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“During my 34 years working as a Prison Officer | have never felt as
under-valued as | currently do. Opportunities for both staff and
prisoners is at an all time low, as is staff morale. The majority of issues
within my establishment is, in my opinion, a direct result of
understaffing.”

“There is a perfect storm brewing. The level of staff that are being
employed is somewhat scary. That, coupled with losing experienced
staff, there is becoming a void of knowledge and capability within the
service. You then have the added pressure of prison population
numbers, and the types of narcotics prisoners are consuming are
making prisoners more violent and dangerous than ever - all issues on
a scale that has never been seen before, all converging to a single
point. It's a ticking time bomb.”

“If there is one thing | would ask policymakers to do to improve
Scotland'’s prisons it’s listen to those working on the frontline.”






Foreword by Phil Fairlie, POA Assistant General Secretary

Scotland's prison system is under extreme pressure like never before. Prisoner
numbers are at record levels and overcrowding is resulting in rising violence, drugs
misuse, self harm and low staff morale. The complexity of the prisoner population
today is as big a factor as any other, with staff being asked to manage chronic mental
health issues, serious organised crime gang activities, and an ever growing aging
population of sex offenders with care needs unable to be delivered in a prison
setting.

Prison Officers are on the frontline of this crisis. These skilled workers desperately
want to do the job they are trained to do but are being prevented from doing so
because of the intense pressures they face on a daily basis.

The Prison Officers’ Association commissioned this research to provide members
with the vehicle to have their voices heard, so we could take evidence directly from
them, and present it to decision makers and those in positions of power and
influence.

Our members are clear, the toxic combination of overcrowding and understaffing,
added to the complexity of the prisoner population, is having a huge impact on every
Prison Officer in every jail and is the root cause of many of the problems experienced
by both staff and prisoners.

Addressing overcrowding requires investment in both personnel and the prison
estate. This is the priority demand contained in this report, however there are many
associated issues that must be addressed if Scotland’s prison system is to operate in
a safe, humane and rehabilitative manner delivering what society rightly expects of
it.

We have long since reached the point where we need a society wide conversation
about sentencing policy and the purpose of prisons in this country. Either we stop
locking up so many people and use more alternatives to custody options, or we build
a prison estate sufficient to manage those numbers, we staff them properly to allow
Prison Officers to attend their place of work in a safer way than they do today, and
allow them to do the job they joined the service for.

| want to thank every POA member who contributed to this report and Unity
Consulting Scotland for all their hard work to deliver this project. Their survey work
and focus group discussions have been invaluable in capturing the memberships’
thoughts, experiences, and ideas that are contained in this report.

The POA will continue to campaign relentlessly over the coming weeks and months
to ensure that the working conditions members experience every day are improved
and Scotland's prisons system is fit for purpose.
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Introduction

The Prison Officers’ Association (POA) is an independent, democratic trade union
representing uniformed prison grades and staff working in Psychiatric Care with over
35,000 members in the public and private sectors.

The POA is affiliated to the Trades Union Congress (TUC) and the Scottish Trades
Union Congress (STUC). The POA in Scotland represents around 4,000 members
working in the Scottish Prison Service (SPS) and the State Hospital at Carstairs.

POA Scotland commissioned Unity Consulting Scotland to provide this “state of the
nation” report into the Scottish Prison Service. The report’'s findings follow extensive
consultation with POA members which has informed a series of demands to improve
services and make Scotland’s prison system fit and able to meet the requirements of
the 21st century.

This report is based on desktop research, a literature review, focus group interviews
and surveys of serving POA members working in prisons across Scotland. These are
the workers who know and understand the Scottish Prison Service best.

Prison Officers are proud of the job they do and the difference they make, but their
morale is low with some reporting feeling burnt-out, unsupported, at risk, and
prevented from doing the job they are employed to do. Their voices are heard
throughout this report.

The demands contained in this report come from them and if implemented, would
deliver very significant improvements to Scotland’s prison system.

This report comes at a time when Scotland's prisons have reached breaking point,
with the Scottish Government twice forced into the early release of convicted
prisoners before their sentences are complete. This was as a result of rising prisoner
numbers, a lack of space and overcrowded cells.

While supportive of the early release scheme, the POA believes this is a sticking-
plaster approach and addressing overcrowding in the longer term will require a
combination of sustained investment in staffing and the prison estate, action to
address problems within the service and wider justice system, and a strategy to
address the social and economic determinants that are at the root of much criminal
behaviour.

The list of issues addressed in this report is extensive but not exhaustive. This report
outlines the priority concerns identified by those we interviewed and surveyed.



The Prison Officers’ Association’s Demands

Budget

In the absence of any meaningful strategy to significantly reduce the prison
population, SPS capital and revenue budgets should be increased to ensure the
service can meet the demands placed upon it, employ more staff and deliver a
prison service fit for the 21st century.

Recruitment and retention

The recruitment process for Prison Officers is not fit for purpose and should
undergo a major overhaul, taking account of the views of the people who work in
the system and the demands placed upon them.

Recruitment promotional material should be more balanced, reflecting the
realities of the job.

There should be a return to significant in-person interviews and assessment.

The interview and assessment process must involve Operational staff who have
experience of working on the frontline.

All applicants who make it to interview should have the opportunity to visit a
prison prior to progressing through the recruitment process.

The vetting of staff must be more robust, with assessment of an interviewee's
character a key element.

English language skills must be at a level to maintain safe operating standards.

Opportunities for promotion should only be for those with relevant skills, training
and experience.

SPS must reassess the way it recruits and retains Officers from abroad, including
visa sponsorship.

Training

The 6-week foundation training period is inadequate. Trainees must be equipped
to meet the demands of the job.

Training must be recalibrated to create a balance between policy, the law,
psychology, etc., and ‘jailcraft’, such as the management of prisoners, maintaining
discipline, court attendance, cell searching, etc.



The training variable for all operational staff needs revisited in light of significant
changes in the working environment.

Tutors with frontline experience must play a major role in the education and
training of new recruits at the SPS college.

All new staff should have the opportunity to take part in a formal mentoring
scheme throughout their initial years in the role.

Training must equip staff with the skills and knowledge to identify coercion and
manipulation by prisoners.

Pressures on staff

Sustained increased investment is required to address overcrowding and
understaffing and reduce the number of times prisons are placed on restrictive
regimes.

Action must be taken to address rising attrition rates.

Safe staffing must reflect rising prisoner numbers.

Effective systems must be introduced to prevent contraband from entering
prisons, including anti-drone technology to stop drone incursion in and around
jails.

Action must be taken to protect staff from the influence and threats from
organised crime gangs operating inside and outside of prisons.

Health and wellbeing

SPS must recognise that as people age their physical health declines and
additional effective support is required.

Effective support must be put in place for staff experiencing poor mental health,
often as a result of prolonged exposure to their working environment.

SPS must provide high quality support to staff who are off work sick.

Staff must be protected from ingesting drug fumes, with appropriate PPE
provided to those who are expected to enter cells where fumes may be present.

SPS should commission research into the effect of exposure to drug fumes on
prison staff.



e Urgent action must be taken to reduce rising levels of violence against staff,
prisoner-on-prisoner violence, prisoner self-harm and deaths in custody.

e SPS should work with the POA to assess levels of PTSD amongst staff and put in
place appropriate prevention and support measures.

e MORS (Management of Offender at Risk Due to Any Substance) policy should be
reviewed as a matter of urgency.

e There should be NHS provision 24/7 to deliver clinical support to prisoners.

Retirement age

¢ Prison Officers should have the Normal Pension Age of 60.

e Meaningful and fulfilling alternative opportunities should be provided for those
who are under the Normal Pension Age but who are unable to continue in their
present role as they get older.

Pay

e Pay restoration is required to make up the amount lost when pay awards were
below inflation.

e Pay needs to reflect the entirely unique and incredibly challenging daily working
environment our prisons present to the staff who work within them.

e The SPS needs a new job evaluation system that properly measures and
recognises the differences between Non-operational roles and roles on the
Operational frontline of the service.

System change

e There should be a comprehensive independent inquiry into the purpose of prison
and a root and branch review of sentencing.

e Action is needed to reduce Scotland's prison population and address the root
causes of offending, such as poverty, alienation, substance misuse, relationship
breakdown, etc.

e Non-violent offenders who can be dealt with in the community should not be
sent to prison and those with addictions or mental health problems should have
their condition treated in the community.

e Investment is required to improve prisoner access to rehabilitation programmes,
education and training.



e Privatisation has failed - prison services should always be provided by the public
sector with the GeoAmey prisoner transfer contract brought back in-house and
Addiewell prison transferred to the public sector.

e The Throughcare system should be reinstated.

Culture

e The Scottish Government should commission an independent review of the
culture of the Scottish Prison Service.

e There must be a change in SPS management culture, with all staff shown respect
and treated fairly.

e Arepresentative of the joint trade unions should be appointed to the SPS board.

e SPS must record and publish a wider range of management information in the
interest of openness and transparency.
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The Scottish Prison Service

Established in 1993, the Scottish Prison Service (SPS) is an Executive Agency of the
Scottish Government..

It is responsible for 17 Operational prisons across Scotland: 16 are directly operated
by SPS and one (HMP Addiewell) by a private sector operator. The national women's
facility is at Stirling.

