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Equalities and Human Rights Committee 
 

Scrutiny of the Age of Criminal Responsibility (Scotland) Bill 
 

Fact Finding Visit to St Mary’s Secure Unit, Bishopbriggs 
 

Monday 22 October 2018 
 

 
Attending this visit: 
 
Ruth Maguire MSP, Convener, 
Annie Wells MSP 
Claire Menzies, Clerk to the Committee 
 
Introduction 
 

1. St Mary‟s, Kenmure, is one of five residential secure units in Scotland. 
It, along with one other secure unit (the Good Shepherdin Bishopton), 
is owned and operated by the Cora Foundation, an Agency of the 
Catholic Bishops' Conference of Scotland. 

 
2. The Unit provides 24 secure beds for young people, (male and female) 

aged from 11 to 18 years. A new building was opened in 2000, which 
replaced the old building that had been traditional in style, including 
perimeter barbed wire. The new building was designed with security in 
mind, for example, windows and doors open into a secure courtyard.  

 
3. St Mary‟s Secure Unit used to provide 30 beds in the secure estate. 

Following a review in 2010, the decision was taken to reduce the 
secure estate and introduce a tendering process. As a consequence of 
the review, the number of beds at St Mary‟s was reduced to 24 (still the 
largest secure unit) and St Philip‟s Secure Unit was closed in 2011. St 
Mary‟s now prepares an annual tender bid for funding to provide 
secure accommodation.  

 
The Visit 
 

4. Carole Dearie, Head of Service and William McKeown, Depute Head of 
Service/Care facilitated the visit. We would like to thank them and the 
other members of staff for providing such an informative visit. We were 
provided background to the operation of the facility and discussed the 
youth criminal justice system. This was followed by a tour of the Unit, 
and a further opportunity to ask questions about the Unit and the Age 
of Criminal Responsibility (Scotland) Bill. The visit concluded by 
hearing directly from a few young people, who had been detained on 
sentencing grounds, about their life experiences and views on the age 
of criminalisation. 
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Operation of the Unit 
5. Carole Dearie had become Head of Service in July 2017. Prior to 

taking over, she acknowledged St Mary‟s had a “reputation” and 
described the culture as “macho”, with a high level of assaults. As an 
indicator of this, in the previous year £300,000 had been spent on 
replacement windows and repairs to property damage. In just over a 
year, she told us the culture had changed. The ethos now being to 
provide a caring, nurturing and therapeutic environment, albeit in 
secure surroundings. She explained the environment had changed too, 
to more closely resemble a family home by replacing secure furniture 
with sofas, adding plants and pictures. Children could personalise their 
rooms with a feature wall and rug. This combined approach, we were 
told, had contributed to a reduction in assaults. She explained that 
education and health provision, such as doctors, dentists and 
behaviour therapy were costly, but she saw this investment as 
preventative spending. 

 
Young people and remand 

6. It was explained by the Management Team that practitioners competed 
for beds. Secure accommodation was used as emergency care only. 
Beds were not provided to a practitioner if it was considered that 
accommodating them would impact on other children. Beds were 
provided to children from England and Scotland. Children from England 
were placed for on average 9 months, while children from Scotland 
tended to be placed for shorter periods, for example 3 months. As 
these children were on remand, and the turnaround time was quicker, 
the Management Team noted there was less opportunity to undertake 
therapeutic work with the young person placed from Scotland, which 
they advised affected their outcomes. Approximately 80% of the Unit‟s 
current population was accommodated for Care and Protection - 
welfare reasons. We were advised that local authorities were 
responsible for meeting accommodation costs in Secure Units when 
the young person was being held on remand. Whereas, the Scottish 
Government paid for young people‟s secure accommodation costs 
when they were sentenced. Carole Dearie, considered that Scotland 
was “hung up on measuring risk rather than vulnerability”, which she 
said should dictate placement. 
 

7. Offences that commonly led to young people being held on remand 
were, sex offences, arson, assault to severe disfigurement and gang-
related crimes. It was noted by the Management Team that remand 
appeared to be used less for „petty‟ offences. 

