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Dear Ms Medhurst, 
 
COVID-19 and prisons 
 
Congratulations on your new appointment. Please send on our best wishes to your 
predecessor, Colin McConnell. The Justice Committee wishes him well in the future 
and thanks him for all his support to us over many years. 

The Committee also strongly supports the Scottish Prison Service’s efforts to keep 
staff and prisoners safe in the context of the ongoing COVID-19 emergency. We fully 
appreciate that the Service is making difficult decisions every day. Members are also 
very grateful to you, your officials and all of the staff in the various prisons for their 
work at this very difficult time. 

The Committee recognises the need not to overburden the Scottish Prison Service at 
this time. Nevertheless, the COVID-19 emergency is seeing substantial challenges 
placed on your organisations. As the First Minister said in the Chamber on 24 March, 
Parliament and its members “must continue to perform their important scrutiny role at 
such a time.” 

I have set out some questions in an annex to this letter that the Committee feels are 
the most pressing. When time allows, in order not to put undue pressure on you and 
your staff, I should be grateful if you would provide the Committee with a response. I 
will be writing in similar terms to other bodies within our remit. 

Please be assured that the Committee remains willing to do its bit during this difficult 
period to support the prison service. I wish you and your staff well in these challenging 
times. 
 
Best wishes, 
 
Margaret Mitchell MSP, Convener, Justice Committee  
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ANNEX 
 
 
1. What steps are being taken to ensure the safety of prison officers, staff and 

prisoners during the outbreak of the COVID-19 virus? 
 

2. Whether prison officers, staff, escort officers and G4S staff involved in electronic 
monitoring have sufficient stocks of person protective equipment during this 
period? 
 

3. What steps are being taken to diffuse tensions in prisons after reports of 
disturbances at HMP Addiewell? 
 

4. What steps can be taken to ensure alternative forms of contact are possible (e.g. 
video links) between prisoners and families as a means of reducing tension 
during the outbreak of COVID 19? Will any video links be set up from a 
prisoner’s family home to avoid them having to go enter the HMP estate to use 
these? For example, the current video links still require families to travel to a 
location such as the Prison Visitor Centre at HMP Inverness or the Apex Office 
in Aberdeen. 
 

5. Will SPS and the Scottish Government explore ways to remove the costs from 
families for the Email-A-Prisoner scheme which operate a present? By removing 
these costs, families and people in prison can retain contact. 
 

6. Will SPS take steps to seek consent from those in prison so that families can be 
informed over a person’s health care in prison during this pandemic? 
 

7. What estimates have been made for a possible increase in the numbers of 
prisoners being held on remand awaiting their case being heard in court given 
the announcement that no new juries are being empanelled in criminal cases? 
What steps will be taken to manage any increase? 

 
 