Scotland’s Prisons
01 Addiewell
Barlirmni
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SPS employs 4,700 staff and is headquartered in Edinburgh. It is led by a Chief
Executive (a civil service appointment) who is accountable to Scottish Ministers for
the management, performance and future development of SPS. They are supported
by a Deputy Chief Executive and four directors who are members of both the SPS
Advisory Board and the SPS Executive Management Group.”

SPS works with a range of partners including Police Scotland, the Scottish Fire and
Rescue Service, NHS, Scottish Ambulance Service, Crown Office and Procurator Fiscal
Service (COPFS), Scottish Courts and Tribunal Service (SCTS), the Parole Board for
Scotland and a wide range of other statutory, voluntary and charitable organisations.
Industrial relations are conducted through a partnership agreement called “Forward
Together”; this is an agreement that includes the POA, PCS and Prospect. PGA are
also recognised by SPS, although are not signatories to the “Forward Together”
agreement.

Unlike NHS boards where a partnership agreement is also in place, or the board of
ScotRail, there is no trade union representation on the SPS board. This is something
that should be addressed.

SPS contributes to the Scottish Government’s National Performance framework and
is a key element of The Scottish Government's Vision of Scotland'’s Justice System’.

[1] https://infrastructurecommission.scot/storage/173/ICE127-Scottish-Prison-Service.pdf

[2] https://www.sps.gov.uk/about-us/governance/senior-
leaders#:~:text=Teresa%20Medhurst%20is%20Chief%20Executive%200f%20the%20SPS
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Despite a fall in recorded crime over the last three decades, Scotland has one of the
highest prison populations in Europe. This apparent contradiction is down to
increasing conviction rates, more remand prisoners, a backlog in the courts, longer
average sentences and a rise in convictions for complex crimes and sexual offences -
two-thirds of convictions are second, third or fourth convictions.

Budget

The prison budget has come under significant financial pressure over the last 20
years. The SPS corporate plan says:

Like much of the public sector and wider Scotland, we face a cost crisis, with rising
inflation, rising energy bills, and uncertain supply chains for goods and services.” ®

In response to a Freedom of Information request submitted by the author of this
report, SPS provided the following information on its resource and capital budgets
since 2016.

Budget (Em) SBR (£m) Act (Em)

2016 324.2 308.4 298
2017 314.2 306.2 306.6
2018 311.2 311.2 302.9
2019 312.2 312 314.6
2020 312.2 332.4 326.3
2021 342.2 345 336.3
2022 354.6 351.6 354.5
2023 369.6 384 386.7
2024 397.9 420.8 426
2025 436.2 457.3 456.4 4

[3] https://www.sps.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2024-02/CorporatePlan_2023-2028_CorporateReports.pdf]
[4] Response to Freedom of Information request submitted by Neil Findlay 27th May 2025
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Financial Year Amount (Em)

2016 37.5

2017 3.2

2018 121

2019 13.8

2020 11.8

2021 50.7

2022 55.6

2023 71.7

2024 56

2025 112 .

SPS advises that the increase and fluctuation in the capital budget from 2021 “is due
to the build phase and timing of the new prisons at both HMP Glasgow and HMP
Highland.” ®

The SPS corporate plan 2023-2028 recognises the organisation's budgetary
pressures:

“Since 2022-23 financial year SPS has not had certainty of the required funding
necessary to maintain service delivery at the start of the financial period, instead
having to rely on further Scottish Government funding to be provided in the last
quarter of the financial period through the Spring budget review process. The Scottish
Government’s funding position is well documented reporting a large budget deficit
position, so this risk is increasing.”’

In April 2025, The Herald newspaper reported that:

“the cost of the prison service as a whole has rocketed to £332 million in 2015/16, an
estimated £43,000 per prisoner, with the budget for the next financial year 2025/26
set at £648.3 million, which works out at an estimated £77,500 per prisoner place.” ®

The biggest element of capital spend is the replacement of Glasgow's Barlinnie
Prison. In 2014 the estimated cost of this new prison was £100 million. However, in
February 2025 the Scottish Government's Justice Secretary, Angela Constance,
confirmed that the latest estimate was almost £1 billion.

[5] Response to a Freedom of Information request submitted by Neil Findlay 11th March 2025
[6] Response to Freedom of Information request submitted by Neil Findlay 27th May 2025
[7] https://www.sps.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2024-02/CorporatePlan_2023-2028_CorporateReports.pdf

[8] https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/25051880.2m-per-extra-prisoner-place-new-scots-jail-despite-crisis-
alerts/
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POA Scotland members surveyed for this research were asked how they felt about
the following statement:

“The Scottish Prison Service receives adequate funding to provide all of its
services.”

Strongly agree 2.M%

Agree . 8.80%

Strongly
dizagree

Meither agree
nor disagree

22.17%

0 10%% 20%% 0% 0% 50 &0 T 80% a0%e  100%

It is clear that the prison service requires significantly increased investment in both
the capital and revenue budgets if it is to deliver on the SPS and Scottish
Government'’s policy objectives.

The Prison Population

European Country Prison Population Prison Population Rate

Iceland 140 36
Finland 2,839 51
Sweden 8,635 82
Denmark 4,106 69
Norway 2,948 53
Northern Ireland 1,892 98
Ireland 4,593 88

Estonia 1,927 139
England and Wales 87,793 146
Latvia 3,229 172
Lithuania 4,955 177

[9] https://tinyurl.com/ycxsfjrt
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The average daily prison population has risen over time from around 2,700 at the
start of the 20th century to 8,260 by December 2024.

The figure for December 2024 followed the emergency release of 477 prisoners
during the summer of that year in an attempt to relieve pressure on the system and
ease overcrowding. A further 390 prisoners were released in early 2025."

The following is a snapshot of the prison population in December 2024:

¢ Prison population 8,260.

e Prison design capacity 7773.

e Remand population 2,114,

e Women prisoners 318.

e Prisoners are under 21 years old 168.

e Whilst the average age of a prisoner is 37.8 years, 15.1% are over 50 years old.
e 90% of prisoners are British nationals.

e 9% are Non British nationals."

The design capacity of Scotland’s prisons is 7773 In the summer of 2024, the system
was operating at over 100% capacity, its highest ever level.

During oral evidence to the Scottish Parliament Public Audit Committee in June 2024,
the Chief Executive of SPS expressed concern that seven of Scotland’s prisons,
including HMPs Edinburgh, Barlinnie, Grampian, Glenochil, Kilmarnock, Low Moss
and Perth were at “red status” meaning that:

“Those prisons are signalling that acute and critical demands are being placed on
them... if demand increased or if there was degradation in the staff profile because of
leavers or sick absence - conditions would deteriorate very quickly, and we would not
be able to cope with the demands that are being placed on us.” *

As the situation deteriorated, the Chief Inspector of Prisons wrote to Scottish
Ministers calling for urgent action to reduce the prison population.

In February 2025, Governor of Barlinnie Prison Michael Stoney said he would
“struggle to survive life inside his own overcrowded prison.”

His comments came at a time when the jail was operating at 140% capacity, with
almost 1,400 prisoners in a prison designed for 987.

[10] https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cyv48jrggnio
[11] https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-prison-population-statistics-2023-24/

[12] https://bprcdn.parliament.scot/published/PA/2024/6/10/ce9be3b7-008f-4d72-9ff1-
1b174bfe0c60/PAC062024R3.pdf

[13] https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/ckgr3ljdzrdo
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In April 2025, His Majesty' s Inspector of Prison for Scotland issued a damning report
on conditions at Barlinnie Prison:

“With over 65% of the population sharing a cell, the standard cell space of four metres
square per prisoner, excluding the toilet area, was not being met. This was
unsurprising due to the overcrowding experienced by HMP Barlinnie where they were
holding 300 prisoners more than the design capacity, meaning prisoners were sharing
cells originally designed for one.” **

The report also described the prison as being in a “wretchedly poor state”.

At the time of the early release scheme, POA Assistant General Secretary Phil Fairlie
said:

“The Prisoners (Early Release) (Scotland) Bill was a step in the right direction in helping
to reduce prisoner numbers but it was only one of a series of steps that will be
required if the very concerning and real issue of prison overcrowding is to be tackled
longer term.”

He added:

“In the meantime, however, our members are tired, they are stressed, they are being
assaulted in increasing numbers, they are having to intervene in prisoner assaults at
an increasing level, while dealing with more and more issues of complex mental health
deteriorations and self-harm episodes amongst the prisoner groups, which in turn is
all having significant impacts on the mental health of our members too.

