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Stephen Imrie, Clerk to the Justice Committee 
Justice Committee Clerks 
Room T2.60 
The Scottish Parliament 
Edinburgh 
EH99 1SP            

20 October 2020 
 
 
 
Dear Mr Imrie 
 
SCOTTISH PRISON SERVICE (SPS) – COVID 19 
 
Thank you for your letter dated 15 September to Tom Fox where you are seeking some updates 
on various SPS matters.  For ease I have addressed each of these topics in the order they were 
raised in your correspondence below.   
 
Long Term Prisoners Approaching Parole 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has undoubtedly impacted upon SPS progression processes which may, in 
turn, impact upon the management plans for some long term prisoners. Two key areas which have 
been affected are Offending Behaviour Programmes and Progression to Less Secure 
Conditions/Community Access. 
 
In line with Public Health guidance, SPS took the decision to temporarily suspend Offending 
Behaviour Programmes from 20 March 2020 however these did recommence in early September 
2020, in a way that facilitates physical distancing and implements appropriate procedures within 
group room environments. Whilst programme delivery is being prioritised across the prison estate, 
this scheduling takes account of the competing demands for staffing and space requirements to 
adhere to the current COVID-19 restrictions. 
 
Whilst the numbers of individuals on waiting lists have not currently increased during the 
pandemic, it is expected that there will now be a rapid increase over the coming months due to 
the recommencement of Generic Programmes Assessments and Programmes Case Management 
Boards in establishments. This means individuals in our care will be assessed to identify any offence 
focused needs and, where appropriate, they will be allocated to programmes waiting lists. The 
delays created by the non-delivery period of programmes alongside the current reduced rate of 
delivery will not adequately counter balance the impact of those being added to the waiting lists. 
It is also likely that, in time, this issue will be further compounded by the anticipated increase in 
individuals coming into custody with long term sentences as the judicial system attempts to clear 
its own backlog of cases.  
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SPS recognises the significant challenge this presents and is actively working on recovery planning 
for Offending Behaviour Programmes. Whilst it is not possible to accurately assess the full impact 
at this early stage, it is being closely monitored and analysed. SPS is considering how it can best 
‘scale up’ programme delivery and increase effectiveness during 2021, in discussion with the 
Scottish Government.  Whilst it is acknowledged that some access to programmes may be delayed; 
the aim of any recovery plans or ‘scaling up’ of delivery will be to provide individuals with 
appropriate access to programmes in line with their critical dates.  
 
It is important to note however that Offending Behaviour Programmes are not and should not be 
the only means of demonstrable risk reduction during a person’s progression journey. The main 
focus of the multi-disciplinary Risk Management Teams, when considering individuals for 
progression, is risk assessment, analysis and manageability of the dynamic and static risk factors 
when balanced against strengths and protective factors within the associated plan. It is for this 
reason that the SPS Risk Management, Progression and Temporary Release Guidance does not set 
out programme completion as a requirement within the Standard Criteria for progression.  
 
In addition to the temporary suspension of Offending Behaviour Programmes, SPS also 
temporarily suspended all progression to less secure conditions and all forms of community access 
from 23 March 2020. Transfers to less secure conditions recommenced from 18 August 2020 and 
individuals are now once again able to transfer to National Top End and the Open Estate, as 
appropriate, in line with their management plan. Of note; since recommencement a total of 45 
individuals have progressed to the Open Estate to date.    
 
Though some community access has been able to resume, the current Public Health guidance does 
not allow for the full range to resume at this time. For example; whilst Escorted and Unescorted 
Days Leave to places of interest have been able to resume, such leave to home addresses has not 
yet been able to resume due to the current restrictions on households mixing.   
 
In respect of 7 day Home Leave, SPS has undertaken significant planning and is prepared for 
resumption. However, in light of the restrictions implemented from 25 September 2020, SPS now 
require further specific Public Health and legal advice and this advice is actively being sought.   
 
With regard to work placements, the relevant SPS establishments have engaged with placement 
providers in order to prepare for resumption. As a result, some work placements will begin to 
resume in early October, with the aim that all available work placements will subsequently resume 
by 9 November 2020.   
 
SPS recognises that limited opportunities for community testing may have an impact upon the 
management plans for some long term prisoners and we are therefore working to resume as much 
of the range of community access as possible, within current Public Health guidelines and 
restrictions. This will continue to be subject to regular and ongoing review.   
 