 
8. Concern was voiced by the Management Team about the number of 

young people, i.e. 16-18 year olds, who were being held on remand in 
the Young Offenders Institute Polmont (YOI Polmont). We were 
advised that the previous week roughly 48 young people were being 
held on remand in YOI Polmont. 
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Trauma informed approach 
9. In describing the children she had met when she took over the Unit, 

Carole Dearie said she was “shocked by the real hopelessness felt by 
the children”. William McKeown advised that although he had suffered 
over 1,000 assaults in over 20 years working in secure 
accommodation, he had never charged a child as he understood the 
child was suffering from trauma and it was not appropriate to 
recriminalise a child. He noted however in other care settings, such as 
children‟s homes, this was not always the case. On a positive note, 
Carole Dearie explained the programmes available such as scuba 
diving provided a real opportunity for children to explore different 
experiences and address their trauma. We heard how one girl had 
sunk to the bottom of the pool during the scuba diving lesson and 
stayed there throughout the lesson, as it was a quiet place where she 
couldn‟t hear “the monsters in her head”. 

 
10. The Management Team explained that a trauma informed approach to 

children in the youth justice system was critical to the life chances of 
children. If children‟s traumatic past was dealt with earlier, they said 
children would be less likely to end up in court – i.e. early effective 
intervention (EEI). The use of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACES) 
was discussed. ACES was considered by the Management Team as a 
useful starting point but, they felt however, there was a danger it could 
become a checklist. The Management Team explained mental health 
screening took place 7-10 days after arriving at the Unit. Children were 
provided with structured programmes to address cognitive skills and 
offending behaviour.  
 

11. They considered the Scottish Government could do more to support 
children who had suffered trauma, for example by commissioning a 
clinical psychologist tool to help social workers identify trauma and 
specific vulnerabilities. They pointed to Sweden as a good example 
where a psychologist and a psychiatrist were part of the routine 
package of support and noted that children needed a bespoke package 
as all children were different. It was also noted by the Management 
Team that the police in Renfrewshire and East Ayrshire had been 
trained in dealing with „trauma‟. Carole Dearie referred to an American 
researcher who reckoned Scotland had more trauma than war torn 
countries. 

 
Youth justice system 

12. In relation to raising the age of criminal responsibility, we heard that 
older children would get younger children to „take the fall‟ as they would 
be dealt with through the children‟s hearings system. On the operation 
of the children‟s hearings system, Carole Dearie had concerns about 
allowing lay people to deal with statutory offences i.e. making criminal 
justice decisions. She felt this was compounded by the different ways 
in which judges disposed of high tariff sentences, as some judges 
would return the case to the children‟s hearings system, while others 
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wouldn‟t and considered this an area the judiciary needed to be trained 
on. 

 
13. We also heard from the Management Team that some children 

considered the children‟s hearing system „a slap on the hand‟, meaning 
that it didn‟t address the child‟s behaviour until they were much older, 
by which time it was too late as they had reached age 16 and were 
receiving their first higher tariff sentence. The Management team felt 
intervention was needed at the pre-adolescent stage and pointed to 
children being excluded from nursery or not making it through primaries 
1 or 2 as an early indicator. 

 
14. On the age of criminal responsibility, we were told that „age‟ was a 

number and that due to trauma a 15 year old could have the emotional 
development of nine year old. Carole Dearie commented that she 
considered the Jamie Bulger case had stalled progress in the youth 
criminal justice system. She believed the current approach to youth 
criminal justice meant if the age of criminal responsibility was raised to 
16, the effect would be that Scotland would need more prisons. 

 
15. Other concerns raised with us were about the inconsistency of 

sentences and bail, we were told some serious offences were being 
bailed. There was also a feeling that judges did not understand trauma, 
while social workers were not familiar in dealing with criminal justice 
cases, and so lacked the confidence to make referrals to secure units. 
Carole Dearie advised that social workers‟ caseloads were 
“horrendous”, explaining “kids can have 10-13 social workers over a 4 
year period”. Also, she noted that young people reading their social 
work reports could have a detrimental effect on them, as some of the 
wording used was hurtful. 