“We are grateful that the extent of the problem appears to be getting recognised and
that this step is one at least that has the ability to make a small, but very much
needed and welcomed contribution to helping ease the enormous strain, while the
longer term more permanent solutions are sought.” *°

The POAs position was evidenced by a BBC report in September 2025 which
confirmed that despite the Early Release Scheme:

“The number of people in Scotland's prisons has risen back above the level which
sparked the early release of hundreds of inmates to free up space. In the week before
the process of releasing those inmates began, the total prison population stood at
8,326. Seven months on, it has climbed to 8,359 - and a Scottish government
forecast suggested it could reach 8,750 by the end of the year.” *¢

[14] https://prisonsinspectoratescotland.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publication_files/HMIPS%20-
%20Report%200n%20Full%20Inspection%200f%20HMP%20Barlinnie%202024%20-%20Final%20report.pdf

[15] https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/24750204.prison-officers-back-snp-plan-release-hundreds-inmates-
early/

[16] https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cy504ynyp5eo
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POA has for many years believed that as a society we send too many people to
prison instead of addressing the social, economic, health and other determinants
that are at the root of much offending behaviour. We need to provide community
support for those with experience of poverty, addiction, mental and physical health
conditions, domestic abuse etc. Only by addressing these issues will offending and
reoffending rates be reduced, which in turn will free up the time and space for our
members to go on and do the meaningful, rehabilitative work with those for whom
prison is the right place.

Recruitment and training

Concern about the recruitment process was one of the most consistent issues raised
by those interviewed and surveyed for this research.

Prison Officers are generally recruited to two roles:

e Operations Officer - “A key role in maintaining the safety and security of those in
our care, our staff and visitors. Although your direct contact with prisoners will be
minimal, the role you play is of high importance and critical to the safe running of our
prisons.” "’

e Residential Officer - “The primary role is to support those in our care on a day to
day basis through effective case management. You will play a key part in helping us to
continue to reduce the number of individuals that reoffend and to achieve our vision
of unlocking potential and transforming lives.” '®

The recruitment process for both roles are similar.

e Submit application.

e Situational judgement test.

e Cognitive ability test.

e Interview, pre-employment checks.

e Assignment.

e The process for Residential Officers process incorporates an additional group
exercise.

e For both there is an occupational fitness test.

A common complaint about the recruitment process is that there is not enough
assessment of an applicant’s character, interpersonal and communications skills,
resilience and ability to problem-solve in a highly pressured working environment.

[17] https://www.sps.gov.uk/careers/our-roles/prison-officer-careers/operations
[18] https://www.sps.gov.uk/careers/our-roles/prison-officer-careers/residential
[19] https://www.sps.gov.uk/careers/our-roles/prison-officer-careers/operations
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It was also said that there is not enough balance or realism in recruitment materials
and an overemphasis on “painting a glossy, sanitised view of the job" rather than a
realistic portrayal of what recruits should expect.

Concern was repeatedly expressed that online recruitment fails to assess an
applicant's character, that the process is open to manipulation or impersonation, and
that the system is vulnerable to exploitation and corruption. Many participants in the
research called for more rigorous background checks and English language
standards.

A number of respondents suggested the current process leaves successful applicants
unprepared for the role and this is contributing to higher attrition rates.

Others said recruitment should always involve uniformed staff, who have recent
experience of the frontline, and Governors. Under the current system, Governors
often meet new recruits only when they turn up at prison on their first day.

It was also suggested that all potential recruits have the opportunity to visit a prison
prior to progressing through the recruitment process.

When recruited, Operations Officers undergo a six-week foundation programme and
Residential Officers a seven-week programme. Those who have been promoted
internally and who have already gone through a foundation programme undertake
an additional two weeks' training.

Both programmes are focused on covering the core training required of Prison
Officers, as well as ensuring they are legal, safe, and competent for Operational
deployability. Foundation programmes cover an initial week’s practical induction at
the recruit’'s establishment, and establishments follow up with local induction for
staff returning afterwards. *°

In an email to the POA, Dr Anna MacKenzie Head of Learning and Development at
the SPS college said:

“This period of training is intensive, and a high number of subjects and assessments
must be covered for a new staff member to be signed off as legally deployable. Once
back in establishment, new staff must then learn local procedures (in line with SOPs -
Standard Operating Procedures) to support effective daily Operational practice.

This is a large amount of knowledge and learning for a new staff member to adopt
early on in a new role. Due to the staffing and population challenges currently
experienced throughout the estate, there is little time to consolidate new learning
before full Operational deployment.” *

[20] Response to a Freedom of Information request submitted by Neil Findlay 11th March 2025
[21] Email to the POA 30th May 2025



Another common concern was the recruitment of direct entrants into the Residential
Officer role without having been in an Operational post first.

In the survey for this report, Prison Officers said of recruitment, retention and
training:

“Online recruitment came in during Covid. We don’t have Covid anymore, so why are
we still interviewing online?”

“There is not enough focus on life skills, character or experience of the world of
work.”

“At college there is too much focus on policy and processes and not enough
discussion of scenarios recruits will face.”

“What we are taught at college is vastly different to what we do in the halls. More
time should be spent in the halls shadowing to learn the job better.”

“Some new recruits come into the job thinking they will not be working with
prisoners.”

“We need people with real life skills - there should be an age restriction so that you
can't join the service until you are 25.”

“l was interviewed by uniformed personnel who tested your character and read you
as a person - this was a better system.”

“Recruitment for me took three weeks from start to finish, now it can take six
months - it takes so long that it puts people off and they go and get another job.”

“We need to stop recruiting people who don’t really want to join the service.”
“We need to train more Prison Officers as interview assessors.”

“The recruitment of more women Officers has been good, they are a calming
influence.”

“Recruitment needs to be more targeted and less of a scattergun approach.”

“In some areas such as Grampian rurality, isolation and competition from higher paid
sectors is causing recruitment and retention problems.”

“Too many people are coming into the service with inadequate training and are

expected to undertake key roles such as Electronic Control Room (ECR), gate control,
etc., without the relevant experience and support.”
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“Recruitment and training now is all about behavioural competencies rather than
jailcraft.”

”

“When | started in a new prison | was thrown in at the deep end, it was sink or swim.

“I was on a recruitment interview panel and realised that the applicant was from an
organised crime gang. | raised this and their application was rejected.”

“I have no problem recruiting foreign nationals but they have to have an appropriate
level of English language competence.”

“We are getting new recruits who don’t have the necessary English language skills
and this causes serious problems when they are on the wings.”

“Training standards are more relaxed now, there is less discipline.”

“SPS should consider the needs of its foreign workers who are in need of Certificate
of Sponsorship for job security and be able to retain their job for longer.”

“On joining the prison service recruitment standards appeared to be exceptionally
high and there was an element of pride. Now it appears that we are just accepting
any person regardless of education level. Worse, it appears that sufficient
background checks are not being conducted on recruits, which has led to people
being employed who have criminal records or without the right to work within the
UK. I believe this to be a significant risk to both Officer and prisoner safety.”

“SPS doesn’t sponsor visas for foreign nationals so we end up spending a lot of
money recruiting people who then have to leave when their visa expires. It makes no
sense. Some join the service in England and Wales because there they do sponsor
visas for staff.

“I heard of one person who was going through a stage of the online recruitment
process, they accidentally clicked on their camera and they were seen to be lying in
bed.”

“The training period of six weeks is inadequate and should be extended.”

“Training needs to be a balance between understanding policy, the law, psychology,
etc. and Yjailcraft’ - managing prisoners, discipline, court attendance, searching, etc.”

“I worked it out that around 32 people are involved in a recruit’s journey into the
role.”

“Young recruits are not ready for dealing with the people in prison - no one should
be able to join before the age of 21.”
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“How on earth can Officers C Band Grade, with a number of years’ service (some
have even covered D Band Roles) get told they are not at the standard required for D
Band when they apply through the current Application process. Yet someone straight
off the street with no experience gets employed as a D band Officer. There needs to
be a review of the process. Experienced C Band Officers wanting to move to D Band
should bypass most of the application process and go straight to interview if
recommended by management.”

“There is insufficient time in a small establishment to allow further on-site training
following the period spent at SPSC and this is evidenced through slack practice and
mistakes.”

POA Scotland members were asked how they felt about the following statement,
“The recruitment process for Prison Officers is fit for purpose.”

( Strongly agree 1.02% (6)
Agree 7.63% (45)

Neither agree nor disagree
7.29% (43)

Strongly disagree 52.71% (311)

Disagree 31.36% (185)

POA Scotland members were also asked how they felt about the following statement,
““The training provided to new Prison Officers provides a good grounding for the
job.”

Strongly agree 0.68%

Agree 10.36%

Neither agree

nor disagree 14.77%

Disagree 40.07%

Strongly

0,
disagree A5

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

There are major failings in the recruitment and training of staff. These must be
addressed by SPS if it is to retain the confidence of applicants and staff.
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Ongoing support
Once in post the support for new recruits appears to be ad-hoc.

A response to a request for information from the head of the SPS college said:

“wu

each establishment has set up a local mentoring programme which has proven to be
invaluable.” %

This may be an aspiration but it appears far from reality.

Some prisons such as HMP Grampian appear to be operating an informal local
arrangement, in others no mentoring scheme is operational.

In response to a Freedom of Information request submitted by the author, SPS
stated:

“The Mentoring for Success Programme is in its second year and is a mentoring
programme for substantive E and F band staff, both Operational and Non-
Operational. The programme is for those who are seeking to develop their leadership
skills.” 23

This confirms that no formal mentoring scheme operates for lower grades. This has
to be resolved.

Prison Officers told researchers:

“There is a scattergun approach to ongoing training, support and mentoring, it all
depends on the hall and prison you work in and the staff you work with.”

“There is no real formal mentoring scheme now."

“New staff should have a named and experienced mentor throughout their early
years in the role.”

