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Equal Opportunities Committee, Agenda item 3, Paper EO/S4/11/3/2 

PE1073 – Note by the Clerk 

Purpose of paper 

1. This paper outlines options for the Committee’s consideration of Public Petition 
PE1073, referred to the Committee by the Public Petitions Committee. 

Background 

2. Petition PE1073 calls on the Scottish Parliament to “investigate and establish 
the reasons for the apparently disproportionate number of Catholics in Scottish 
prisons”. This note should be read in conjunction with the original petition and a 
SPICe briefing, both enclosed as papers EO/S4/11/3/3 and EO/S4/11/3/4. 

Next steps 

3. Members may wish to start by considering whether the petitioner’s main point 
has been answered. The petition’s short title focuses on “establishing the reasons” 
for the apparent disparity. Work to date shows that these reasons are connected to 
age and deprivation rather than discrimination on the part of the justice system. 
Members should note, however, that, in the information provided by the petitioner in 
support of the petition at the time of its lodging in 2007, the petitioner drew attention 
to these other factors and asked that the Parliament, in considering the petition, also 
consider the question of why a “similarly disproportionate number” of Catholic people 
live in deprivation. In correspondence to the Public Petitions Committee in 2008, the 
Cabinet Secretary for Justice acknowledged this, stating that he was 
“persuaded…that the apparent disparity may be related to the proportionately high 
number of prisoners…from areas of urban deprivation”. 

Option 1 – urge the Scottish Government to undertake further work  
4. The SPICe briefing quotes research which states that— 

“…the fundamental question which needs to be addressed, and which will allow 
for various sociological complexities to be considered and deconstructed, is 
why so many Catholics live in areas of deprivation in Scotland.” 

5. The Committee could write to the Scottish Government drawing its attention to 
the findings of the recent literature review and urging it to conduct or commission 
research on this scale, as part of ongoing work towards an equal and fair society. 

Option 2 – take no further action 
6. The Committee may wish to close the petition on the basis that its main request 
– to establish the reasons for the disparity – has been fulfilled. The petitioner would 
be informed of this outcome and supplied with copies of correspondence received 
from the Scottish Government and the findings of the literature review. 

Option 3 – a different course of action 
7. Members may wish to suggest a different course of action. 



Conclusion 

8. The Committee is invited to consider the options outlined above and 
agree what action to take in relation to the petition. 

Douglas Thornton 
Clerk to the Committee 

8 September 2011 
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Public Petitions Committee – a template for e-petitions 

 

Should you wish to submit an e-petition allowing signatures to be gathered on-
line on the Public Petitions Committee e-petitioner web pages please complete 
the template below.  Before submitting your e-petition please consult the 
Guidance on submission of public petitions for advice on what is and is not 
admissible.  You may also seek advice from the Clerk to the Committee whose 
contact details can be found at the end of this form. 
 

Details of principal petitioner: 

Please enter the name of person and organisation raising the petition, including a contact 
address where correspondence should be sent to.   

 
Tom Minogue 
 

 

Text of petition: 

The petition should clearly state what action the petitioner wishes the Parliament to take in 
no more than 5 lines of text, e.g.  

The petitioner requests that the Scottish Parliament considers and debates the implications 
of the proposed Agenda for Change legislation for Speech and Language Therapy Services 
and service users within the NHS 

 
Petition by Tom Minogue calling for the Scottish Parliament to investigate and establish the reasons 
for the apparently disproportionate number of Catholics in Scottish prisons. 

 

Period for gathering signatures: 

Please enter the closing date for gathering signatures on your petition, which we would 
usually recommend is a period of between 4-6 weeks 

Closing date: 31 January 2007 
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Additional information: 

Please enter any other information relating to the issues raised in your e-petition, including 
the reasons why the action requested is necessary.  The text entered in this field should not 
exceed 2 pages.  However, you may wish to provide further sources/links to background 
information. 

 
The action requested is necessary because of the lack of action over a period of years on the part of 
the Scottish Executive who have failed to investigate and establishing the reason why so many 
Roman Catholics end up in Scottish prisons compared to their “average” fellow Scots.  
 
