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Citizen Participation and Public Petitions Committee
Wednesday 11 March 2026
6th Meeting, 2026 (Session 6)

PE2190: Hold an inquiry into grooming gangs in
Scotland

Introduction

Petitioner Mandy McGurk

Petition summary Calling on the Scottish Parliament to urge the Scottish
Government to commission an independent grooming gang
inquiry to identify and understand the prevalence of child
grooming in Scotland.

Webpage https://petitions.parliament.scot/petitions/PE2190

1. The Committee last considered this petition at its meeting on 14 January 2026. At
that meeting, the Committee agreed to write to the Cabinet Secretary for
Education and Skills.

2. The petition summary is included in Annexe A and the Official Report of the
Committee’s last consideration of this petition is at Annexe B.

3. The Committee has received new written submissions from the Cabinet
Secretary for Education and Skills and the Petitioner, which are set out in
Annexe C.

4. Written submissions received prior to the Committee’s last consideration can be
found on the petition’s webpage.

5. Further background information about this petition can be found in the SPICe
briefing for this petition.

6. The Scottish Government gave its initial response to the petition on 23 November
2025.

7. Every petition collects signatures while it remains under consideration. At the
time of writing, 2,907 signatures have been received on this petition.

Action
8. The Committee is invited to consider what action it wishes to take.

Clerks to the Committee
March 2026
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Annexe A: Summary of petition
PE2190: Hold an inquiry into grooming gangs in Scotland

Petitioner
Mandy McGurk

Date Lodged
7 October 2025

Petition summary

Calling on the Scottish Parliament to urge the Scottish Government to commission
an independent grooming gang inquiry to identify and understand the prevalence of
child grooming in Scotland.

Background information

An inquiry is needed to make clear there are organised gangs of people in this
country targeting children and young vulnerable adults for the purpose of criminal
and sexual exploitation. This is leading children into lives of prostitution, drugs and
crime, who would otherwise not choose that path in life.

These gangs are organised and exist for this sole purpose.

The longer it’s put off, the more children across our country are falling victims to
these gangs. Everyday there are young people in this country having their
childhoods destroyed as well as their entire lives at the hands of these organised
gangs of groomers and traffickers.

This problem needs to be acknowledged and addressed in order for our drugs
problem to be tackled with sincerity!
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Annexe B: Extract from Official Report of last
consideration of PE2190 on 14 January 2026

The Convener: The first of the new petitions is on an important public policy matter
that is in the eye of the public at present. PE2190, which was lodged by Mandy
McGurk, calls on the Scottish Parliament to commission an independent grooming
gang inquiry to identify and understand the prevalence of child grooming in Scotland.

In its response to the petition, the Scottish Government states that it is prepared to
give every consideration to an inquiry if it is deemed to be necessary. The response
highlights the national child sexual abuse and exploitation strategic group, which
brings together key services and expert stakeholders. The submission notes that
there is currently no comprehensive national data on the prevalence of child abuse in
Scotland. Therefore, the Scottish Government is working to address that.

To review its operations and response to the issue, Police Scotland has taken
forward a series of actions such as creating a timeline of action on child sexual
exploitation since 2012.

After the Scottish Government issued its initial response to the petition, it announced
that an independent national review of responses to group-based child sexual abuse
and exploitation would take place. The review has begun, and ministers plan to
update the Parliament more fully on the review by the end of February. Additionally,
the Scottish Government has announced financial investment and support for victims
and families who are impacted by sexual offending; access to training for
professionals; and improvements to Police Scotland’s forensic capabilities.

Clearly, important issues are raised in the petition.

David Torrance: | wonder whether the committee would consider keeping the
petition open and writing to the Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills to ask
whether a February update on the work of a national review group will include a
decision on whether to launch an inquiry into group-based child sexual abuse and
exploitation.

The Convener: We could seek to achieve that in the time that remains to us.
Depending on the outcome, we might feel that the petition requires a lot of work
ahead, so it could be part of the legacy document that we leave to the next
committee.

Do colleagues agree to keep the petition open and write to the cabinet secretary on
that basis?

Members indicated agreement.
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Annexe C: Written submissions

Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills written submission, 2
March 2026

PE2190/C: Hold an inquiry into grooming gangs in Scotland

Dear Convenor

Thank you for your letter of 29 January 2026 regarding PE2190: Hold an inquiry into
grooming gangs in Scotland.