“New recruits used to be paired with experienced D grades, which was a good
system as you learned a lot from them. But we are down to minimum staffing levels,
we have restricted regimes and are closing sheds, so we can’t do mentoring.”

“If | needed support | had to nag to get it.”

“I try to help new recruits as much as | can because | never got the support | needed
when | started.”

“We used to get appraisals that were in-depth. | can’t remember the last time | got

”

one.

[22] Response to information requested from the SPS
[23] Response to a Freedom of Information request submitted by Neil Findlay 11th March 2025
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“Each establishment has a learning and development manager but there is not
enough capacity or slots available in the roster system to release people for training.”

“Back in the day when | started there was much more of a team ethos and we got
local training and mentoring from experienced colleagues. Now we see people who
are themselves inexperienced being left to try and mentor new starts.”

“IWe need a] bigger drive on staff recruitment and nurturing staff who are new in the
job. A new support framework for new staff is required.

“SVQs have to be done in your first year in post but there are not enough frontline
managers to support new staff through them, so it becomes a tick-box exercise.”

“SVQs have to be completed after college... but some are not being completed on
time because of a lack of support. This is impacting on standards.”

“The college is excellent but jails don’t have the capacity to allow Officers to attend.”
“The tutors who teach at the college should be drawn from the frontline.”

“I would like to see Prison Officers having the opportunity to study for a degree and
get enhanced pay for achieving it”

“The approach to ongoing training and learning at a prison is strongly influenced by
the Governor. We had an excellent Governor who encouraged us to learn and
understand the causes of crime and why people end up in jail”

The general view is that the foundation training period of six weeks is inadequate
and should be delivered by people with frontline experience. It is also felt that there
needs to be a balance between understanding policy, the law, psychology, etc., and
jailcraft’, such as the management of prisoners, maintaining discipline, carrying out
searches and building relationships.

Interviewees said:

“You used to need 5 years experience before you were deemed fit for promotion —
this is no longer the case.”

“You used to have to be a good Officer before being promoted... now too many are
promoted without the requisite skills, experience and knowledge.”

“Introduce a more stringent promotion board system. The current one is not fit for
purpose. Officers are getting first line managers jobs, with no experience. They
struggle to make decisions and when they do make a decision it makes the problems
worse, as they have no actual Operational experience and there are no longer
experienced managers that they can learn from.”

“Once in post, people are being promoted early without the base Operational
knowledge.”
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“We now have a relatively inexperienced group of peers passing on limited
knowledge to new recruits, which further dilutes experience levels and attention to
detail”

Concerns about the ability of the service to retain new staff is backed up by statistics
provided by the SPS that shows between 2014/15 and 2024/25 the number of staff
who resigned with less than 2 years' service more than doubled, from 23 to 53.

The data also shows more people are leaving before their normal pension age.

This table supplied by SPS shows an upward trend at almost all establishments. #*

RFI5

Establishment 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20 2020/21 2021/22 202223 2023/24 2024/25 (to end Jan)
Barlinnie 3% 3% 6% 10% 8% 6% 6% 13% 8% 8%
Bella Centre (3 3% 3%
Cormton Vale 3% 4% 5 T [+ 5% 5% T

Dumifries 3% 6% T % 11% 4% 12% 11% T% 5%
Edinburgh A% 5% A% 5% 11% 7% 6% 13% 9% 9%
Glenochil (9 2% (59 (5.9 5% 4% B 5% 5% 5%
Grampian B 10% 11% 15% 13% 5% 9% 6% 11% TH
Greenock 3% 4% I 5% 5% % 9% 1ra 10% TH
Invemess 3% 9% 6% % 9% 8% 12% % 6% %
Kilmamock 6%
Lillias Centre 0% 0% 6%
Low Moss 2% 3% Fi 3 5% T 5% B% B% 9% A%
Open Estate A% 2% iy A% T% A% 1% 5% 11% 14%
Parth 5% I% 4% (59 B 6% % % 9% 8%
Polmont 3% 4% % (59 5% 3% 6% % 6% 3%
Shotts I% 2% 1% 5% % A% 6% T T 9%
Stiring 5% 9%

The latest information on the reason for staff leaving is detailed in the Scottish Prison
Service chart below.

2024/2025 Leaving Reasons

25 .00%
20.00%
15.00%
10.00%
5.00% I . .
0.00%
Job Opportunity Personal Reasons Retirﬁd-l'\-lgggal Retiral Capability Health Resignsation Genersl

W2024/2025 Q1 w2024/2025 Q2

Between 2015 and 2023 the number of “Normal Resignations” doubled.

[24] Response to Freedom of Information request submitted by Neil Findlay 11th March 2025

[25] https://www.sps.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2024-
12/Public%20Information%20Page%20%28PIP%29%20Quarter%202%202024.pdf

24



For this research, POA Scotland members were asked how the following statement
made them feel:

“During my time in the SPS | have received appropriate ongoing training, mentoring
and support.”

Strongly agree 2.87%
Neither agree
nor disagree 28.67%
Disagree 2715%

Strongly

a,
disagree 10.62%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

This is evidence that a significant number of POA members do not feel that they
receive appropriate training, mentoring and support throughout their careers. These
are issues that are contributing to increasing attrition rates, and a growing number
of staff feeling ill-equipped or not confident in their ability to perform their role in an
ever-changing, complex environment.

Prison Officer staffing levels/ profile

In 2024/5, SPS employed 3,747 Prison Officers, up from 3,115 in 2004/5 (the term
Prison Officer refers to Operation Officers at pay band C, Residential Officers at pay
band D and First Line Managers at pay band E). *°

Data also shows that as of the 31st March 2024, SPS employed 4,962 in all staff roles:
3,080 male, 1,882 female.?” 639 staff work part-time. 373 have a self-declared
disability.

[26] Response to Freedom of information request to submitted to SPS by Neil Findlay 11th March 2025
[27] Response to Freedom of information request to submitted to SPS by Neil Findlay 11th March 2025
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Staffing

SPS does not operate minimum Prison Officer staffing requirements, instead:

“Agreed Prison Officer staffing complements are tailored to the needs of each
establishment and agreed in partnership with the Prison Officers’ Association
(Scotland).” ?®

For prison staff, understaffing is a huge concern. According to the SPS annual report
and accounts 2023/4:

“Staffing levels across Operational uniformed grades averaged 3% below complement
(circa. 90 FTE across the prison estate).” *°

Researchers repeatedly heard of prisons struggling to cope with rising prison
numbers. This is having a major impact on the running of jails, resulting in less time
for interaction with prisoners, reduced access to recreational and educational
facilities and limitations on time outside for exercise and fresh air. All of which stokes
up tension, resulting in more incidents of self-harm, prisoner-on-prisoner and
prisoner-on-staff assaults, and substance misuse.

In June 2024, a report by the Scottish Parliament Public Audit Committee said:

“One of the consequences of a high prison population is the need to implement a
‘restricted regime’, which is when a basic regime is implemented that meets legal
requirements (for example time in the open air and access to visits) but may not
include all additional activities, such as recreation or work, that are provided under

normal circumstances.” *°

In a response to a Freedom of Information request submitted by the author of this
report, the SPS said that it:

“does not specifically measure or track the daily time out of cell for those in our care,
within our different regimes, in each establishment.” >

The SPS annual report 2023/24 does, however, note that:

“total hours of ‘purposeful activity’ were up, against 2022/23. However, the average

number of hours per week was down.” *

[28] Response to a Freedom of Information request submitted by Neil Findlay 11th March 2025

[29] https://www.sps.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2024-09/SPS%20Annual%20Report%20and%20Accounts%202023-
24 .pdf

[30] https://bprcdn.parliament.scot/published/PA/2024/6/10/ce9be3b7-008f-4d72-9ff1-
1b174bfe0c60/PAC062024R3.pdf

[31] Response to a Freedom of Information request to the SPS by Neil Findlay 11th March 2025
[32] https://audit.scot/uploads/2024-11/aar_2324_scottish_prison_service.pdf
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The same FOI asked about: “The number of times prisons have been forced to operate
‘restricted regimes’ by establishment over each of the last decade.”

The response was:

“| can advise that this information is not held by the Scottish Prison Service.” **

This makes it difficult to accurately track the impact of imposing a “restricted regime”,
but Prison Officers said:

“We are pushed from pillar to post and stretched to try to cover shortages.”
“I have been on a wing with just 3 staff to look after 160 prisoners.”

More often than not, my establishment is short-staffed and as Officers we're told
just to 'make it work' — by ‘making it work’ for so long, that has become the norm.”

“Grampian currently has 1 Officer to 42 prisoners in a section.”
“Our Operational staff team have an average of just 3 years experience.”

“Pre-pandemic at Glenochil, we locked up prisoners at 9pm. Now we lock them up at
4pm and unless they are going to the gym or for a visit then that is them until the
next morning. Many newer Officers have never seen the jail open in the evening
because we don’'t have enough staff to do it”

“I work in a smaller establishment and the level of turnover, particularly among
operations staff, is at levels never encountered before.”

“Better working regimes are needed. If the prisoner numbers are too high and the
staff numbers too low, then landings should be kept locked to reduce workload on
staff. | believe this would help combat the sickness and burnout amongst staff.”

