
 

 

Briefing for the Public Petitions Committee 
 

Petition Number: PE1251

Main Petitioner: Raymond Bell 

Subject: Calls on the Parliament to urge the Scottish Government to issue a 
clear statement that it will not introduce, for tracking, surveillance or 
identification purposes, microchip implanting of prisoners in Scotland.   
 

Background 
 
A microchip implant is a device which can be inserted under an individual’s 
skin and, once inserted, can be used for a variety of purposes. For example, 
there have been media reports of individuals in Spain having microchips 
inserted in order to gain speedy entry to nightclubs. There have also been 
media reports of microchips being used in the United States to allow 
employees of companies to gain access to vaults holding sensitive data. 
Other possible uses discussed in the media include use by hospitals in other 
countries to allow speedy access to an individual’s medical history. 
 
Whilst use of microchips in animals is relatively uncontroversial, debate in the 
media and in unofficial online sources over the use of microchips in humans 
tends to centre on the privacy issues involved as well as speculation about 
possible adverse health effects of the devices being inserted. SPICe has not 
been able to find any current publications from official bodies discussing the 
use of microchips in humans.  
 
Microchips are not used in the criminal justice system in Scotland, although 
electronic monitoring is used. Electronic monitoring involves individuals 
wearing an external tag, as opposed to a device inserted under the skin. The 
tag takes the form of a bracelet with a transmitter worn round the ankle or 
wrist. 
 
There are two situations where electronic monitoring is used in Scotland. The 
first is as an element of a community based court sentence. ‘Restriction of 
Liberty Orders’ were introduced in 1997 and typically require an offender to 
remain in a specified place or places for up to 12 hours a day. Electronic 
monitoring equipment is used to monitor an offender's compliance with this 
type of order. Since 2003 it has also been possible to impose electronic 
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monitoring as a condition of a ‘Probation Order’ (a type of order allowing 
supervision of an offender in the community) and a ‘Drug Treatment and 
Testing Order’ (a type of community based order designed to address the 
behaviour of serious drug misusers). 
 
The second situation in which electronic monitoring is used in Scotland is 
when an offender is released from prison. Since 2006 it has been possible for 
a low risk offender to be released early from prison on a ‘Home Detention 
Curfew’ and in this instance electronic monitoring is used to restrict the 
offender’s movements for up to 12 hours a day for the remainder of his or her 
sentence. Electronic monitoring can also be recommended by the Parole 
Board when a prisoner is released on parole. (Prisoners are released on 
parole under a licence which imposes certain conditions, breach of which can 
involve a return to prison). 
 
It should be noted that the type of electronic monitoring currently used in 
Scotland does not involve the precise tracking of an individual’s movements 
by satellite (although this type of technology does exist). Instead the electronic 
tag only detects the presence or absence of an individual within the range of a 
monitoring unit. The monitoring unit is located at the restriction address and if 
the offender leaves the range of the monitoring unit then an alert is sent to the 
central computer system. 
 

Scottish Government Action 
 
In an email to SPICe on 28 April 2009 an official from the Scottish 
Government stated the Government’s position on the current petition as 
follows: 

  
“As far as implanting prisoners with microchips is concerned the 
Scottish Government has no plans to either consider or do this. I think 
that there would be strong ECHR issues involved if we were to even 
contemplate it.” 

 
In an email to SPICe on 30 April 2009 the same official also stated that whilst 
the Scottish Government does not currently use satellite tracking to monitor 
offenders in the community it continues to keep up to date with developments 
and improvements in the area of electronic monitoring. 
 
Scottish Parliament Action 
 
In late 2006 and early 2007 the Public Petitions Committee considered PE983 
which was lodged by the same petitioner as the current petition. It called on 
the Scottish Parliament to urge the then Scottish Executive to ban the use of 
microchip implants on young people in Scotland. 
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The Committee sought views from the then Minister for Health and from NHS 
Health Protection Scotland and, on the basis of the Minister for Health’s 
commitment that the Scottish Executive would examine closely any measures 
necessary to protect the health of those members of the public who might 
have microchip implant devices inserted, closed consideration of the petition. 
 
 
Sarah Harvie-Clark 
Senior Research Specialist 
06 May 2009 
 
SPICe research specialists are not able to discuss the content of petition briefings 
with petitioners or other members of the public. However if you have any comments 
on any petition briefing you can email us at spice@scottish.parliament.uk

 

Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in petition briefings is 
correct at the time of publication. Readers should be aware however that these 
briefings are not necessarily updated or otherwise amended to reflect subsequent 
changes. 
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