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Freedom of Information Response
Our reference:  FOI 25-3197
Responded to:  17 October 2025


Your recent request for information is replicated below, together with our response.
I’m writing as a concerned member of the public regarding media reports that Police Scotland—specifically the Specialist Crime Division—has backed proposals to criminalise the purchase of sex in Scotland (the Prostitution (Offences and Support) (Scotland) Bill).
On 20 May 2025, Ash Regan MSP, introduced a member’s Bill to the Scottish Parliament, entitled Prostitution (Offences and Support)(Scotland) Bill. This Bill proposes to create a new offence of paying for sexual acts and also repeals the existing offence of soliciting or importuning by prostitutes, currently an offence under S46 of the Civic Government (Scotland) Act 1982. Additional safeguarding and support measures have also been incorporated into the Bill in order to ensure that a person who is or has been involved in prostitution is signposted to the relevant help and support.
As is the case with many proposed changes to legislation, the Lead Committee, in this case the Criminal Justice Committee, sought the views of many stakeholder organisations and individuals, with regard to the general spirit of the proposed legislation and the practicalities around its enforcement. 
On 29th August 2025, Police Scotland submitted a response to the Criminal Justice Committee’s request for views on the proposed Bill. This request took the form of five specific questions relating to the Bill which were allocated to Detective Superintendent (DSU) Stevie Bertram in his capacity as Lead for Rape and Sexual Crime, Human Trafficking and Prostitution. DSU Bertram works closely with many organisations, both in Scottish Government and Crown Office and Procurator Fiscal Service (COPFS), as well as other key stakeholders in the charitable sector and has engaged in a large number of meetings and discussions involving representatives with varied and opposing views on this matter.  DSU Bertram shared his findings with Detective Chief Superintendent (DCS) Sarah Taylor, Head of Public Protection Unit (PPU), and the response to the Committee’s questions was endorsed by Executive Lead for Public Protection, Assistant Chief Constable (ACC) Steve Johnson. 
Police Scotland is recognised as a key partner in the Scottish Government’s Equally Safe Strategy, Scotland’s national strategy for preventing and eradicating violence against women and girls and are fully supportive of the viewpoint  that buying sex is a form of exploitation and, as such, should be covered by legislation. Police Scotland also recognises that people selling sex often do so in difficult circumstances and therefore should be provided with the relevant support and safeguarding measures and should not be criminalised.  The Equally Safe Strategy views any type of criminal sexual exploitation as a form of violence against women and girls and therefore Police Scotland’s main priority is to ensure our policy, practice and procedure is in line with any legislative changes and is victim-centred and perpetrator focused.
I’d be grateful if you could clarify the following:
1. What exactly has been said, and by whom?
· Please confirm whether SCD (or any Police Scotland representative) has issued a statement or submission supporting the Bill, and provide the text and date of any such statement or submission.
· If this was a submission to the Scottish Parliament or Committee, please provide a link/copy.
No official statement has been made by Police Scotland other than the response provided to the Criminal Justice Committee’s request for views on the Members’ Bill. This is a matter of public record and while the information sought is held by Police Scotland, I am refusing to provide it in terms of section 16(1) of the Act on the basis that the section 25(1) exemption applies:
“Information which the applicant can reasonably obtain other than by requesting it […] is exempt information”.
The information sought is publicly available:
Response 112896795 to Prostitution (Offences and Support) (Scotland) Bill - Scottish Parliament - Citizen Space

2. Authority and process
· Who authorised the position? (Name/role, decision date.)
· What internal process and governance (including legal/policy review) was followed before adopting or communicating the position?
Position has been adopted by DCS Sarah Taylor, Head of PPU and endorsed by ACC Steve Johnson, Executive Lead, following consultation with key stakeholders. 
The position is in line with Scottish Government’s Equally Safe Strategy, for which Police Scotland is a key partner.

3. Scope and basis
· Was this presented as operational evidence/impact analysis, or as a policy preference?
· What evidence base did SCD rely on (internal data, external studies, operational experience)? Please share any cited documents or summaries.
Police Scotland’s current operational approach (Operation Begonia) is aligned with these principles: focusing on demand reduction and protecting people in prostitution by better engagement and signposting to partner agencies, for victims, and then targeting the criminals involved in the exploitation of women. 
4. Standards and neutrality
· How does Police Scotland ensure compliance with duties of impartiality and political neutrality when commenting on live legislative proposals?
· Do you have internal guidance that distinguishes giving operational evidence from advocating a policy outcome? If so, please share it.
Police Scotland is recognised as a key partner in the Scottish Government’s Equally Safe Strategy, Scotland’s national strategy for preventing and eradicating violence against women and girls. The Equally Safe Strategy views any type of criminal sexual exploitation as a form of violence against women and girls and therefore Police Scotland’s main priority should be ensuring our policy, practice and procedure is in line with any legislative changes and is victim-centred and perpetrator focused.  Police Scotland will often engage in discussion with Scottish Government, and other key stakeholders whenever Bills are being considered, and provide advice and guidance based on experience in the implementation of legislation and whether proposals are in keeping with the values and priorities of the organisation. However, once a Bill is enacted and becomes an Act of Parliament, Police Scotland have a legal duty to enforce that legislation in an impartial and non-partisan manner.

5. Wider engagement
· Which external stakeholders, if any, did SCD consult (e.g., support organisations, sex worker groups, academics) prior to forming or communicating a position?
· Please provide a list of meetings and attendees related to this issue (titles/organisations and dates suffice).
Unfortunately, I estimate that it would cost well in excess of the current FOI cost threshold of £600 to process your request.  I am therefore refusing to provide the information sought in terms of section 12(1) of the Act - Excessive Cost of Compliance.
To explain further, the information requested is not centrally collated and to provide a definitive list of all meetings, dates and organisations involved in these discussions would exceed the cost limit set out in the Fees Regulations.
DSU Bertram and other senior officers within the department have been involved in a significant number of meetings and discussions involving several key stakeholders, some of whom support full decriminalisation.
The proposals contained in the Bill have been subject of a vast number of discussions at various meetings, many of which were not Chaired by a representative from Police Scotland. 

If you require any further assistance, please contact us quoting the reference above.
You can request a review of this response within the next 40 working days by email or by letter (Information Management - FOI, Police Scotland, Clyde Gateway, 2 French Street, Dalmarnock, G40 4EH).  Requests must include the reason for your dissatisfaction.
If you remain dissatisfied following our review response, you can appeal to the Office of the Scottish Information Commissioner (OSIC) within 6 months - online, by email or by letter (OSIC, Kinburn Castle, Doubledykes Road, St Andrews, KY16 9DS).
Following an OSIC appeal, you can appeal to the Court of Session on a point of law only. 
This response will be added to our Disclosure Log in seven days' time.
Every effort has been taken to ensure our response is as accessible as possible. 
If you require this response to be provided in an alternative format, please let us know.
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