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Justice Committee  
 

Female Offenders 
 

Letter from the Scottish Prison Service to the Convener 
 
I refer to your letter of December 2011, sent to me by E-Mail on 11 January 2012.  
We were pleased to welcome the delegation of members who visited HMP Cornton 
Vale on 12 December and are pleased to learn the members found this interesting 
and informative. 
 
Before updating you on the specific recommendations you detail, it might be helpful if 
I first set out the context in which SPS is operating.  As you are aware, in 
September 2011, Ministers published the Scottish Government Draft Budget 
for 2012-13 and spending plans for 2013-14 and 2014-15.  Details of the 
SPS budget and spending plans for the period 2012-15 stated that "over the 
Spending Review period, the Government will invest in: 
 

 creating a prison estate that is fit-for-purpose and provide a humane 
regime capable of contributing to maintaining public safety and reducing re-
offending; and 

 

 addressing the increasing female prison population." 
 

It also included a commitment to "commence work on the modernisation of the 
female prison estate" and some capital funding has been allocated to SPS in 2014-
15 to allow this investment to commence. 
 
Already this year, additional capital funding has been provided to HMP Cornton Vale 
to improve facilities there.  SPS has also opened a new women's facility at 
HMP Edinburgh which houses 115 women offenders. 
 
Our long-term intention is to develop a number of units for females, allowing many to 
locate closer to home than one central facility provides.  We believe there will 
continue to be a requirement for a central facility which we aspire to become a centre 
of excellence for the management of women in custody.  As the Committee are 
aware, we currently house c105 female prisoners in HMP Edinburgh, a small number 
in HMP Greenock and a small number close to liberation in the Community 
Integration Units in HMPs Aberdeen and Inverness. 
 
In the context of developing the prison estate, we are also committed to building a 
new community facing prison, HMP Grampian, which will be operational in 2013-14.  
This will include a 50 place dedicated unit for managing female offenders from the 
Northern Community Justice Area.  Work will also commence on constructing 
HMP Inverclyde (the replacement for HMP Greenock) which will be another 
community facing prison and will include a unit to house female offenders, primarily 
from the West of Scotland.  The development of HMP Grampian and plans for 
HMP Inverclyde will enable us to deliver on our on-going commitment to a more 
community facing prison model which will allow women prisoners to better maintain 
access to their families and enhance re-integration opportunities. 
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Our future investment plans will be further informed by the report from the 
Commission on Women Offenders which is expected to be published in April.  In 
addition, I am pleased to confirm additional capital funding of £20m for SPS has 
recently been made available by Scottish Ministers, targeted towards the needs of 
Scotland's female prison population.  This very welcome additional funding (in 2014-
15) will allow SPS to accelerate improvements to prison facilities for female 
offenders across the prison estate. 
 
Against this background, we have been considering options for addressing the 
recommendations of HMCIP that followed from his inspection of HMP Cornton Vale 
in 2009 and subsequent follow-up inspection in February 2011.  The decision-
making process took full account of the timescale detailed in the draft budget and 
spending plans for the modernisation of the female prison estate - and allowed 
HMCIP recommendations to be considered in the context of the Scottish 
Government's wider policy and financial pressures.  Account was also taken of the 
cost of each option, the timetable for implementing the change, and the benefit that 
would be realised between the change being available and the planned 
modernisation programme being completed.  In that context, I would provide you 
with an update on the recommendations you have detailed. 
 
12.02: The arrangements for maintaining privacy in the ablutions areas in 
Peebles, Bruce and Younger houses should be improved. 
 
The Committee would welcome details of the status of the revised bid for funding for 
cell refurbishment that was submitted in August 2011. 
 
Response 
 
Consideration of this was taken with regard to the longer term estate development 
described above.  The communal areas, corridors and cells in Peebles, Bruce and 
Younger House were all repainted last year and it has also been agreed that as part 
of the Special Works Maintenance programme, all the cells will be refurbished in the 
new financial year.  It has also been agreed that the ablutions areas within Bruce, 
Peebles and Younger House will be upgraded. 
 
11.10.5 and 12.19: Hot meals should be provided for prisoners who have 
arrived from court too late for the evening meal. 
 