“We have enough staff but if people go off sick or on maternity leave their absence is
not backfilled and it’s then we struggle.”

“We cannot get people ready for progressing through the system to open prison or
parole because we do not have enough staff, psychologists, social workers, etc.”

“On paper we have enough staff but new recruits who are still at college are
regarded as staff on the wing.”

“When the gym or the sheds close because of understaffing, tensions and
frustrations rise.”

“We got new starts who were lasting a week because they didn’'t expect to be in
contact with prisoners.”

“Young people don’t see being a Prison Officer as a career anymore, it is a stepping
stone to elsewhere.”

[33] Response to a Freedom of Information request to the SPS by Neil Findlay 11th March 2025
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POA Scotland members were asked how the following statement made them feel:
“The prison | work in has enough staff to manage the number of prisoners it
accommodates.”

Strongly agree 118%
Agree - 1.97%
Neither agree
nor disagree - 1Sii5%

Disagree 32.72%

Strongly

disagree 40.95%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

POA Scotland members were then asked:
“How are staffing levels impacting on you and your colleagues in your workplace?”

None of the

0,
above 5:12%

Increasing
tension in the
prison

58.70%

Additional
pressure on
staff

85.67%

More staff
sickness
absence

73.38%

More abuse and
assaults on
staff

47.78%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
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Insight was also sought from POA Scotland members towards the prisoners they see
in their workplaces when asked:
“How are staffing levels impacting on the prisoner population in the prison you

work in?”

None of these
options

Fewer
opportunities
for education

More time
locked up in
their cells

Fewer
healthcare
needs met

Less exercise
[ access to
fresh air

Fewer
rehabilitation
opportunities

Increased
prisoner
threat/violence

Increased self
harm

Increased
substance
misuse

9.22%

39.65%

49.22%

39.30%

11.30%

76.35%

55.65%

34.26%

69.39%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% T0% 80% 90% 100%

Understaffing, and the pressures it puts on the entire prison system is an issue that
was repeatedly raised by those who took part in focus groups and the members’

survey.

It is incumbent upon SPS and Scottish Government to work with POA to ensure that
Scotland’s prisons have enough staff to allow them to function safely and effectively,
meet the demands of the service and rehabilitate prisoners. This cannot be achieved
without very significant investment.
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Overcrowding

SPS operates a ‘Standard Operating Protocol' and ‘Safe Systems of Work'. These
agreements between SPS and POA set out what should happen in the event of a
prison being short of staff. However, Officers report that they are under intense
pressure from management to ensure the prison regime is delivered, no matter

what.

In February 2025, POA Scotland conducted a survey into the impact of overcrowding

on members.

The findings leave no room for doubt as to how POA members feel:

Almost 70% of Prison
Officers believe
current levels of

overcrowding are the

worst they have seen
in their career.

0.0
() :‘. ]
Only 8.75% believed that
the Scottish Government

understands the pressure
overcrowding places on

Prison Officers and is taking

appropriate action.

&)

86% said that
overcrowding is
contributing to

increased sickness
absence rates.

JAN

Almost 80% believe the
number of prisoners in
their establishment is
putting additional
pressure on Prison
Officers.

3

81% said overcrowding is
impacting on the physical
and mental health of
prisoners, with 62%
believing it is having an
impact on the health of
staff.
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Almost 70% believed
overcrowding is
making recruitment
more difficult.
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91% said increased
numbers of prisoners
are causing greater
tension in their
establishment.

94% said the impact of
overcrowding will make it

far more likely that they will
be unable to work until the

normal retirement age of
68.
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80% said their places
of work do not have
enough staff to cope
with rising prisoner
numbers.



When asked if staffing in prisons was adequate, Officers said:

“No way. Sometimes we are left with just 2 or 3 Officers to look after 160 prisoners...
to make sure they all get breakfast, their medication and that any who need to are
ready for court”

“We had 124 prisoners in a flat with 4 staff on the early shift and 5 on the later shift
to look after them.”

“This week we are 4 staff down, on 2 days we were 11 down. Staff shortages mean
the regime gets restricted and fewer prisoners get out of their cells after 5pm.”

“Staffing levels have been cut constantly since | started working with the service.
Recruits are being put straight into a difficult situation in residential areas with little
chance to learn from experienced Officers and almost no chance to get accustomed
to how the prison works.”

“Staff planning is poor, leaving wings short of staff, resulting in prisoners being
locked up longer, causing greater friction.”

“We had 760 prisoners [and although] this has now gone down to 700 we have cells
for one prisoner with two prisoners in them.”

“We are pushed from pillar to post to cover staff shortages — if the sheds or gym get
shut due to staff shortage then tension and frustrations rise.”

“We refused to open up the wing due to unsafe staffing levels but if you do this you
are viewed as ‘difficult’ by management.”

“We don't get cover for people on maternity/paternity leave, for those acting up or
anyone on long-term sick leave.”

“Inexperienced staff are being left in vulnerable situations due to a shortage of staff”

“If we are shortstaffed and open up the wing and there is an incident we will be
blamed, and if we don’t open up and prisoners complain [about restrictions] we will
also be blamed.”

“Overcrowding means prisoners have less access to fresh air, recreation and
education. When numbers rise there is no increase in tutors, nurses, doctors, etc.
This makes it more difficult for prisoners to access services.”

“Young staff are left in understaffed wings and get scared off and leave.”

“To try to appease prisoners about the lack of time out of their cells, they get a
weekend goodie bag.”

“If Prison Officers adhere to the terms of these [safe staffing] agreements they are
deemed as ‘difficult’ or ‘troublemakers’”
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Prison Officers want to see things improve and offered a number of practical
proposals to address the overcrowding crisis. These suggestions should be taken on
board by SPS and the wider justice system:

“Overcrowding can be dealt with at source by more community-based justice and
making the remand times shorter, i.e. up to 140 days for fully committals instead of
2+ years.”

“The Prison Officer grades have great ideas on how to take a proactive approach to
population management. However, this task is often mainly left to staff that either
have never worked in a prison or have been away for too long to understand the
current reasons for this problem."

“Employ more Prison Officers/mental health trained personnel.”

“The courts need to fast-track the most serious cases instead of putting less serious
cases on remand, taking up a prison place.”

“We see a lot of people with mental health issues that should be nowhere near a
prison environment.”

“The courts need to be aware of the pressures they are putting on the system and
look at their guidance on using remand to restrict individuals. SG needs to provide a
more structured approach that courts can access to divert individuals from custody
where appropriate. Alternative methods of custody should be examined, particularly
for Short Term Prisoners, for example using police cells or having individuals
spending some time in prison and the rest in community e.g. if someone is employed
Mon—Fri then the sentence is served at the weekend, and more use of tagging for low
risk offenders or low risk remand.”

“They should look at more alternatives than just locking them up.”
“Prisons are just warehouses now.”

“There needs to be a greater use of community-based outcomes for sentencing,
especially for sentences which would be under 12 months if given as a custodial
sentence.”

“Courts need to stop remanding people for petty crimes.”

“Overall sentencing policy needs to change — only the most serious offenders, likely
to pose the most harm to the public, should be sent to prison. Alternatives to custody
should be promoted and appropriately supported in the community.”

“More needs to be done with regards to short-term sentences. Instead of 3/4/5/6
months sentences, community work should be done, where applicable, allowing
additional focus on rehabilitation within prison.”

32



“More emphasis should be placed on getting eligible prisoners to the Open Estate as
quickly as possible to provide a test for their release, regardless of offence or
sentence time.”

“Sheriffs and judges need to ‘buy in’ to the alternatives to custody. More resources
are required to target offending behaviour needs in custody. More support needs to
be available in the community on release, and for those at risk of custody.”

“Courts need to understand the impact of remanding those with mental health
issues on prisoners and staff”

“Better resources at community level. Rethink of the prison estate and its ability to
cope’”

“I think we should have weekend jails / a more robust home detention system and
only incarcerate repeat or more dangerous prisoners.”

“Remove the requirement to share a cell, which will then allow staff to work with
prisoners rather than prison being containment only. This will reduce stress levels for
both staff and prisoners. Provide more purposeful activities for prisoners, which
allows them to develop skills that can support them on release. Invest in programmes
infrastructure, which will then allow prisoners to progress in line with their critical
dates, allowing testing in less secure conditions for an extended period of time”

In response to a Freedom of Information request by the author of this report the SPS
advised:

“The total amount spent on prisoner education over the last 10 years is £46.3million.
There are no overt trends within these financial figures as they are the commercial
costs that are related to a specified contract.” **

Using budgetary information provided by SPS and feeding this into the Scottish
Parliament real terms inflation calculator *, we can establish that there has been a
real term cut of £210,122 in the prison education budget since 2016, while at the
same time the prison population has increased by 10%.

Respondents to the survey identified other reforms that are required:

“The government must be bolder in reforming the justice system. Far too many are
being sent to prison. The stem of ‘the next generation of prisoner’ needs to happen,
proper engagement with schools needs to happen, there needs to be more
opportunities for people rather than committing crime to survive.”

“More mental health beds as some prisoners should not be in our care due to illness.