Earlier this year when I discovered that a massively disproportionate number of Catholics were in 
prison in Scotland I wrote to the First Minister Jack McConnell asking him three questions:  Did he 
know of the imbalance; did it concern him, and could he give an explanation for it? 
 
If a similar statistical imbalance applied to any other religious groups in Scotland such as Jews or 
Protestants I am sure the clamour for a full and immediate investigation into the cause of the 
imbalance would be overwhelming. It seems to me that the reason for the imbalance is unknown and 
the Executive response on behalf of the First Minister admits as much stating: 
 
 “Census findings which go some way to explaining the seemingly disproportionate number of 
Catholics serving custodial sentences in Scotland”-- then goes on—“19%  of the Roman Catholic 
population reside in the most deprived areas (decile 1). Overall, 64% of the Roman Catholic 
population are shown to be in deciles 1 to 5 (more deprived areas), and 36% in deciles 6-10 (less 
deprived areas.  As you may be aware, various evidence from Scotland, the UK and other countries 
suggests close links between deprivation and both offending and victimisation”. [Emphasis added] 
 
The Executive are arguing that statistics showing that there is “various evidence” (the nature of which 
is not specified) to suggest that there is a link between people living in the most deprived areas (slum 
dwellers) ending up in prison and being victims of crime. Even if this were true the Executive admit 
that it would only “go some way” to explaining the problem in this instance.  It would seem to me that 
the reasoning applied in answer to my question is hardly scientific, convincing, or satisfactory.    
 
The answers given on behalf of the First Minister also seem to question the fact that there is a 
disproportionate number of Catholics serving custodial sentences in Scotland by use of the word 
“seemingly”. The facts of the matter that I put to the First Minister are as follows: In the latest year that 
prison religious statistics were available to me, 2004, there were a total of 1,809 Catholics in prison 
out of a total prison population of 6,962 which equates to 26% of the prison population. At this time 
according to the Catholic Church in Scotland, Catholics were estimated to number 669,185 out of a 
population of 5,078,400 which equates to 13% of the national population. So there is no question 
about disproportion—it is a matter of record.  
 
Nor is this something new, in January 2001 Pauline McNeill tabled S1W-12876 : “To ask the Scottish 
Executive whether there is a significant difference in the number of Catholic prisoners as compared 
with those from other religious groupings and, if so, whether it will investigate the reasons for any 
such differences”. 
 
Jim Wallace, Justice Minister answered this question on 9th February 2001 by giving the statistics 
which appeared to show that 28% of the prison population were Catholics while Catholics only 
accounted for 17% of the population of Scotland 
 
It is therefore apparent that in 2001, Catholics were 1.65 times more likely to serve prison sentences 
than the “average” Scot, while in 2004 this likelihood has increased to 2.00 times. 
 
In 2001 Jim Wallace gave interviews to The Herald and the Sunday Times on this topic and stated 
that this matter warranted investigation but as far as I am able to ascertain there has been no 
specifically designated investigation by the Executive to identify the causes of this imbalance. 
In fact it would appear that in recent extensive exercises in analysing statistics following on 
from the 2001 Census this topic has been deliberately avoided. 
 
Such an omission cannot be acceptable as there is a need to identify what causes twice as many 
citizens of one particular religion to be jailed than their peers of other and no religious persuasion. 
People of the Roman Catholic faith cannot be lawless because of their religion. Similarly the Scottish 
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Executive’s excuse (for that is what it is) that Catholics are more likely to offend because they 
represent the largest religious group living in the most deprived areas in the most deprived region of 
Scotland (Glasgow and Clyde Valley) is questionable.  
 
Surprisingly the Scottish Executive’s recent 125 page report entitled “A compendium of statistics 
providing detailed information on the depth and concentration of poverty and disadvantage in 
deprived areas as defined by the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation 2004 (SIMD 2004)” does not 
look at this phenomenon, and in fact while looking at every other possible factor affecting people 
living in deprived areas—including their susceptibility to being victims of crime—avoids the number 
and make up of the residents of deprived areas who will end up in prison! The very factor that the 
Scottish Executive claim may cause the disproportionate number of Catholics in prison in Scotland is 
not even examined or for that matter mentioned in what must be a selective exercise in 
demographics. 
 
