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Jenny Marra MSP 
Convener, Public Audit and Post-Legislative Scrutiny Committee 
By email:  papls.committee@parliament.scot 

 12 December 2019 

Dear Convener 

During the evidence session on 21 November on the Auditor General’s Section 22 Report on the 
Scottish Prison Service Annual Accounts for 2018-19, Colin McConnell committed to providing 
some follow up information requested by the Committee.  In Colin’s absence on leave, the 
information being provided by the Scottish Prison Service (SPS) is: 

• Data on correlation between individuals on sickness absence and overtime payments.
• Evidence about discussions with the PGA.
• Detail on contingency planning for Barlinnie.
• Up-to-date briefing on the self-change programme.

Please find this information in the attached Annex. 

The Scottish Government will also seperately be providing follow up information. 

I hope this information is helpful to the Committee. 

Yours sincerely 

TERESA MEDHURST 
Interim Chief Executive 

HEADQUARTERS 
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5 Redheughs Rigg 
Edinburgh 
EH12 9HW 

 

Teresa Medhurst 
Interim Chief Executive 

http://dc1-hv-intranet1/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/SPS-refreshed-logo-November-2013.jpg


1. 

ANNEX 

Data on correlation between individuals on sickness absence and overtime payments 

During the period 1 November 2018 to 31 October 2019 approximately 60% of Prison Officers 
worked additional hours for an ex-gratia payment (overtime).  The vast majority of this group 
worked on average less than 5 hours per week in addition to their 37 contracted hours. We are, of 
course, focused on the wellbeing of our staff and we are looking at the issues raised by the Auditor 
General with reference to the growth in ex gratia payments to staff over recent years. 

Having examined additional hours and sick absence data, SPS can find no correlation between 
working additional hours and incurring sick absence.  Prison Officers who worked additional hours 
were no more likely to incur sick absence than those who did not work additional hours 
(approximately two thirds of both groups incurred sick absence). 

With regards to mental health related conditions, there was in fact slightly less instances of mental 
health related sick absence amongst Prison Officers who worked additional hours (13% of all 
instances of sick absence) compared with those who did not (16% of all instances of sick absence). 

Evidence about discussions with the PGA 

First payment to prison officers – 2014/15 

The PGA raised concerns with SPS regarding the implications of Prison Officers taking strike action 
prior to the first payment being made.  They wrote to the Chief Executive on 22 May 2012 regarding 
the “real potential for operational instability” in the event of industrial action, following strike 
action by Prison Officers that had taken place earlier that month.  Further, on 30 October 2014 the 
PGA wrote again to the Chief Executive setting out concerns regarding strike action by Prison 
Officers stating that “Past experiences confirms that managers will be able to cope safely for no more 
than a few hours.” 

Less than two months after that letter, on 15 December 2014, the POA(S) opened a ballot of their 
members to take strike action.  From an operational reform perspective, focused on cultural 
change, this was a major setback.  We can only achieve this transformation by taking Prison 
Officers with us on this journey to professionalisation, recognising that for some, this is not the 
journey they signed up to on becoming Prison Officers.  It was clear that working in partnership 
with the POA(S) is the only route to achieving reform. 

The views expressed by PGA were a significant factor in SPS’ consideration when entering into 
talks with the POA(S) in early 2015.  It was clear that to gain POA(S)’ engagement a pay offer was 
required.  The payment was made in recognition of Prison Officers’ continuing engagement in a 
review of the Prison Officer role, and that was achieved.  The whole purpose of the payment was 
to develop the detail of operational change proposals and a positive industrial relations climate 
was the only way to achieve this. 

Following the decision to make the first payment to Prison Officers, the PGA provided the SPS with 
feedback from their members.  A meeting took place between PGA and SPS on 15 April 2015 and, 
significantly, the Director of Corporate Services wrote to PGA on 14 May 2015 to explain the 
rationale for payment to Prison Officers only.  The letter welcomed the constructive feedback from 
the PGA and provided assurance that the payment to Prison Officers in no way diminished the value 
that SPS places on senior managers. 
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Payments to Prison Officers – 2016/17 and 2017/18 

On the 22 March 2017 the SPS announced that further payments to Prison Officers would be made 
in spring 2017 and spring 2018.  SPS management met with PGA on the same day.  A further 
exchange of correspondence took place with the Chief Executive regarding the payments in April 
2017.  It was explained that the plans to professionalise the role of Prison Officer were being 
developed and carried out in partnership between POA(S) and SPS. 