[34] Response to a Freedom of Information request to the SPS by Neil Findlay 11th March 2025
[35] https://spice-spotlight.scot/real-terms-calculator/
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“We have become a warehouse for offenders, offering few opportunities for
rehabilitation. SPS and the Scottish Government should be considering what the
purpose of prison really is and investing accordingly.”

“The courts need to send less serious offenders to jail as we see a lot of people with
mental health issues that should be nowhere near a prison environment.”

“The courts system needs to be aware of the pressures they are putting on the
system and look at their guidance on using remand to restrict individuals. Scottish
Government needs to provide a more structured approach that courts can access to
divert individuals from custody where appropriate. Alternative methods of custody
should be examined, particularly for STP, for example using police cells or having
individuals spending some time in prison and the rest in community, e.g. if someone
Is employed Mon-Fri, then the sentence is served at the weekend. More use of
tagging for low risk offenders or low risk remand.”

“For the courts to stop handing out sentences that are less than 3 months with as
little as 7 days to serve.”

“Invest in community based support to help prevent criminal behaviour from the
start and lower the prison population by improving quality of life, opportunities and
wellbeing for those in need.”

“We had a good system of through care Officers who worked with prisoners and
their families in the last few months of their sentence. They helped them get
accommodation, a GP, training and maybe a job. The results were great and
recidivism fell but in 2019 it was scrapped. That was a crazy decision. We know how
to fix things but money needs to be invested.”

“Better use of electronic bail and court management to ensure all those on remand
have their cases dealt with timeously.”

“Stop oral hearings at parole, all it does is delay release by a few weeks and keeps
spaces full; or make all hearings oral, so a decision is made and not deferred.”

“Invest in existing staff to give them the tools to work with the difficulties they are
facing on a daily basis. Reward staff for taking on secondary duties to enable the jails
to be Operational ready.”

“The courts are taking public nuisances of the streets and putting them on remand,
meaning cells built for one now have two prisoners in them.”

“Reducing recidivism needs to be addressed long before anyone comes near a prison.
It needs to start in childhood.”

There are many reasons why Scotland's justice system is under such intense
pressure. Some of these are societal, some specific to policing and the courts system,
and others the prison service. A comprehensive approach to drive sustainable
change is required.
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Pay

Prison Officers are committed, skilled professionals who perform an important and
unique role in a highly pressured, stressful and hostile environment. This should be
reflected in their pay packet.

In recent decades, successive UK and Scottish Governments have cut public
spending, reduced regulation and scaled back taxes on business. This was
particularly the case during the years of the Conservative/Liberal Democrat coalition,
when a programme of austerity ushered in a decade of public sector cuts.

Following negotiation with the Scottish Government, POA has successfully secured
pay and conditions improvements above the rest of the UK but still lags behind what
it should have been had it kept up with inflation.

In 2025, POA negotiated a new deal of 8% over the next 2 years with a starting salary
for Operations officers of £29,634 progressing to £34,828.

New pay scales 2025-2027

Year Onae: 2025/26

PP2 PP3 PP PP2 PP3 PP4 B £1,130
B = - £27,697 - | - £15.16 c E3475 111 E3258 107 £1,369
C | £29,634 | £31,600 | £33,569 | £16.22 | £17.30 | £18.37 D £4,359 1253 £5.085 1341 £1,737
D | £36,268 | £30,148 | £42,587 | £19.85 | £21.43 | £23.31 E £2708 20 £4,406 1,90 £1,995 4.2
E | 45,567 | £46,417 | £48,930 | £24.94 | £2541 | £26.78 F E3404 oo £4,448 o5y E2,379 0 4.25%
F | £52,356 | £53,625 | £55,886 | £28.66 | £29.35 | £30.59 G Ed4.B44 a4 £6,118  10.2¢ £2,682
G | £59,798 | £62,204 | £65,786 | £32.73 | £34.05 | £36.01 H £6,479 )56 £6,630 0.3 £3,174
H | £70,654 | £74,252 | £77,854 | £E38.67 | £40.64 | £42.61 I E7.202 872 £7,385 g.54 £3,813
I £86,131 | £689,821 | £93,514 | E47.14 | £49.16 | £51.18

Year Two: 2026/27

PP2 PP3 PP4 PPZ PP3 PP4 1to2 3ol 3tod 404
B - - £28,736 - - £15.73 B £1,089 3.75
C | £30,746 | £32,785 | £34,828 | £16.83 | £17.94 | £19.06 [ £3151  1063% E3228  1021% £1,259 375
D £37,629 | £E40,617 | £44,185 | £20.60 | £22.23 | £24.18 (] £4,349 11.99% £6,037 1287% E1,688 375
E | £47,276 | £48,158 | £50,765 | £25.88 | £26.36 | £27.79 E £2,591 E4,348 007 ELBIS 0%
F £54,320 | £55,636 | £57,982 | £29.73 | £3045 | £31.74 F £3,280 6.26 £4,357 8.1 £2,086 375
G £62.041 | £64, 537 | £68,253 | £33 96 | £35.32 | £37.36 G £4,738 7.8 £6,049 o2 £2.467
H £73,304 | 77,037 | £80,774 | £40.12 | £4217 | £44.21 H £6,383 9.03 £6,522 &8s £2.920 375
1 £89,361 | £93,190 | £97,021 | £48.91 | £51.01 | E53.10 1 £7,059 8.20 £7,200 5.0 £3.507 2750 36

Comparing Prison Officer pay to that of a Police Officer, shows that an Operations
officer (C band) Prison Officer starting salary is £1,832 less than their counterparts in
the Police.

After 3 years the gap is £3,439 and unlike the Police, Prison Officers do not have a
normal retirement age of 60 — instead, they have to work until they are 68. *" ®

[36] Letter from SPS to POA 22nd May 2025
[37] https://www.scotland.police.uk/about-us/finance/pay-and-grading-structure/

[38] ibid
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Prison Officers interviewed for this research, said:
“Pay staff a proper wage, make them feel valued again.”

“Prison Officers’ terms and conditions need to be improved to maintain appropriate
levels of staffing, i.e. a wages increase; not to start on the same money as stacking
shelves in a supermarket.”

“There should be more financial recognition for staff carrying out Operational Roles
compared to Non-Operational Roles.”

“There should be a shift allowance for those who work them.”

“There should be recognition of the Operational lead. Admin staff who have no
prisoner contact, do not work shifts and get two weeks off at Christmas get the same
pay as Prison Officers who have none of these benefits.”

“The gap and pay between Residential Officers and Operational Officers is around
£8,000 —you get less money despite the fact that you do shifts this creates a divide.”

“Admin staff are on the same grade as Officers — this is not fair. They are not prisoner
facing.”

“Invest in existing staff to give them the tools to work with the difficulties they are
facing on a daily basis. Reward staff for taking on secondary duties to enable the jails
to be Operational ready.”

“Pay hasn't caught up with the money we lost during the years of austerity.”

Prison Officers were asked how the following statement made them feel:
“Prison Officer pay is adequate for the duties | perform.”

[ Strongly agree 2.71% (16)

Strongly disagree 20.85% (123)

Agree 24.75% (146)

Disagree 32.71% (193) Neither agree nor disagree

18.98% (112)
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Respondents also gave their views on the following statement:
“The pay of Prison Officers should recognise the unique role performed and the
pressures of the job.”

Strongly disagree 0.34% (2) \
Disagree 0.68% (4) — __— ]

Neither agree nor disagree
3.05% (18)

Agree 29.49% (174)

Strongly agree 66.44% (392)

The need for additional payment that recognises the unique nature of the work
carried out by Operational staff is POA policy and will continue to be a priority for the
union. It is contained within POA’'s annual pay submission along with reinstating shift
allowances and is a key demand of this report.

Prison violence

Recent high profile cases such as the terror attack on Prison Officers at HMP
Frankland in County Durham have increased public awareness of prison violence.
The reality is that violence in prison is both common and increasing.

Between 2015 and 2024 prisoner on prisoner violence has seen a 54% increase, with
assaults on staff up 86% over the same period. These are alarming statistics that
show very clearly the dangers faced by prison staff on the frontline. *

Year Prisoner on Prisoner Violence Prisoner on Staff Assault
2015 1240 190
2016 1338 193
2017 1386 244
2018 1742 339
2019 2307 376
2020 1517 311
2021 1846 335
2022 1481 245
2023 1643 324
2024 1919 355
2025 (to 10/03/25) 313 62

[39] Response to Freedom of Information request submitted by Neil Findlay 11th March 2025
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Prison Officers reported:

“Violence is increasing.”

“Violence is part of prison life and can escalate quickly. It is often related to a lack of
out-of-cell time or food”

“Gang violence is a serious issue.”

“I recently had a prisoner throw a dinner in my face because he couldn’t get a
shower.”

“If | adhere to the prison regime set out by SPS, prisoners make complaints that | and
my colleagues are bullying them.”

“Governors no longer seem to come down hard on prisoner-coordinated
insubordination. In the past,groups of prisoners who were organising trouble would
be split up, or some sent to other jails. Not any more.”

“Prisoners can be manipulative and can make false allegations against staff to try
and get them suspended.”

“I think body-worn cameras have helped address violence in the prison | work in.”

“Prisoners zone in on staff members who look scruffy, ill-disciplined, lax, or lacking in
confidence and will try to hook them in and manipulate them.”