In response to the Committee’s question please find attached the text of my
statement to Parliament today on Protecting Children from Harm.

| have also noted the Committee’s ongoing consideration of PE1979: Establish an
independent inquiry and an independent national whistleblowing officer to investigate
concerns about the alleged mishandling of child safeguarding enquiries by public
bodies.

Yours sincerely,
JENNY GILRUTH
Presiding Officer,

Safeguarding Scotland’s children from harm is one of the utmost responsibilities of
the Scottish Government.

Since my last parliamentary statement in December, | have spent further time
engaging directly with survivors of child sexual abuse.

Their testimonies are shocking in the extreme. They tell a story of a system which,
far too often, does not believe young people. These stories, each unique, are bound
by a common thread of power being used to abuse, coerce and control.

Survivors have, quite rightly, called for meaningful change.

They want decisive action to uncover, to disrupt and ultimately to prevent these
horrendous crimes from ever happening in the first instance.

The Scottish Child Abuse Inquiry has taken extensive evidence, publishing a number
reports into the abhorrent historic abuse of children. | strongly welcome Lady Smith’s
work in Phase 10, which confirmed that it will be able to hear and act upon evidence
relating to grooming and group-based child sexual abuse, where this falls within the
Inquiry’s terms of reference. This work remains vitally important, and | commend the
Inquiry for their approach.



CPPP/S6/26/6/7

| welcome the updates provided to the Education Committee this morning on the
completion of the first phase of Police Scotland’s review work and on the ongoing
delivery of the National Review.

Some commentary has suggested that the findings of the national review will only be
available once the Review is fully complete; | want to be clear with Parliament and
survivors today — that is not the case. Phase one of the National Review will report to
Ministers by this Summer.

The work of the national review is imperative in providing assurance that
improvements will be made at local level.

It will also be instructive given the challenges on reporting and recording of child
sexual abuse at local level.

| again reiterate that if any harm or risk to a young person is identified at any
point during the National Review, then this will immediately be escalated
through the appropriate channels, including to Police Scotland as required.

Presiding Officer, | remind Parliament today that our local authorities do already
have statutory responsibilities to identify, report and take action to protect any child
who is at risk of harm. As a society we all have a responsibility for protecting our
children. However, as | made clear in December, there is limited evidence at the
current time on the nature and on the extent of group-based child sexual abuse in
Scotland.

It is, therefore, imperative that this evidence base is established at pace, to clarify
next steps, and to lessen prolonged suffering for the victims of these crimes.

| know that Members and survivors of child sexual abuse want to see accountability
and improvements as quickly as possible.

That sense of urgency is shared by Government.

In December | made it clear that the Government would keep the decision on
whether or not to establish an inquiry into group-based child sexual abuse under
review.

| committed to return to Parliament in February with a more substantive update.
Accordingly, | have been considering this issue very carefully, looking at the
evidence available — which continues to evolve - and importantly, listening to the
voices of survivors and experts.

Presiding Officer,

To that end | can confirm to Parliament today of my intention to establish a statutory
public inquiry, under the Inquiries Act 2005.
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This public inquiry will consider directly Scotland’s response to group-based child
sexual abuse and exploitation.

| have asked Professor Alexis Jay to lead the inquiry, and | am pleased to confirm
that she has agreed to do so.

Professor Jay has unrivalled experience of chairing both statutory and non-statutory
inquiries relating to child sexual abuse and exploitation.

Professor Jay will have the authority to identify and to take forward any additional or
accelerated areas of work she considers necessary, within the scope of finalised
Terms of Reference which will now be developed with her input.

Professor Jay will draw on her experience leading the Independent Inquiry in
Rotherham, the Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse in England and Wales,
as well as her vast experience in other areas of child protection drawing on over 30
years’ of professional experience in social work.

Professor Jay will immediately cease her role providing advice to the National
Review, in order to maintain the strict independence of this work, and the inquiry.

While the Terms of Reference for the Inquiry are being developed, Professor Jay will
remain Chair of the National Child Sexual Abuse and Exploitation Strategic Group,
and these arrangements will accordingly be reviewed going forward.

However, | am of the view that the announcement of an Independent Public Inquiry
is critical to maintaining public confidence in the work | have previously announced in
December, and to encourage an openness and participation from victims and
survivors.

