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Justice Committee 
 

Commission on Women Offenders 
 

Correspondence from the Scottish Prison Service to the Convener on the 
Commission on Women Offenders’ recommendations 

 
Thank you for your letter of 4 June to Colin McConnell requesting an update on 
progress in implementing certain recommendations of the Commission on Women 
Offenders’. I am replying in Colin’s absence on annual leave.   
 
My response is set out below.  I should point out that those aspects of your letter 
concerning Community Justice Centres and supported accommodation are matters 
more appropriate for the Scottish Government to respond to.  
 
I should reiterate the Scottish Prison’s Service commitment to delivering on the 
ambitions laid out in the Commission’s report.  We have and continue to work closely 
with a wide range of relevant partners on this agenda and Colin has, as you know, 
taken personal responsibility for leading this work and established a Women 
Offenders Project Team to support him in doing so.  We are confident that our 
approach - both to the design for Inverclyde and to the further development of our 
strategy for the management of women in custody - is founded upon and will 
appropriately deliver the Commission’s recommendations.  
 
The Project Team has adopted an holistic approach to the care and management of 
women in custody and sought to develop the design of prison, its ethos and its 
proposed regime in a complimentary and integrated way.   In doing so each of the 
Commission’s recommendations has been individually addressed.   
 
In particular I would highlight: 
 

 Inverclyde’s design has ensured that living, learning and working 
accommodation provides the flexibility and facilities to enable a diversity of 
activities and interventions to take place;  

 the overall design of the prison is being developed with specific needs of 
women at the forefront and special attention has been given to the mother 
and baby unit, to the visits facility and to the family help hub.  It is our intention 
that all three areas will have outside garden and play space;   and  

 the needs of women with mental health and addictions problems, those who 
are vulnerable and those who display challenging behaviours, have been 
catered for in the design, as indeed have young women.   

 
Turning to your questions around population management, Inverclyde will be both a 
national prison catering for women prisoners with particular needs or characteristics 
and will also act in large part as a local facility for women from the west of Scotland.  
Through the establishment of a new regional unit for women, which opened at HMP 
Grampian in March of this year, and a new regional unit for women at HMP 
Edinburgh, which is due to open in December 2016, the Scottish Prison Service is 
taking broader steps to manage women prisoners in such a way as to improve 
liaison with local communities and reintegration. 
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This ‘hub and spoke’ arrangement will enable women to be located as close to their 
communities as is practicable – though they may spend a period of time in 
Inverclyde should they require a programme or other intervention that cannot be 
provided in their local Establishment.  We are confident that this approach is in line 
with the Commission’s conclusions and remain committed to working with partners to 
build on these developments and facilitate further innovation where it is practicable 
and affordable. 
 
You asked about Inverclyde’s overall design capacity (300 and capable of expanding 
to 350 as an operational maximum) and whether there are plans for the use of that 
capacity to take pressure away from other parts of the estate if and when required.    
 
You will recall Colin’s comments to the Committee in 2012 on this matter when he 
said that whilst we can look again at how custodial facilities are used across the 
country as wider justice policies are brought to bear, it is necessary for us to plan to 
build a replacement for Cornton Vale that can manage a women’s population of 
around 300.   This approach reflects standard practice given that it is notoriously 
difficult to predict with any great certainty how the prison population may fluctuate.  
The normal operating capacity for Inverclyde of 300 includes 4 spaces in the mother 
and baby unit and 8 spaces in the community integration unit making the prison’s 
mainstream capacity 288 in a combination of single and twin rooms. 
 
Inverclyde is a prison designed specifically for women.  There would be no intention 
to utilise the facility to ease overcrowding in the male Estate. 
 
I hope this information reassures the Committee that the Scottish Prison Service is 
making good progress on the delivery of the Commission’s recommendations.   
 
Ian Davidson 
Director of Strategy and Innovation 
19 June 2014 
 