“Prisoners’ views are always deemed more important than those of Prison Officers.
Governors believe their word more than ours.”

“Staff have had their cars set on fire by organised crime gangs.”
“A lot of prisoner-on-prisoner violence goes unreported.”
“The threat of violence from organised crime gangs is greater.”

Following an outbreak of violence in April 2025 which involved rival underworld
gangs, The Daily Record newspaper reported that:

“Staff are going on sick leave until X and co are moved to other establishments as it’s
a bloodbath waiting to happen.

“The management know this and X and his pals all want transfers to other jails as they
know HMP Edinburgh is a Y-run prison.

“Staff know it's only a matter of time before one of them gets seriously injured, if not
murdered, as one thing you don’t do is undermine Y.” *°

And in July 2025, the BBC reported on the conviction of six gang members who set
fire to staff cars at HMP Addiewell.

[40] https://www.dailyrecord.co.uk/news/scottish-news/bloodbath-edinburgh-prison-gang-war-34989490
[41] https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cly88kx4xn0o
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POA Scotlamd members were asked for their feelings on the following statement:
“The level of violence in prisons is higher than at any time in my career.”

Strongly agree 22.67%

Agree 30.63%

Neither agree

nor disagree 35.03%

Disagree 11.00%

Strongly
disagree

0.68%
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

As with violence against prisoners and staff, incidents of prisoner self-harm have
increased significantly, showing a 165% rise since 2015.

Year Self-Harm

2015 383
2016 482
2017 576
2018 767
2019 762
2020 756
2021 895
2022 625
2023 882
2024 1017
2025 (to 10/03/25) 170 o

Whilst the number of self-harm incidents has risen significantly to 1,017, or 2.7
incidents per day, this stands in stark contrast to England and Wales where there are
213 self-harm incidents a day. Given Scotland has around one tenth of the UK prison
population, it would be expected that the rate of self-harm in Scotland would be
around 20 incidents a day.

[42] Response to Freedom of Information request submitted by Neil Findlay 11th March 2025
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When asked to explain this anomaly, SPS said:

“Self-harm incidents are calculated from Incident Reports submitted when an incident
of this nature occurs” **

This does not explain such a big difference.

Prisoners who self-harm have to be dealt with by Prison Officers and health
professionals. This can have a profound and traumatic impact on them. A recent
study carried out by NHS England Trainee Forensic Psychologist, Laura Wright
showed:

“Prison Officers face increased vulnerability of being exposed to critical incidents in
the course of their work that may contribute to the development of symptoms
associated with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder... The results show that 51.7% of
those surveyed met the criteria for clinically significant symptoms of PTSD based on
their self-report” **

SPS should work with POA to take practical measures to protect staff and prisoners
from violence and assess levels of PTSD and take the necessary steps to support
those suffering from it.

Substance misuse

Scotland is the “drug deaths capital of Europe”, with the numbers of people in the
community dying as a result of illicit and prescription drugs misuse soaring over the

last 20 years.
Number of drug misuse deaths registered in Scotland, 1996 to

2023

1200 1,172

1,000 1,051
800
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200
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Source: National Records of Scotland

[43] Response to Freedom of Information request submitted by Neil Findlay 27th May 2025

[44] Exploring Critical Incidents and Post-Traumatic Stress Among UK Prison Officers Officers: Prevalence, Risk,
and Protective Factors — Laura Wright, Trainee Forensic Psychologist (Lead Researcher)
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Substance misuse is also a major issue in Scotland’s prisons. With a survey of
prisoners identifying:

e “40-75% reported a drug problem or tested positive for illegal substances on
entering prison.

* Nearly 40% reported using illegal drugs while in prison.

e Between one-quarter and one-third of those tested on leaving prison have illegal
substances in their bodies” *°

Drugs and contraband are brought into jails by prison visitors smuggling items in
their clothing, returning prisoners secreting them in their body, by being thrown over
prison walls or delivered to targeted areas by drones. On rare occasions contraband
is taken into prison by corrupt staff.

The Scottish Government report ‘Understanding Substance Use and the Wider Support
Needs of Scotland’s Prison Population’ acknowledged:

“The exact scale and nature of substance use in Scottish prisons remains unclear and
poorly understood... Therefore, making informed changes to the service and treatment
responses to ever-changing patterns of substance use can be difficult.” *°

Fiona Cruickshanks, the Governor of HMP Edinburgh, told the BBC about the
challenges faced trying to prevent drugs coming into jails:

“Drones are increasingly being used to smuggle drugs and weapons into prison. Earlier
this year, a craft crashed into HMP Edinburgh's grounds while carrying £75,000

worth of drugs, phones and knives.” 4’

While the Governor of Perth Prison said recently that:
“The drone is public enemy number one at the moment.” *

The BBC also reported that:

“Perth has been particularly prone to the drone problem due to its geography. In a
semi-rural location, it has a good line of sight and as radio waves travel in a straight
line, it is easy for a pilot to move things in.” *°

However, these issues are not unique to Perth.

In an attempt to combat drone delivery to prison windows, SPS has piloted the fitting
of grilles on cell widows. It is expected these will be rolled out at other prisons, with

[45] https://www.drugsandalcohol.ie/35541/1/Mapping-Drug-Use-Interventions-and-Treatment-Needs-in-Scottish-
Prisons-A-literature-review.pdf

[46] https://www.gov.scot/publications/understanding-substance-use-wider-support-needs-scotlands-prison-
population/pages/3/

[47] https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-66985699

[48] https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cvgq9yewgeOo

[49] ibid
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Glenochil and Edinburgh are next in line for them.

POA supports this move but has also called for virtual anti-drone fences to be
introduced across the UK — these overwhelm the signal between the drone and its
controller so that when a drone tries to breach the perimeter, it is repelled until it
runs out of battery and lowers itself to the ground. It is widely felt that these are not
being installed because of funding constraints.

One Prison Officer said:

“Drone blocking technology is available but there appears to be little appetite for
this, along with mobile phone blocking technology. This was piloted several years ago
by the SPS but then appears to have been quietly shelved. Why?”

Whilst recognising that drugs unsettle a prison and have a major impact on offenders
and the running of any jail, the Scottish Government accepts that:

“The exact picture of substance use in Scottish prisons is unclear. There is a lack of
available data...” *°

In the report Prison Population: Substance Use and Wider Support Needs 2022 the
authors said:

“Substance use in prisons remains higher than in the community and is implicated in
the high rate of avoidable deaths that do occur in Scottish prisons. Prisons are high-
risk environments for substance use and risky behaviours. The nature of substance
use in prisons is fluid.” >*

Prior to NPS, cannabis, cocaine and heroin were the main drugs present in Scotland’s
jails, but in recent years the focus has moved to synthetic cannabinoids (SPICE),
benzodiazepines and opiates.

Substances Implicated in Drug Misuse Deaths
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[50] https://www.gov.scot/publications/understanding-substance-use-wider-support-needs-scotlands-prison-

population/pages/2/
[51] https://www.gov.scot/publications/understanding-substance-use-wider-support-needs-scotlands-prison-

population/pages/2/
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The scale of the problem and the currency of the “drugs business” in prisons and the
unpredictability of those under the influence make managing the situation very
difficult.

In October 2023, Fiona Cruikshanks, Governor of HMP Edinburgh, told the BBC:

"Individuals who take substances can become unresponsive very quickly. One minute,
staff can be delivering CPR to an individual and, five minutes later, that same
individual can be presenting as extremely aggressive, extremely violent and staff are
having to deal with the two extremes within a matter of minutes. It's a really complex,
a really challenging environment. It puts a lot of pressure on resources." >

Prison Officers report an evolving drugs scene which reflects the world outside of jail
but which also recognises attempts by those who supply and use drugs to avoid
detection.

As part of The Herald series ‘Scotland’'s Prisons: The Crisis Behind Bars', a reporter
shadowed a senior Prison Officer and explained:

"He describes how during one recent weekend, when the prison operates with a
skeletal staff, and prisoners remain in their cells for longer, 47 prisoners had to be
monitored after suspected overdoses on drugs brought into the prison, most likely
psychoactive substances also known as ‘legal highs..

He says that a bad day some years ago at the prison would see 3 or 4 prisoners

having to be ‘managed under the influence’ when | was manager. >

Between 2012-13 and 2022-23, there were 50 drug misuse deaths in prison custody.
This represents around 14.5% of all deaths in prison custody within this time
period.*

In an attempt to address the widespread use of drugs in Scotland’s prisons, in 2014
NHS Scotland issued ‘The Management of Offender at Risk Due to Any Substance
[MORS] policy’, which...

“instructs prison staff on how to respond if they identify someone as being at risk from
a substance and how healthcare staff should engage with the incident”

In 2025 the guidance was updated.

The following graph shows a steep increase in the number of MORS episodes and
hospital transfers as a result of prisoners taking illicit substances.

[53] https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/subscriber/25042275.read-articles-scotlands-prisons-crisis-behind-
bars-series/

[54] https://www.gov.scot/publications/deaths-in-prison-custody-2012-13-to-2022-23/pages/cause-of-death-in-
prison-custody/#ch_drug_misuse
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Under MORS guidance, a prisoner suspected to be under the influence of illicit
substances should be clinically assessed and, depending on the outcome, an
ambulance called or the prisoner monitored every 15 —-60 minutes, depending on
their condition.