The Committee is concerned that this request has not been progressed and would 
welcome an indication as to when the matter will be resolved. 
 
Response 
 
The contract with G4S, the new escort provider, includes a condition that prisoners 
arriving after 1900 hours will have a hot meal provided.  In the event of a failure by 
the escort provider to provide this, HMP Cornton Vale has put a contingency in place 
to provide late returning prisoners with a hot meal. 
 



 

3 

12.45: All prisoners being held in the "back cells" in Ross House should have 
a bed. 
 
The Committee seeks clarification as to why this matter has to wait until completion 
of a new build rather than being resolved as soon as possible. 
 
Response 
 
The Ross House "back cells" have now been closed for construction of a new 6 cell 
Care and Separation Unit.  The building work has commenced and it is anticipated 
that this will be completed by June.  The new facility is planned to be operational by 
July. 
 
Prisoners are currently being housed in the back cells of Younger House, although 
these cells for the moment still contain a concrete plinth with a mattress.  There is a 
particular difficulty in finding appropriate safe accommodation for a small number of 
prisoners whose past behaviour has presented a safety risk for both them and other 
prisoners if accommodated in more normal conditions.  We therefore need to 
balance the needs of the prisoners' longer-term care plans in reaching a decision on 
how to address this issue.  However, we are actively seeking to remedy this in the 
interim which will involve housing some of these prisoners in other prisons and re-
developing the Younger House cells.  We expect this interim solution will be in place 
within the next few weeks, pending the opening of the new Care and Separation 
Unit. 
 
11.16: A purpose built unit to hold prisoners out of normal circulation should 
be created and staff working in this unit should be properly trained to do so. 
 
The Committee would welcome an update on staff training, details of the timetable 
for procurement and completion of the building, and information on the interim 
arrangements in the meantime. 
 
Response 
 
Staff training has already been undertaken in mental health first aid and 
mentalisation training.  Work in a new 6 cell Care and Separation Unit has 
commenced and it is anticipated that the building work will be completed by June.  
The new facility is planned to be operational by July.  Staff training, regime planning 
and procurement of furniture and fittings will be carried out during the construction 
period.  Staff training in the new facility will include the role of the personal officer, 
pro-social modelling, conditioning (dealing with prisoner behaviour), mental health 
first aid and mentalisation training. 
 
12.38 and 11.18: Access to visits for disabled prisoners and visitors should be 
improved and a purpose built health centre should be created. 
 
The Committee seeks clarification as to the status of the business case for visitor 
facilities and for a purpose built health centre. 
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Response 
 
We have examined a range of options to improve the unit's facility, but these have 
been hampered by the current design of the prison.  The absence of a sterile area 
has prevented us implementing improvements which have worked in other prisons.  
A number of initial proposals have not been supported given their costs.  We are 
conducting a feasibility study to look at the possibility of extending the current visit 
area into the current upstairs administration area and for the provision of portacabin 
facilities to accommodate the existing administration area.  The feasibility and cost of 
this option will be assessed prior to any decision on progress. 
 
11.18: The main issue with the current health facilities relate to the difficulty at the 
time of his original inspection in accommodating the large numbers of prisoners 
attending for appointments and clinics.  Given the transfer of 114 women to 
Edinburgh in July (which reduced the prison population in HMP Cornton Vale 
to c310); we decided to conduct a review of the current practices within the health 
centre before any final decision was made on further capital investment.  The review 
focused on a timeline for clinics and service providers and to identify peak times 
when there is pressure on the waiting areas, treatment rooms and staff.  The review 
concluded that as a result of the reduced prisoner numbers, no additional facility 
provision is required.  It identified an issue with the capacity of the waiting room but 
recommended that this can be resolved by an increased operational staff resource.  
Arrangements are being made to provide this additional staff resource. 
 
11.03: The use of the "back cells" in Ross House should be discontinued 
immediately and more appropriate accommodation should be used for the 
most vulnerable women. 
 