So while the First Minister in answer to my query states that various evidence from the UK and other 
countries suggests a correlation between living in deprived areas and going to jail when given the 
opportunity to investigate this anomaly (as the previous Justice Minister had promised) the Scottish 
Executive studiously ignore it. What a sad indictment on our “One Nation Many Cultures” society.  
 
The Scottish Executive’s avoidance of this aspect of “Scotland’s Shame” should not be allowed go on 
any longer and I would urge the Scottish Parliament to have a full debate on this matter, which in 
short I would summarise as being two questions: “Why do twice as many Scottish Catholics (twice as 
many as the average Scot) end up in prison and why do a similarly disproportionate number of 
Scottish Catholics live in our worst slums?” 
 
Source documents and links:           
Question S1W-12876 Pauline McNeill & Answer S1W-15069 Jim Wallace Link: 
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/businessBulletin/bb-01/bb-01-29e.htm & 
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/pqa/wa-01/wa0426.htm ; Herald article Jan 22, 2001 
entitled “Bias Theory over jailed Catholics”; Sunday Times article Jan 21, 2001 entitled “High Catholic 
prison numbers sparks probe”; Letter and statistics file from Venetia Radmore, Scottish Prison 
Service; Statistics in e-mail from Father Paul M. Conroy, General Secretary, Roman Catholic Church 
information, Scotland; Letter and reminders from Tom Minogue to the First Minister of the Scottish 
Executive; Letters from the First Minister’s officials to Tom Minogue; Scottish Executive Publication: 
“Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation 2004 (SIMD 2004)” Link: 
 http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2005/09/2792129/21311 ; 
 
 
 

 
 
 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/businessBulletin/bb-01/bb-01-29e.htm
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/pqa/wa-01/wa0426.htm
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2005/09/2792129/21311
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Action taken to resolve issues of concern before submitting an e-petition: 

Before submitting a petition to the Parliament, petitioners are expected to have made an 
attempt to resolve their issues of concern, by for example, making representations to the 
Scottish Executive or seeking the assistance of locally elected representatives, such as 
councillors, MSPs and MSPs.  Details of those approached should be entered. 
 
 
On 10th May 2006 I wrote to the First Minister Jack McConnell asking him three questions:  Did he 
know of this imbalance; did it concern him, and could he give an explanation for it?  
 
After some seven months during which I sent the First Minister several reminders I eventually 
received a response on behalf of The First Minister which stated in answer to my three questions: 
The problem is not due to systematic bias in the criminal justice system; the likely cause of the 
imbalance is that Catholics are more likely to live in deprived areas. 
 
The Executive response stated that this reply had been sent to me in June by post but not by e-mail 
which is the normal practice. This is unusual and doubly so when the Executive had sent me a 
holding letter on 7th September stating: “I am writing to acknowledge your recent letter to Scottish 
Ministers regarding Statistics showing a disproportionate number of Catholics in prison in Scotland. A 
reply will be sent to you as soon as possible”. Not surprisingly—as the matter was still under 
consideration by the Scottish Ministers in September—I never received any letter from them in June. 
However In the interests of progress I set aside the correspondence difficulties of the past and raised 
several preliminary points arising from the answers by the First Minister. Before I addressed the 
substance of his regarding deprived areas dominated by Catholics response I sought to clarify why a 
denial of bias in the criminal justice system featured in his response since this question had not been 
raised or even hinted at by me.  
 
Since raising this point the Executive has again taken refuge in the by now familiar tactic of failure to 
respond to correspondence. At present I have been waiting for four weeks for a response to my last 
request for clarification, and I have not received an acknowledgement of a reminder I sent regarding 
this request. I am not prepared to go through another 7 months of waiting for the Executive’s purdah 
to lapse and I now intend to highlight my concerns in public including via the Scottish Parliament’s 
public petitions system in the hope of a speedy solution to a question that seems too hot to handle. 
 

 

 
Comments to stimulate on-line discussion: 

Please provide at least one comment to set the scene for an on-line discussion on the 
petition, not exceeding 10 lines of text. 