 
Throughcare 

16. The Management Team highlighted throughcare as a particular issue 
for children leaving the Unit. Carole Dearie described it as “appalling”.  
 

17. The Unit provided its own throughcare by releasing staff to check-in 
with children once back in the community. Carole Dearie recounted an 
occasion where a boy was due to be released in 3 days, but no one 
knew where he was going due to resources – in that case even the 
child was worried he was being set up to fail. Also, there had been a 
case where a boy was concerned he would be released back into the 
same community where he had received death threats because he 
owed money and was scared for his life.  
 

18. Carole Dearie explained that a lot of the children had grown up in 
families or communities where crime was common, and recalled for 
example, a father passing drugs to his 15 year old son on a visit. The 
Management Team were concerned if the young people went back to 
their communities without appropriate support that they would go back 
to their previous ways. She also noted poverty had had an impact on 
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the number of children entering the youth justice system, but couldn‟t 
see an increase in secure accommodation service provision. 

 
19. To prepare children for leaving the Unit, the Management Team 

explained there were opportunities through the creation of „champion 
posts‟ e.g. health and wellbeing champion or care standards, and 
advocacy champion. It was explained children had to apply for the jobs 
and come along to management meetings to represent the views of the 
children and to discuss actions to address concerns. As testimony that 
the service was helping children, they described children getting upset 
at having to leave the Unit, as this was the safest place they had been. 

 
Transition to the prison estate 

20. We heard that transition communications with YOI Polmont could be 
variable. Some children were eager, even aspired, to go to YOI 
Polmont, as this meant they could be with their friends or the people in 
their community they looked up to. We were provided with examples of 
young people who had transferred to YOI Polmont when they had only 
two months left of their sentence, but had turned 18. This approach 
was questioned by the Management Team, given there was evidence 
that placing young people in prison led to poorer outcomes for them. 
Also, we were told about the impact being in prison could have on a 
young person‟s mental health. We were advised that five young people 
had taken their lives in two years. 

 
The tour of the facilities 
 

21. Anita McGeachie, Service Manager, took us on a tour of the facilities. 
The Unit had a campus style facility, which was formed by grouping 
four house units, an education centre (as the visit took place on a 
school holiday, none of the children were in class), administration, and 
catering centre set around a large central courtyard containing an 
outdoor recreation area. In the outdoor area was a hard surface pitch, 
vegetable garden and space to keep animals, currently two rabbits.  
 

22. Additionally, there were indoor recreational facilities, including a 
swimming pool and a sports hall, a fitness gym and a newly formed 
cinema space, which was used mostly when children‟s families visited. 
The house units had a living area, a dining area, a communal games 
area and a quiet space, as well as a separate secure bedroom for each 
of the children. In the centre of each unit was an enclosed office space. 
We were advised no child could be left on their own and so, a member 
of staff would need to accompany the child. 

 
Meetings with young people 
 

23. We met with three young people, two boys and one girl who were 
being accommodated at St Mary on sentence grounds. The young 
people discussed their views on the Age of Criminal Responsibility 
(Scotland) Bill relevant to their experiences: 
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 Child X – children not to be taken to a police cell at age 8-11 – 
“when it happen to me I could hear old men shouting and 
screaming”. Better in an office than a cell. “12 is right age”. 
Wanted to go to Polmont to be with my friends.  

 

 Child Y -  “held in a cell for 24 hours, noisy, could hear people 
kicking”. Felt at 12 years old knew what they were doing. 

 

 Child Z – Wanted to know when police used body cameras 
when dealing with young people, thought they should be worn at 
all times. Held in a police cell at 11 years old. “Scary at first then 
got used to it as been in and out a lot”. Thought some at 12 
knew what they were doing. 

 
 
 