The Committee understands that funding is available for alternative accommodation 
and that construction of this was planned to be underway in November 2011.  During 
their visit to Cornton Vale, Committee members were concerned as to the length of 
time some inmates were being kept in the "back cells" and did not see or hear any 
evidence that the proposed construction had begun.  The Committee would 
therefore welcome an update on progress regarding alternative accommodation and 
an indication of the average length of time prisoners can be kept in the "back cells". 
 
Response 
 
Work to update this facility has been described at 11.16 above. 
 
With regards to the average time spent in a cell, information obtained for the period 
1 January 2011-3 January 2012 indicated that the average time spent by each 
prisoner in the Management Suite was 7.4 days. 
 
11.04, 11.05, 11.06 and 11.14: The conditions in Peebles, Bruce, and Younger 
Houses should be improved and a purpose built visits facility, including a 
national resource for HMP Cornton Vale, should be created. 
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It is understood that a business case for refurbishment of these houses and the 
visits facility has been made.  The Committee would welcome an update on the 
status of the business case. 
 
Response 
 
This paper has already described the work being carried out to upgrade houseblocks 
and the revised feasibility study for visits. 
 
11.15: A purpose built mother and baby unit should be created. 
 
The Committee notes from the Governor's report of 14 September that there are no 
plans for a new purpose built unit, but that the existing unit has been decorated and 
upgraded.  However, Committee members were concerned at the conditions in the 
unit and would welcome clarification as to why a new unit appears to have been 
ruled out. 
 
Response 
 
Consideration of this was taken with regard to the longer term estate development 
described above.  The occupancy of the Mother and Baby Unit is variable with 
periods where there are no mother and babies, to short periods of having a 
maximum of 2 occupants.  HMP Cornton Vale management did consider whether to 
re-locate the Mother and Baby Unit from Peebles House to Skye House.  However 
the review concluded that there was little to be gained by the re-location and that this 
should be considered as part of the wider modernisation programme for the female 
prison estate. 
 
11.17: The range of education, learning and employability programmes 
available should be broadened. 
 
The Committee notes that this recommendation is marked as complete.  The 
delegation enjoyed its visit to the learning centre and was pleased to briefly observe 
the classes taking place.  However, the visit appeared to demonstrate limited 
opportunity to participate in meaningful study or work due to lack of staff resources.  
The Committee would welcome your comments on this. 
 
12.51: Cornton Vale should look at ways of significantly increasing 
participation in education. 
 
The Committee would welcome an indication as to why this recommendation has 
been closed, when the only progress made is 'monitoring in place'. 
 
Response 
 
I am disappointed to note that the visit appeared to demonstrate a limited opportunity 
to participate in meaningful study or work due to lack of staff resources.  We are 
satisfied the prison is properly resourced.  HMP Cornton Vale does have a high 
number of remand prisoners who are not required to work (currently c30%) and the 
challenge for the prison is in fact keeping work parties full and working to capacity. 
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I can also advise that the action plan was intended for internal use only and therefore 
in some instances, simply provides a brief summary of actions.  A great deal of 
purposeful activity does take place in HMP Cornton Vale and perhaps was not 
immediately obvious during the visit. 
 
In a wider context, the new SPS learning and skills contract went live on 1 August 
providing a comprehensive learning service for offenders and focusing primarily on 
literacy and numeracy development.  The contract includes the use of a new 
screening tool to help identify prisoners with learning difficulties. 
 
Learning services will be targeted mainly at the prisoner population serving 6 months 
and over, convicted young people (under 18 years old) and females serving 31 days 
or more.  However, where capacity permits, provision will be made to all other 
prisoners serving (or remanded) for 30 days or more. 
 
The new screening tool helps identify those with a priority learning need.  Those 
identified as lacking functional literacy/numeracy (at or below Intermediate 1) will be 
offered a place on a learning programme within 14 days of undertaking screening.  
Those who accept will be offered a place on a programme of learning within 28 days.  
Those who refuse will be proactively contacted each month to encourage their 
participation in learning.  Specialist assistance will be provided for those identified as 
having a barrier to learning such as dyslexia, dyscalculia, dyspraxia, ADHD and for 
those for who English is a second language. 
 