The inquiry will be distinct from the Scottish Child Abuse Inquiry. It will focus
specifically on group-based child abuse and exploitation, whereas the Scottish Child
Abuse Inquiry, while it is looking at these issues, has a far broader remit.

It will focus on the potential prevalence of group-based abuse now and in the more
recent past, whether brought forward by survivors or in relation to the findings from
the National Review or, Police Scotland’s review of case files.

The Scottish Child Abuse Inquiry will remain critical. As | have made clear previously
to Parliament, the existing Inquiry has heard and continues to take evidence in
relation to group-based harm and child sexual exploitation of children in care,
wherever this abuse took place. It will also in due course, make recommendations
about our system of protection of children in care, based on all the evidence that it
has heard.

| met with Lady Smith this morning, alongside the Deputy First Minister, to inform her
of the decision to announce the new inquiry, and | have confirmed that the new
inquiry will not duplicate the ongoing valuable work of the Scottish Child Abuse
Inquiry in this area.
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Presiding Officer, taking the decision now to establish an inquiry also enables us to
make progress in parallel with the ongoing National Review and the Police Scotland
review of cases.

And establishing this inquiry will also provide additional assurance to survivors that
there will be independent scrutiny of the findings of the National Review.

While |, Professor Jay, and the Inspectorates themselves are confident in the
robustness of these processes, which are very much operationally independent, we
know this additional layer of independence will provide survivors further assurance
and confidence.

Presiding Officer, for many survivors, distrust is rooted in lived experience: past
failures to protect children from organisations, to address allegations, or to take
concerns seriously.

There is a perception that institutions act defensively to protect organisational
reputations, rather than prioritise truth-seeking or accountability. This has been a
consistent theme in my discussions with survivors.

All too often, when victims spoke up, institutions knew.
And institutions with the powers to act — and importantly, the powers to help — all too
often did not act to prevent abuse from occurring.

The inquiry will, therefore, have the fullest investigatory powers required. With
Professor Alexis Jay as chair, | hope this provides survivors and the public with
confidence in the process and the necessary, in my view, Independence of this work.

Survivor engagement was a key theme in my update to Parliament in December.
Getting this right is imperative.

| am therefore pleased to confirm to Parliament today, that John O’Brien, who led the
Truth Project in England and Wales, has agreed to lead the development and
delivery of a Truth Project in Scotland.

John O’Brien brings a wealth of experience and expertise in delivering a successful
project, which has already supported thousands of survivors in England and Wales,
to support our work.

| met with Mr O’Brien last week to understand more about the approach he built to
support the Independent Inquiry on Child Sexual Abuse in England and Wales.

Our approach in Scotland will seek to mirror this work to ensure that we hear from
survivors and allow them the opportunity to share their experiences, helping to
inform policy change and importantly, providing access to support. The National
Child Sexual Abuse and Exploitation Strategic Group will also consider how it can
engage survivors in its work.
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Presiding Officer, given the scale and costs of public inquiries to the public purse,
this is not a step that the Government has taken lightly.

Nonetheless, | consider the establishment of a public inquiry is now an essential one.

Whilst it will be for the Chair to consider, in our discussions thus far, | know that
Professor Jay wants to ensure that the inquiry is carried out at pace.

Presiding Officer, this Government is determined to act decisively to protect children
from the horrendous harm of child sexual abuse and exploitation.

The work of the National Review and Police Scotland’s ongoing review of cases of
group-based abuse will ensure that any improvements must be made in practice or
action being brought to bring perpetrators to justice is taken as quickly as possible.
The Truth Project will ensure that the voice of survivors is central to our collective
efforts so that every action is informed by their experience and brings about the
changes they have told me must be made.

The involvement of John O’Brien and his particular expertise and experience of
delivering a successful project to support the one we establish in Scotland will be
essential. And the statutory Inquiry chaired by Professor Alexis Jay will contribute to
an even more comprehensive response.

In closing, it is imperative that all organisations with responsibilities for safeguarding
work to ensure our children are protected use their powers to do so.

We know that has not always been the case in the past. We also know, that children
and young people have been let down as a result and lives — frankly — have been
ruined.

Announcing an Independent public inquiry today will not cure all which has come
before. But it is a statement of intent from this Government that we will leave no
stone unturned in the pursuit of justice for survivors of child sexual abuse.