No particular prisons are currently being pressured with occupancy issues where they mainly take 
long term sentenced prisoners. Whilst Single Cell Occupancy (SCO) continues to be a challenge 
across the prison estate, it is important to recognise that those prisons which predominantly house 
prisoners serving long term sentences have higher rates of SCO. SPS is however mindful of the 
potential further impact of a potential increase in long term prisoners following further resumption 
of court business. This is a consideration for SPS as part of its ongoing population management 
plans.  
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SPS has produced its own COVID 19 Routemap, which aligns with Scottish Government and Public 
Health advice.  This Routemap details the series of connected, and carefully controlled steps which 
will be taken to ensure that SPS can move forward, whilst acknowledging the measures we will 
have to continue to take, such as physical distancing and handwashing to help prevent the spread 
of the virus or further outbreaks occurring. Based on this approach, it may be the case that SPS will 
have to move at a different pace from wider society and that this may have an impact on individual 
management plans. All restrictions are subject to regular and ongoing review in order to ensure 
that they are both appropriate and necessary. 
 
SPS is aware of the response provided to the Committee by the Parole Board for Scotland. Whilst 
the 6 month period from the introduction of Covid-19 restrictions, in comparison to the preceding 
6 months has evidenced no detrimental impact upon the numbers of life sentenced and recall 
prisoners being released by the Board, SPS and the Parole Board for Scotland are closely 
monitoring this for all long term cases going forward. As noted by the Parole Board, Hearings have 
been able to take place throughout the pandemic and the Board will continue to apply its tests for 
release. 
 
Changing pressures within prisons 
 
On 2 October 2020 there were 3,204 people in SPS custody serving long term prison sentences, 
including life sentences. This is only 4 more people that were in custody, serving these types of 
sentences, at the same point in 2019. However, the long term prison population had been on an 
upward trajectory since mid-2017, whilst the short term prison population has been in decline. The 
long term prison population has only stabilised on a temporary basis as a result of backlogs in court 
processing. Once these backlogs are cleared then the upward trajectory in the long term prison 
population would be expected to resume. A snapshot of the demographics of convicted prison 
population since 2016 have been included at Annex A. The Scottish Government recently published 
prison statistics which illustrate these points and these can be found here. 
 
Whilst short term sentences, alongside the prison population turnover that they create, do 
continue to pose a significant challenge, the challenge SPS faces is changing. Despite the overall 
use of imprisonment decreasing, average sentence lengths have increased over the last number 
of years and it is this which is driving the increase in the prison population overall.  SPS therefore 
now has less individuals in its care on a short term basis, with a reduction in turnover, but has many 
more individuals on a long term basis and with more complex needs. The challenge this more 
complex prison population presents is highlighted by the significant proportions of the population 
that require to be accommodated and managed separately, for example those convicted of sex 
offences or those with involvement in serious and organised crime. 
 
Mobile phone pilot at HMP YOI Polmont 
 
Restricted mobile phones have now been issued to all those in SPS care across every site in 
Scotland, with the exception of HMP Kilmarnock who have independently installed wired 
telephones into every cell.  
 
Mobile phones were issued to every person in custody at HMP & YOI Polmont from 15 July 2020.  
SPS continues to install mobile phone infrastructure across the estate to provide an assured mobile 
telephony service. 
 
This mobile telephone service allows a set amount of calls per user (monthly minute limit) which 
are recorded and limited to an approved phone number list. The mobile phones do not accept text 

http://www.sps.gov.uk/nmsruntime/saveasdialog.aspx?lID=4767&sID=1579
https://www.sps.gov.uk/Corporate/Information/SPSPopulation.aspx
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messages and are not internet enabled. The original proposal for a pilot of in-cell telephony at HMP 
& YOI Polmont has consequently been cancelled due to the introduction of restricted mobile 
phones. The funding previously set aside for the pilot has been utilised within the wider national 
project. 
 
In addition, SPS is pleased to advise that virtual visits have also been introduced and have been 
available at every prison in Scotland from 15 July 2020. Virtual visits have enabled every individual 
in our care with the opportunity to maintain contact with family and friends when local visit 
restrictions have varied.  
 
Both of these new services are expected to remain in place moving forward as part of a broad suite 
of communication methods to support family contact.  
 
I hope this information is helpful.   

 
Yours sincerely 

 

 
 

 
TERESA MEDHURST 
Interim Chief Executive, SPS
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Annex A 
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