Discussions regarding operational reform 

SPS has been in regular discussions with the PGA over recent years regarding operational reform. 
These discussions date back to well before the Prison Officer Professionalisation Programme 
(POPP) was initiated, for example PGA were consulted in early 2013 regarding the Organisational 
Review, and these discussions have continued.  Operational reform has been discussed during 
regular meetings between PGA and SPS management, for example, on 21 June 2017, 13 September 
2017 and 26 June 2018.  In addition, on 4 December 2017 and 31 January 2018, the PGA were 
consulted specifically on POPP. 

Detail on contingency planning for HMP Barlinnie 

There are firm contingencies in place to accommodate the current and a potentially increased 
population within the Scottish prison estate.  However, if there were such a catastrophic failure of 
a part of the prison estate, in this example HMP Barlinnie, which necessitated the immediate 
decant of 400 people, location and placement would involve most of SPS’ prison sites and would 
absolutely result in further use of double cell accommodation.  The exact location and to what 
extent for each individual prison, would reflect the outcome of a detailed risk assessment and 
resource consideration completed at that time. 

If the situation went as far as the whole of HMP Barlinnie becoming uninhabitable, as outlined by 
Colin McConnell, Chief Executive, at the Justice Committee on 8 October 2019, there would require 
to be discussions with the Scottish Government about wider contingency options because SPS 
would be unable find places for approximately 1,400 people in a system that is already 
overstretched.  Mr McConnell advised the Justice Committee that he had never known a situation 
in which a whole prison had been lost but did not discount the possibility that this could happen. 

Up-to-date briefing on the Self-Change Programme 

The Self-Change Programme (SCP) is a high intensity, cognitive-behavioural intervention that aims 
to reduce violence in high-risk adult male offenders, whose repetitive use of violence is part of a 
general pattern of antisocial behaviour and criminality. 

The programme is specifically designed to be delivered in the closed/secure prison environment 
and targets the highest risk individuals in prison - approximately the top 2%-5% highest risk 
individuals, assessed as being likely to cause serious harm to members of the public at large.   

The SCP is delivered in accordance with the accredited standards of delivery, audit, integrity and 
evaluation, approved by the Scottish Accreditation Panel for Offender Reintegration (SAPOR) in 
January 2019.   The programme is currently delivered at two prisons, HMP Shotts and HMP Low 
Moss. 
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Since SPS’ pilot of the SCP in 2014-15, the rising prison population – and its increasing complexity – 
has placed our Psychological Services under pressure, with a growing reliance on forensic 
psychologists in the delivery of a range programmes, including the SCP. 

Programme access dates are created for each individual which allows them optimum time to 
complete their necessary interventions ahead of their opportunity to be considered for 
progression. There are currently 141 individuals waiting to access the SCP.  While 84 of these 
individuals are within their optimum point for progression, none are beyond a critical date (e.g. 
parole qualification date) at this time. 

As at 10 November 2019, there are 27 individuals attending the programme and 15 in an assessment 
phase waiting to begin the programme. 

A ‘completion’ is an individual who starts and finishes the first three programme phases.  Since 
2014-15 when the SCP was first piloted, there have been 112 completions. 

Completions per year reached 40 in 2017-18.  In 2018-19, this dropped to 33, partly due to the strain 
on finite staffing resources.  A plan to address this was put in place in 2019-20.  Psychological 
Services have clustered treatment management teams in order to maximise the delivery of high 
intensity programmes and as such, it is expected that another strand of the SCP will be raised for 
delivery in a third location, HMP Glenochil, where the mainstream population will be the focus, 
seeking to increase the number of completions, within current resources. 

Scottish Prison Service 
December 2019 
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