 
The Scottish Executive has twice denied (without the question being put) that bias against Catholics 
in the criminal justice system is the cause for the imbalance in the numbers of Catholics in prison. 
They point instead to the large percentage of Catholics who live in areas of severe deprivation 
(slums). Other respected commentators give anti-Irish and anti-Catholic bias in society as the reason 
for the imbalance. It is a fact that Catholics are much more likely to have long term illness and no 
qualifications than their fellow Scots—could it be the case that Catholics are also more likely to be 
criminals than their fellow Scots—or could it be the case that Catholics are more likely to be criminals 
who get caught and punished by custodial sentences? I do not know the answer but I would like to 
hear your views.  
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Petitioners appearing before the Committee 
The Convener of the Committee may invite petitioners to appear before the Public Petitions 
Committee to speak in support of their petition.  Such an invitation will only be made if the 
Convener considers this would be useful in facilitating the Committee’s consideration of the 
petition.  It should be noted that due to the large volume of petitions it has to consider, the 
Committee is not able to invite all petitioners to appear before the Committee to speak in support 
of their petition. 
 
Please indicate below whether you request to make a brief statement before the Committee 
when it comes to consider your petition. 
 

I DO request to make a brief statement before the Committee                 

I DO NOT request to make a brief statement before the Committee        
 

 

Signature of principal petitioner: 
When satisfied that your petition meets all the criteria outlined in the Guidance on submission of 
public petitions, the principal petitioner should sign and date the form in the box below.  Other 
signatures gathered should be appended to this form. 
 
 
Signature ………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
 
Date ……………………………………………………………………………………. 

 
 
For advice on the content and wording of your e-petition please contact: 
 
The Clerk to the Public Petitions Committee 
The Scottish Parliament 
Edinburgh 
EH99 1SP 
Tel: 0131 348 5186  Fax: 0131 348 5088 
e-mail: petitions@scottish.parliament.uk  
 

Note 
Completed e-petition forms should also be sent to petitions@scottish.parliament.uk  
 
 

mailto:petitions@scottish.parliament.uk
mailto:petitions@scottish.parliament.uk
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Equal Opportunities Committee – Agenda item 3 – Paper 
EO/S4/11/3/4 

PE1073 – SPICe Briefing 

1. This briefing has been prepared to assist the Equal Opportunities 
Committee in its discussion of Petition PE1073 which was referred to the 
Committee on 28 June 2011 by the Public Petitions Committee.  

Background 

2. Petition PE1073 was lodged in September 2007 and called on the Scottish 
Parliament to “investigate and establish the reasons for the apparently 
disproportionate number of Catholics in Scottish prisons”. In the 2001 
Census1 for Scotland, the total population in Scotland was 5,062,011. The 
number of people who declared themselves to be Roman Catholic was 
803,732 representing 16 per cent of the population. The Scottish 
Government statistical bulletin providing information on the prison 
population in Scotland showed that, as at 30 June 2007, from a total of 
7,154 prisoners, the number declaring themselves to be Roman Catholic 
was 1,697 representing 24 per cent of the prison population.  

3. It should be noted that, using comparable figures, the number of Muslims 
in prison in Scotland could also be considered to be disproportionate. The 
number of people declaring themselves to be Muslim in the 2001 Census 
was 42,600 representing 0.84 per cent of the total population. On 30 June 
2007, the number of prisoners declaring themselves to be Muslim was 133 
representing 1.85 per cent of the prison population. This issue was raised 
by John Wilson MSP during the Public Petitions Committee’s deliberations 
on the petition on 2 October 2007:  

John Wilson: I suggest that we widen the discussion. The petition 
suggests that the number of Catholics in prison is out of kilter with the 
percentage of Catholics in the population, but the figures that are 
before us show clearly that the same is true of other ethnic groups. If 
we are to make approaches to anyone, we need to seek responses 
that address the wider issues that relate to those categories of 
prisoners and to investigate why the differences that have been 
identified exist. The Muslim population of Scotland is 0.8 per cent of the 
total, but Muslims make up 1.7 per cent of the prison population. 
Clearly, the number of Muslims in prison is out of kilter with the 
percentage of Muslims in the general population. Instead of confining 
the discussion to one religious group, we should widen it out and ask 
whether any research into the issue has been done, what its findings 
were and what impact the phenomenon has on society in general. 

