the importance of primary prevention through early education) that more responsibility be placed on the social media giants and tech companies, and that there be tangible consequences for inaction and lack of regulation. Young people want to see more direct action taken to raise awareness on, and tackle, the increasing proliferation of artificial intelligence and its impact on the rise of violence against women and girls. From the tech companies, this means developing community guidelines and regulatory software that can keep up and evolve with the dynamic nature of AI, recognising when it depicts misogynistic content and enabling easier reporting mechanisms for users. 
During the consultation workshop at the Sitting, some of the young people proposed financial penalties as a consequence and to motivate tech companies to put in rules, guidance and parameters to protect children and young people from online harm, misogynistic and hateful comments and the production and distribution of gender-based violence content. The proceeds of these financial penalties would then be put back into the aforementioned early education and invested into expert organisations working to tackle violence against women and girls.  As one young person said, when discussing the social media ban, "We need to change their behaviour, not our behaviour. We want to see tech companies choose children’s rights over profit". 
Ultimately, to tackle online violence, to protect everyone in the digital space and eradicate violence against women and girls, it will take a whole-society approach and requires decision-makers to bring everyone along in the design, delivery and implementation of whatever solutions are decided. Numerous entry points for community dialogue and participation are a necessity; not just through a one-off consultation response such as this, but also through meaningful and focused discussions in a variety of settings and at a variety of times across the process, listening to and feeding back with every community impacted by policy and digital harm (which means everyone, but with deliberate acknowledgement and understanding of the unique and intersecting oppressions of individual communities and identities). For children and young people, they need to be involved from start to finish on education design and on legislative frameworks and to be actually heard when they say something doesn't work as intended – such as a blanket social media ban. Their voices are important, valid and as deserving of respect and intention as any stakeholder in tackling violence against women and girls and ending technology-facilitated harm. 
16. Do you have any views on potential impacts of the proposals in this consultation on children and young people as set out in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC)?
Yes. 
SYP is a rights-based organisation, using the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) as the basis for our vision, mission and values. SYP embodies Article 12 of the UNCRC, which states that young people have the right to express their views freely and have their opinions listened to in all matters affecting them. As a completely youth-led charity, the words and message of Article 12 have profound importance for our work.  
 SYP strongly believes that Child Rights and Wellbeing Impact Assessments (CRWIAs) are a vital aspect of child and youth participation. They are not only important for assessing impacts on children and young people, but also for supporting meaningful participation for children and young people in decision-making. From SYP’s perspective, CRWIAs should be used to ensure that the voices of children and young people are actively listened to and reflected in policy. This applies to any legislative or policy frameworks for tackling violence against women and girls and responding to technology-facilitated harm, because of the unique experiences within children and young people's online lives and the long-term effects that will shape the future of young people growing up and living in Scotland. 
 When we look at our manifesto policy for Article 12 under the theme Empowering Young People to Claim their Rights, it states: 'The Scottish Government and other decision-makers must uphold the right set out in Article 12 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child to respect the views of children and young people in all decisions that affect them'. Under this policy, the asks of young people are as follows: 
· Decision-makers must recognise young peoples lived and living experience for their expertise, and for power to be given to young people when deciding what will make Scotland the best place to grow up. 

· Decision-makers should implement accessible, inclusive and meaningful models of participation that ensure young people are involved in the right way, where they are respected, their dignity is upheld and inclusion is equal. 

· The Scottish Government should create more awareness of young people’s human rights and how young people can access information about their rights, including how to complain about their rights being breached.
When conducting a CRIWA on any policy changes, it is important to not shy away from acknowledging negative impacts and to recognise that 'neutral impacts' does not mean 'no impact'. For children and young people, a Scotland free from violence and a society that upholds, empowers and protects their human rights can be achieved by: 
· Decision-makers creating responsive policy to tackle the dangers of AI and acknowledging young people's fears around continued AI usage. 

· Integrating a youth involvement scheme, in partnership between Scottish Government and Education Scotland, that equips young people with the skills they require to effectively and ethically manage AI-generated content, ensuring Scotland's young people are integral to Scotland's AI strategies. 

· Making misogyny a hate crime in Scotland.

· Decision-makers meaningfully engaging with young people to make online spaces safer and more supportive, rather than implementing a blanket ban on social media use for all U16s.

· Technology and media companies being held to account for the harmful content which exists and is created on their platforms.

· Decision-makers at all levels of governance and government respecting the views of children and young people in all decisions that affect them when it comes to their lived and living experiences of online harm and misogynistic behaviour or harassment.
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