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Correspondence from the over 21s Visiting Committee 
 

The O21s Visiting Committee has been monitoring progress since the Follow-up 
Inspection 1 - 4 February 2011.  There has been substantial progress in some areas.  
The problem of outdated accommodation remains to be addressed to bring the 
establishment up to the rising standards in the male estate across Scotland e.g. 
Edinburgh, Polmont, Low Moss.  Progress has been made in dealing with the 
overcrowding in the prison which led to problems such as bullying, doubling up in 
cells, access to toilets - particularly at night. 
 
The Justice Committee may find the following comments useful: 
 
 Significant progress has been made with the reduction in population since 

women have been moved to Edinburgh as well as the women who go to 
Greenock.  This has made it possible to ensure that the majority of women have 
a single cell and this relieves tension across the establishment.  
 

 No progress seems to have been made in providing a Visitor Centre despite 
there being a very suitable building located yards away from the main building.  It 
is understood that a Business Case was prepared but the SPS do not seem to be 
willing to approve this at this time.  It is also understood that organisations like the 
Salvation Army would be willing to operate a Visitor Centre. 

 
 The gaining of qualifications now has a focus and each work party now aims to 

give women appropriate training, support and assessment to ensure that they are 
given meaningful qualifications to take with them when they leave prison.  The 
women in the Card/Make-up shop will gain recognition in Retail, the Garden Party 
in Horticulture, Recyke-a-bike qualification as well as ongoing recognition in 
areas like British Institute of Cleaning Sciences (BICS), Hairdressing, and Life 
Skills Cookery. 

 
 A First Night Centre has been created within Ross House in the first instance.   

This is some progress but is not a purpose built Centre as recommended in the 
HMI Report. Some women have reported that if they come to Cornton Vale from 
Court in the morning, go to the First Night Centre, they can then be locked up for 
the rest of the day.  Ross House deals with vulnerable and mentally ill women 
and may not be the best place for a woman on her first visit to prison. 

 
 Work has been done to reduce the movement of women around the prison as 

part of the progression system. 
 
 The ‘back cells’ in Ross House are still in use and it looks as if this practice will 

continue until the new rooms are fully ready.  Construction should start in 
November 2011. 

 
 HMI Report recommended that Ross House staff should supervise the women 

using the four recreation areas in the halls at all times.  The prison does not 
agree with the need for this and staff supervise as appropriate. 



 

 

 
 The Mother and Baby Unit is still in use.  However it is understood that it is 

planned to re-locate this to Skye House which is the National Top End in Cornton 
Vale.  On a most recent visit there was one mother and baby in the unit.  The unit 
is awaiting a new refrigerator in the kitchen area as the old one was damaged 
and unhygienic.  The Unit is still dingy and needs to be re-decorated and brought 
up to standard.  This may be awaiting re-location to Skye but is unsatisfactory for 
any mother and baby who might be living there in the interim.  

 
 As far as we know, the draft Mother and Baby Policy has still be to signed off by 

SPS Headquarters. 
 
 Progress has been made in allowing women travelling to court to shower before 

travel.  Women are now given sufficient time in the morning to shower and get 
ready before travel. 

 
 The HMI Report stated that prescribed methadone should be given to prisoners 

on the day of their liberation.  This is not done as the preferred option by the 
prison is for the community prescriber to do this. 

 
 The HMI Report suggested that women receive their methadone dose prior to 

travel to court. Again this is not the preferred option by the prison as they feel 
there is a risk of over prescribing in case a woman is released from court. 

 
 Telephone recommendations have all been implemented i.e. all telephones now 

have hoods, notices informing prisoners that calls are recorded have been placed 
beside telephones and additional telephones have been installed in Younger 
House. 

 
 Business cases have been prepared for cell refurbishment in Peebles House and 

Bruce House.  This is dependent on funding being released by Headquarters.  
On-going decoration is in place. 

 
 The recommendation for a purpose built Health Centre has not been met.  Some 

progress has been made in adding to the accommodation.  However Health 
Centre staff have said that they are finding the biggest improvement has been the 
re-location of 100 women to Edinburgh which has reduced the pressure on 
Health resources.  Transfer to NHS takes place on 1 November 2011. 

 
 Significant progress has been made in appointing and having in place First Line 

Manager cover in every house block.  This meets one of the criticisms of the HMI 
Report. 

 
 Family Visit Arrangements are difficult to improve as the small upstairs visit room 

is too small to meet requirements.  Additional visit arrangements allow for visits to 
take place in Wallace House but these still do not allow for pre-visit waiting 
facilities - especially for those to have come a long distance to visit.  These 
include babies and young children as well as older and disabled visitors.  This 
should be addressed as a matter of urgency. 

 



 

 

 Toilet access in Bruce (and Younger U21 unit) was highlighted in the HMI Report.  
This has been a topic in all previous HMI Reports as well as a theme which has 
run through all Visiting Committee reports as women constantly complained 
about waiting 40 mins - 1 hour and sometimes longer for access to night 
sanitation.  It is understood that reducing overcrowding and subsequent single 
cell occupancy has helped this situation but we continue to monitor this on a 
regular basis. 

 
 The Education/Learning Centre has recently changed over to Motherwell College.  

The intention is to offer opportunities to remand prisoners as well as increase the 
uptake by women across the establishment.  This will be done by promoting 
learning across the establishment using visual displays and team meetings 
focussing on learning improvements. 

 
 The HMI Report recommended that sufficient arrangements should be put in 

place for prison and learning centre staff to work together in the planning and 
delivery of provision across education and work-based activities.  As far as we 
know, this has still to be taken forward although some initial work has been done.  

 
 The HMI Report recommended that the arrangements for maintaining privacy in 

the ablutions areas in Peebles, Bruce and Younger should be approved.  We 
understand the intention is to provide doors to the showers.  However on visiting 
recently progress still needs to be made here. 

 
 It was felt that staff should be trained and the multi-sensory room should be used 

as a matter of course.  This has been subject to ongoing concern by the Visiting 
Committee as this facility has lain unused for most of the time despite investment 
having been made in setting it up.  Further progress required. 

 
The over-riding challenge of Cornton Vale remains the inappropriate layout with the 
remaining tired, dismal buildings which have unsuitable accommodation.  This needs 
to be addressed as a strategic issue and remove the continuation of a series of 
piecemeal fixes. 
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Convener, over 21s Visiting Committee at Cornton Vale 
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