Turning specifically to HMP Cornton Vale, it provides a range of purposeful activities 
for prisoners, from the provision of health services, work and education, to specific 
programmes designed to address offending behaviour.  There is a focus on 
relationships, particularly supporting family links, which is actively promoted by the 
Families Team.  Early indications are that since the population decreased following 
the transfer of women to HMP Edinburgh, the average hours per week women 
engage in purposeful activity has increased.  The following are examples of on-going 
activities: 
 

 A recent review of purposeful activities has increased attendance at work 
parties, education and those attending physical education. 

 

 Development of further opportunities to gain qualifications in the 
workshops is on-going and for example, an Industrial Cleaning SVQ and 
Recycabike qualification are about to commence, with Retail and Gardening 
qualifications being rolled out later in the year. 

 

 The prisoners located in the Independent Living Units access work 
placements in the community. 

 

 The new education contract mentioned above has extended delivery to 
remand as well as convicted prisoners.  Events such as an Open Day and an 
Award Ceremony have already been held to promote the classes and 
qualifications available.  There are additional subjects on offer such as History, 
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Animation, Quick Reads and more Art, as well as projects including Drama 
Workshops. 

 

 The Links Centre at HMP Cornton Vale provides facilities for external 
agencies to deliver services directly to offenders, eg alcohol counselling and to 
facilitate throughcare on release.  Quarterly partners meetings are facilitated to 
share best practice.  The centre also houses the Prisoners' Induction Unit. 

 

 The Hairdressers provides links with the local elderly community, at the 
same time as assisting prisoners to complete hairdressing qualifications. 

 

 The Life Skills classrooms hospitality lecturer is a fully trained chef.  There 
are introductory classes and a money matters course which includes a cookery 
element and food budgeting which will be particularly useful for prisoners 
moving back into the community and the ILUs.  A healthy eating partnership 
initiative is also facilitated with the NHS. 

 

 Phoenix Futures, the addictions contractor, facilitate the Enhanced 
Addictions Casework Service (EACS) which offers a variety of interventions to 
address addiction issues.  Interventions include Harm Reduction/Tolerance to 
all prisoners on admission and liberation, Integrated Case Management (ICM), 
addictions assessment to all prisoners serving over 31 days and who are fully 
committed, addictions care planning, 1-1 motivational interviewing for smoking, 
drugs and alcohol, counselling, smoke cessation-brief intervention and groups, 
Harm Reduction Paraphernalia care planning and alcohol groups.  Throughcare 
from prison to the community is also facilitated through case conferencing. 

 

 A variety of prisoner programmes and approved activities are facilitated: 
Constructs, Female Offending Behaviour Programme (FOB), Substance-
Related Offending Behaviour Programme (SROBP), Alcohol Awareness and 
Drug Action for Change, Parenting, Connections, and Sleep and Anxiety.  To 
ensure that prisoners are referred to the appropriate programme to meet their 
needs, there is a monthly programmes selection panel chaired by Psychology 
and attended by the Addictions/Programmes Manager, social work, ICM co-
ordinator and relevant programmes team members.  For 2011-2012, the target 
was 87 completions but we expect to complete 105 by the end of March. 

 
12.05: Every effort should be made to keep adult prisoners and young 
offenders separate in Bruce House and in Younger House. 
 
In the Governor's report of 14 September, this recommendation is marked as 
complete; however, changes appear to have been made only in Younger House.  
The Committee would therefore welcome an update on whether it is intended to 
make the equivalent separation in Bruce House. 
 
Response 
 
The changes made to Younger House were intended to address this issue both 
there and in Bruce House.  I can confirm that Bruce House holds only adult 
convicted and remand prisoners and that Younger House is now the primary facility 
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that houses all young offenders.  In some instances, young offenders may be held 
for short periods in Ross House when they require additional support. 
 
12.40: There should be a clear training strategy for officers and healthcare 
staff working with mothers and babies. 
 
The Committee seeks clarification as to why there are no plans to create such a 
strategy. 
 
Response 
 
HMP Cornton Vale do intend to develop a training strategy which will also include 
guidance on child protection issues.  This is expected to be completed within the 
next 3 months. 
 
John Ewing 
Chief Executive 
20 February 2012 