                                                 
1 Final statistics from the 2011 Census will not be available until 2014.  
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4. John Wilson MSP also raised this issue when the Public Petitions 
Committee referred the petition to the Equal Opportunities Committee on 
28 June 2011.  

5. Since the petition was lodged, a number of written submissions have been 
received commenting on the issues raised in the petition. Some of these 
are summarised below.  

6. In September 2008, Professor Andrew Coyle at the International Centre 
for Prison Studies wrote: 

There are a number of potential reasons for the apparently 
disproportionate number of Catholics in Scottish prisons. In respect of 
factors within the criminal justice system, one might wish to consider 
whether Catholics: 

Commit a greater percentage of crimes and offences than people of 
other religions or Christian denominations; or  

 are targeted disproportionately by the police; or 

 are prosecuted more rigorously; or 

 are punished more severely by the courts; or 

 are less likely to be given conditional release. 

One could only begin to answer at least some of these questions after 
making inquiries of the police, the prosecuting authorities, the judicial 
authorities and the Parole Board. The reality is that it is highly unlikely 
that religious affiliation will be a factor in any of these matters. Most of 
these authorities will be unaware of the religion of the persons that they 
are dealing with.  

When arresting a person for example, the police are unlikely to inquire 
as to his or her religion. If the person is detained, he or she may be 
given to an opportunity to state religion in case of emergency. The 
procurator fiscal is unlikely to be aware of the religion of a person when 
considering whether to pursue a case, as is a jury or a judge. The 
religion of a person may or may not be included in the papers prepared 
for consideration of early release. The reason for the disproportionate 
number of prisoners who are Catholics are likely to be found 
elsewhere. 

Age is one factor. Prison statistics show that 49% of prisoners are less 
than 30 years old. According to the 2001 Census, 40% of Catholics are 
less than 30 years old, compared to 30% of members of the Church of 
Scotland and 32% of other Christian denominations. At the other end of 
the age spectrum, 17% of Catholics are over pensionable age, 
compared to 27% of members of the Church of Scotland and 23% of 
other Christians. In other words, a greater number of Catholics in 
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Scotland are in the age group which has the greatest number of 
prisoners.  

Another factor is home location. Prison statistics show that 21% of 
prisoners come from within the Glasgow Community Justice Authority 
area. The overall rate of imprisonment in Scotland is about 140 per 
100,000 of the population. The rate in Glasgow City and in Dundee City 
is between 301 and 305. In Inverclyde, West Dunbartonshire and North 
Ayrshire it is between 201 and 250. These are areas where there are 
relatively high Catholic populations. There are other factors, such as 
proportionate rates of unemployment and of occupation of local 
authority housing for Catholics, which need to be analysed.  

In conclusion, reasons for the disproportionate numbers of Catholics in 
prisons in Scotland are likely to be found within the social rather than the 
criminal justice environment.  

7. Professor Gill McIvor also responded to the issues raised in the petition: 

Prior to responding, I have tried to ascertain whether there was any 
relevant research in this area that might inform consideration of the 
issue but have been unable to do so. This is not, as far as I am aware, 
an issue that has received academic or other scrutiny, possibly 
because publication of prisoners’ religion is a relatively recent 
development in Scotland. I would, however, concur with Ros Micklem 
from the Equality and Human Rights Commission that a useful starting 
point would be an analysis along the lines of that previously undertaken 
by Roger Houchin at Glasgow Caledonian University that examined 
imprisonment rates by levels of deprivation. 

This research mapped the prison population onto descriptions of local 
government wards in terms of the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation 
and found that the imprisoned population comes disproportionately 
from the most deprived communities. Including religion in such an 
analysis would enable an assessment of the relationship between 
deprivation, religion and imprisonment; that is, are Roman Catholics 
over-represented in prison because they are also over-represented in 
the most deprived communities or does the over-representation of 
Roman Catholics in prison reflect other, as yet unknown, factors? 

This would, of course, require further research and analysis to 
establish what these factors might be or, put another way, whether 
(and if so, why) different religious groups are more likely to offend, be 
convicted and be imprisoned. Untangling these issues is a complex 
matter, as research into race and ethnicity in England and Wales has 
shown. 

