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Justice Committee 
 

Commission on Women Offenders 
 

Letter from the Scottish Prison Service to the Convener 
 
Along with the Cabinet Secretary for Justice, I gave evidence to the Committee on 
5 August.  During the session, there were 2 issues that I was not immediately able to 
respond to and I have now received your letter of 7 August seeking the relevant 
information. 
 
Specifically, you have asked for details of: 
 

(1) the number of women in custody serving long-term sentences; and 
 

(2) the number of women in our care who are deemed to present as a high 
risk to the public. 
 

In relation to (1), we generally use the measure of a sentence of over 4 years as the 
meaning of 'long-term'.  With that in mind, and as at 8 August, there were 55 women 
serving determinate sentences of over 4 years; and 39 women serving a 'life' 
sentence, including one woman who has been recalled from the community to 
continue her life sentence. 
 
In turning to (2), and in contrast to (1), there is no simple yardstick measure to 
determine public risk and I urge caution when considering what constitutes such a 
risk. 
 
The nature of offending and specific offences can, of course, be an indicator, such as 
offences against children or the vulnerable more generally; as can cases of extreme 
violence or serious breaches of trust.  With all of that in mind, it is likely that most of 
the women in our care should not, on the face of it, be considered to present an 
undue risk to the people of Scotland.  However, individual circumstances change and 
the given risk profile of any individual can and does change and, on occasion, 
perhaps even in a short period of time. 
 
In summary, the assessment of risk is informed by both historic issues and dynamic, 
changing factors, which should lead us to be cautious about over-generalisations 
about the 'overall' risk. 
 
Whilst chairing the Committee, you also suggested that it may be beneficial for an 
informal presentation to be made on the latest design and developments for 
Inverclyde prison. 
 
I will ensure this is taken forward.  My PS, Sharon Lawson, will be in touch with the 
Committee Clerks shortly to make the necessary arrangements. 
 
I trust this information will be helpful and, of course, I am always available to answer 
queries from the Committee at any time. 
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Colin McConnell 
Chief Executive 
11 August 2014 
 