Indeed, those brave Survivors should expect no less.
Petitioner written submission, 3 March 2026

PE2190/D: Hold an inquiry into grooming gangs in Scotland

| write further to the Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills’ written submission
dated 2 March 2026 regarding Petition PE2190: Hold an inquiry into grooming gangs
in Scotland.

| welcome the Cabinet Secretary’s confirmation of the intention to establish a
statutory public inquiry under the Inquiries Act 2005 into Scotland’s response to
group-based child sexual abuse and exploitation. This represents an important and
necessary step forward, and | acknowledge the seriousness of the Government’s
statement to Parliament.
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However, | respectfully submit that the establishment of an inquiry must now be
accompanied by clear safeguards, survivor-led involvement, transparency of scope,
and firm commitments to accountability.

In her statement, the Cabinet Secretary acknowledged that survivors describe “a
system which, far too often, does not believe young people” and that institutions with
the power to act “did not act to prevent abuse from occurring.” This admission
reflects precisely why PE2190 was brought forward. Survivors have consistently
raised concerns about systemic failures, institutional defensiveness, and the
prioritisation of reputation over child protection.

While | note that the new statutory inquiry will be distinct from the Scottish Child
Abuse Inquiry, it is essential that there is no fragmentation of evidence or narrowing
of focus that would prevent full examination of organised and group-based
exploitation. The public must have confidence that this inquiry will examine not only
prevalence, but also:

o Institutional responses and decision-making;

o Failures in inter-agency cooperation;

e The handling of disclosures and whistleblowing;

e Any patterns of minimisation, misrecording or under-reporting;
o Cultural or systemic barriers that prevented action.

| welcome the appointment of Professor Alexis Jay to chair the inquiry, given her
experience leading major investigations into child sexual exploitation. Her leadership
will bring expertise and credibility. However, independence must be visible as well as
operational. Survivors must be involved in shaping the Terms of Reference at the
earliest possible stage.

The Cabinet Secretary also confirmed the development of a Scottish Truth Project, to
be led by John O’Brien. This is a positive commitment. However, participation must
be trauma-informed, properly resourced, accessible across Scotland, and supported
by long-term aftercare. Survivors should not simply be invited to give testimony; they
must help guide how evidence is gathered, understood, and acted upon.

Importantly, | believe this announcement may mark a turning point for survivors in
Scotland. Many survivors have not come forward publicly or formally because they
fear making themselves a target. They fear not being believed. They fear being
dismissed, scrutinised, or retraumatised. In previous submissions | have expressed
my belief that the relative silence in Scotland — and the perception that this issue is
less prevalent here — may in part reflect that fear.

When survivors believe they will not be taken seriously, silence becomes a form of
self-protection. That silence should never be mistaken for absence.

It is my sincere hope that the establishment of an independent statutory inquiry will
now give survivors the confidence, courage and reassurance that they will be heard,
believed, and supported. If this process is genuinely independent, survivor-centred

9
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and transparent, it may finally create the conditions in which those who have
remained silent feel safe enough to come forward.

The Cabinet Secretary stated that there is “limited evidence at the current time on
the nature and extent of group-based child sexual abuse in Scotland.” | would
respectfully suggest that limited evidence may also reflect limited disclosure. An
inquiry of this nature should actively consider whether under-reporting, cultural
pressures, stigma, or fear of repercussions have suppressed the true picture.

The statement also references the National Review and Police Scotland’s review of
cases. It is imperative that the statutory inquiry has full access to those findings and
the authority to scrutinise their methodology and conclusions independently.
Survivors’ mistrust is rooted in lived experience. Additional layers of scrutiny must
therefore be meaningful and robust.

If this inquiry is to restore public confidence, it must:
1. Be fully transparent in its Terms of Reference.
2. Guarantee survivor representation in advisory structures.
3. Protect and encourage whistleblowers.
4. Examine contemporary as well as historic cases.
5

. Deliver interim findings where urgent safeguarding improvements are
identified.

6. Commit to publishing recommendations alongside clear implementation
timelines.

PE2190 was brought forward because survivors demanded that Scotland confront
this issue directly. The Government’s announcement acknowledges the seriousness
of that concern. The responsibility now lies in ensuring that this inquiry is fearless,
thorough, and genuinely transformative.

Survivors in Scotland have lived with silence for too long. This development has the
potential to change that — but only if it is carried out with integrity, independence and
meaningful survivor participation.

| respectfully ask the Committee to continue its scrutiny to ensure that this process
delivers the truth, accountability and reform that survivors deserve.
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