8. In October 2008, the Cabinet Secretary for Justice wrote to the Convener 
of the Public Petitions Committee and commented on the correspondence 
received from Professors Coyle and McIvor: 
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I have had an opportunity to consult with the Scottish Prison Service 
and the review of the letters submitted to the Committee by Professor 
Andrew Coyle and Professor Gill McIvor. 

As has been confirmed previously, neither the Scottish Ministers or the 
Scottish Prison Service are aware of any specific reasons to indicate 
why there are disproportionately high numbers of Roman Catholics or 
Muslims in our prisons. However, I am persuaded by the arguments 
put forward by both Professor Coyle and Professor McIvor that the 
apparent disparity may be related to the proportionately high number of 
prisoners in our jails coming from areas of urban deprivation and that 
these minority populations are disproportionately higher within these 
urban areas. 

As Professor Coyle remarks in his letter, prison statistics show that 
21% of prisoners come from within the Glasgow Community Justice 
Authority area. Professor Coyle then indicates the disproportionately 
high number of prisoners coming from other urban areas.  

I have also had an opportunity to look at the research produced by 
Roger Houchin at Glasgow Caledonian University and am minded to 
accept Professor McIvor’s conclusion that it is likely that Roman 
Catholics are over represented in prison because they are also over 
represented within the most deprived communities, which in turn 
contribute disproportionately to the prison population.   

9. At its meeting on 9 February 2010, following further deliberations, the 
previous Public Petitions Committee agreed to commission a literature 
review to establish the available evidence in relation to the issues raised 
by the petition. The review was carried out by Dr Susan Wiltshire. The 
purpose of the review was to:  

 examine available research and statistics on offender 
demographics and prosecution and sentencing patterns in Scotland 
and the UK, including sentencing outcomes for those offenders 
convicted of an offence, taking into account variables such as age, 
gender, socio-economic status and, where available, ethnicity and 
religion.  

 consider whether there is any evidence to indicate that factors such 
as ethnicity and religion influence sentencers and others involved in 
the criminal justice process.  

10. In her final report, Offender Demographics and Sentencing Patterns in 
Scotland and the UK, Dr Wiltshire concluded that: 

This paper has sought to examine available research and statistics on 
offender demographics and prosecution and sentencing patterns in 
Scotland and the UK, including sentencing outcomes for those 
offenders convicted of an offence, taking into account variables such 
as age, gender, socio-economic status and, where available, ethnicity 
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and religion. It was also tasked with considering whether there is any 
evidence to indicate that factors such as ethnicity and religion influence 
sentencers and others involved in the criminal justice process. There is 
certainly no available research on sentencers’ attitudes to sentencing 
faith groups in Scotland, however, the statistics do confirm that there 
are a disproportionate number of Catholics in Scottish jails, which is 
especially pronounced in the west of Scotland, and further that this 
disproportionality is evident in long term sentence length. 

However, it is too simplistic to deduce from these figures that the 
criminal justice system, whether across its various institutions, or at the 
point of sentencing decisions, discriminates against Catholics, and to 
do so is to overlook complexity. The fact is, as the research and 
literature discussed has shown, there is a strong relationship between 
disadvantage and imprisonment, which is especially pronounced in the 
west of Scotland. Moreover, Catholics in Scotland tend to live in areas 
of disadvantage, and once again, the west is conspicuous. Thus whilst 
there may well be prejudice driven discrimination and sectarian 
attitudes operating within the criminal justice system (and racism 
against more visible minorities has been an endemic feature, though 
there have been significant improvements), this does not account for 
the extent of Catholic disproportionality in jails. This is much more likely 
a result of the stark and compelling relationship between disadvantage 
and imprisonment.  

The fundamental question which needs to be addressed, and which will 
allow for various sociological complexities to be considered and 
deconstructed, is why so many Catholics live in areas of deprivation in 
Scotland. Further research should also seek to explore the general 
relationship between deprivation and imprisonment in more depth.  

Graham Ross 
SPICe Research 
10 October 2011 

Note: Committee briefing papers are provided by SPICe for the use of Scottish 
Parliament committees and clerking staff.  They provide focused information or 
respond to specific questions or areas of interest to committees and are not 
intended to offer comprehensive coverage of a subject area. 
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