Prison Officers are highly critical of the implementation and practicalities of MORS,
saying:
“Staff received no training on MORS and were instead told to read guidance.”

“We have no idea what a prisoner has or hasn't taken but are expected to enter a cell
that may be filled with residue from drugs, with no PPE.”

“There is a conflict between the MORS policy of having to enter a cell where they
may be at risk of passive inhalation and an Officer’s right to move to a place of
safety if they are at risk.”

Serious concerns about drugs and the MORS policy were raised time and again with
Prison Officers interviewed and surveyed for this research:

“There are loads of drugs in prisons, coming in from a variety of routes.”

“At Glenochil and other prisons there is little to stimulate or engage prisoners — no
wonder they take drugs.”

“Drugs are affecting prisoners psychologically, causing them to attack Officers.”

“MORS process should be changed, we are not medical professionals.”

[55] NHS Scotland Management of People in Prison under the influence of substances 2025
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“One of the big current issues is drugs in prison. SPS are useless in the detection and
capture of these drugs and this puts a huge pressure on staff from day to day. The
MORS epidemic is only going to get worse and SPS are followers not leaders in the
prevention of drug trafficking.”

“More potent drugs are being used, they are having a huge impact.”

“Staff who were affected by fumes from drugs didn’'t get help and support, they were
asked by managers if they were dehydrated and drinking enough water.”

“I have finished a shift, and helped out with my 2-year-old’s sleep routine by reading
a story. Unknown to myself, | have inhaled legal high — I struggled with reading out
basic words.”

“What is the long-term health impact of ingesting drugs over time?”

“By providing prisoners with vapes, SPS gave them the tools to smoke drugs. Also,
the policy of vapes only being smoked in cells is never enforced.”

“Staff are being put at risk from being exposed to smoke from drugs.”

“In a move to try and reduce tobacco use, prisoners were given vapes which they now
use to smoke NPS — we have given them the tools.”

“We have already had a staff member resign over these issues [drugs exposure].”

“SPS cannot tell us what the long-term health implications are of ingesting passive
smoke from drugs misuse.”

“Prison Officers are expected to go into cells where drugs have been smoked then
drive home afterwards. This is putting them at risk.”

“Prisoners put substances in their vapes and I've frequently felt unwell as a result.
We should NEVER be allowed to be exposed to vape smoke, let alone smoke
containing substances that seriously impact our health. | mean, we get in our cars
and have to drive home afterwards. This is just crazy. The prisons should ban vaping
just like any other workplace.”

“A nurse should be placed on each locked down flat to administer first aid, oxygen,
etc., to staff should it be required. It should not take a death or the administration of
Naloxone before the welfare of staff becomes paramount.”
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POA Scotland members were asked “How do you feel about the following statement?
‘I am concerned about being exposed to the effects of drugs used by prisoners and
the impact on my health’.”

Strongly disagree 0.85% (5) \
Disagree 6.13% (36)

Neither agree nor disagree

17.38% (102) Strongly agree 37.82% (222)

Agree 37.82% (222)

They were also asked for their feelings towards this statement:

“My employer puts in place adequate health and safety measures to ensure the
safety of Prison Officers dealing with a prisoner under the Management of Offender
at Risk Due to Any Substance (MORS) policy.”

Strongly agree 2.03%

Agree 18.44%

Neither agree

nor disagree 22.17%

Disagree 30.80%

Strongly

disagree 26.57%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
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The table below was provided by SPS and shows since 2015 an 80% increase in drug
discoveries, a 181% increase in weapons finds, and an increase in alcohol finds. °°

Other
Drug _ Weapo_n Alcohcfl PCD _ Recoveries TOTAL
Recoveries Recoveries Recoveries Recoveries iz
(Unspecified)
2015 1968 240 0 245 746 3199
2016 2240 270 0 270 790 3570
2017 2494 353 0 274 877 3998
2018 2584 504 0 288 918 4294
2019 2771 491 84 437 1305 5088
2020 4623 373 251 428 1256 6931
2021 6568 531 324 402 1982 9807
2022 3556 419 400 7 1214 5906
2023 3727 409 352 986 2014 7488
2024 3580 675 343 894 1599 7091
2025 (to 10/03/25) 597 123 72 109 247 1148

*Please note — These figures are subject to changes in reporting categories, processes
and legislation, including: smoking ban (2018); changes to violence reporting (2019);
mobile phone introduction (2020); and subsequent removal (2023) mail photocopying
(2021). *’

POA Scotland members were asked “How do you feel about the following statement?
“The level of substance misuse and illicit items being brought into the prison | work
In is greater than at any time during my career in the prison service.”

Neither agree

nor disagree 18.27%

Disagree 5.75%
Strongly
disagree L36%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

These statistics are backed up by the SPS's own data, which shows increasing
amounts of contraband being brought into jails. This must be a priority concern for
SPS, with urgent action required to protect those working in Scotland’s prisons.

[56] Response to Freedom of Information request submitted by Neil Findlay 11th March 2025
[57]ibid
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Prison staff are very concerned about their exposure to drugs used by prisoners and
are highly critical of the MORS policy. The SPS has a duty of care to its staff and must
provide relevant PPE for those at risk of exposure to drugs and passive inhalation.
The MORS policy should be reviewed taking on board the concerns of the staff who
have to implement it.

Prison Officers are not clinicians or medically trained, they receive little or no training
on MORS and are often left to make judgment calls that should be made by
clinicians. A number of Prison Officers we spoke to called for NHS nurses to be
engaged 24/7 to provide medical support through the night to prisoners affected by
MORS.

Prison Officers also have to deal with deaths in custody. In 2024, 64 people died in
prison custody, a 60% increase on the year before. The cause of the majority of
deaths in prison was due to a health condition, by suicide or was drug-related. In
England and Wales, the number for the same period was 342.

Research by Glasgow University calculated that in 2022:

“the most recent year for which comparable data are available — there was a rate of
592.8 prison deaths per 100,000 in Scotland compared to 368 per 100,000 in

» 58

England and Wales.

Researchers said that the difference could not be attributed to an ageing prison
population.

Health and well being

Working as a Prison Officer is a stressful, physically and mentally demanding job.
Where a workplace is happy and the atmosphere is good then it has a positive
impact on workers.

Working in an environment where people are being held against their will fuels
resentment, frustration and negativity that inevitably has an impact on staff. This is
exacerbated when prisoners are held for excessive periods in their cells without
access to education, recreation or visits.

Prison Officers have to deal with a wide range of challenges that can negatively
impact their health and well being such as incidents of prisoner self harm, violence,
the effects of prisoner substance misuse, stress and mental illness. All of this within a
system that is under intense pressure.

[56] Response to Freedom of Information request submitted by Neil Findlay 11th March 2025
[57] ibid
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SPS acknowledges that:

“employee wellbeing can be influenced by career and work factors, emotional factors,
financial factors, health factors and social factors.” >

Officers who are experiencing health and wellbeing issues are signposted to support
through the HELP Employee Assistance Programme, a phone service where:

“a team of trained practitioners is available to offer free, confidential and independent
information, support and counselling 24 hours a day, 7 days a week” *°

However, Prison Officers we interviewed said:

“The support for staff suffering from poor mental health or having experienced
trauma is appalling.”

“Managers don't follow up or check how staff are once they have been signposted.”

“There is a lack of confidentiality in the way management deals with staff who have
experienced trauma. Too often issues are shared with HR or other management
without the agreement of the affected Officer”

“Mental ill health is used against people. If you are off more than three times
because of mental health related issues you are asked ‘Is this the job for you?’, or you
are put on ‘capability’ because HR wants to find a way to get rid of people.”

“Critical incident reviews aren’'t great; very few Governors do a debrief after an
incident or follow up with staff affected.”

“There used to be much more team work, support and camaraderie. People now
seem less willing to muck in and support each other."

“There can be a build up of issues over an Officer’s career that can eventually come
to a head and require psychological intervention but this doesn’'t happen.”

“The Human Resources Department is there to protect the SPS, not support staff”

[59] https://docs.google.com/document/d/10-hzMREir7140NAyySczGLQ2DMs29jf6G_B22pz4Dnw/edit?tab=t.0
[60] https://www.sps.gov.uk/careers/working-sps/health-and-wellbeing
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POA Scotland members were asked, how do you feel about the following statement?
“My work as a Prison Officer has at times negatively affected my mental health and
wellbeing”

Strongly disagree 3.21% (19)
Disagree 8.63% (51) ~——

y -

y
4 h
4
I d

Neither agree nor disagree ~——__ Strongly agree 36.38% (215)

14.38% (85)

Agree 37.39% (221)

They were also asked for their feelings towards this statement:
“My work as a Prison Officer has at times negatively affected my physical health
and wellbeing.”

Strongly disagree 3.58% (21) \

Disagree 17.24% (101) \ Strongly agree 26.79% (157)

Neither agree nor disagree ’/\
18.09% (106) )

Agree 34.30% (201)

Health and wellbeing concerns have been raised throughout the course of this
research. Overcrowding, understaffing, rising violence, drug misuse, the impact of
the job on staff as they age and a lack of support for those experiencing ill health are
all negatively impacting the physical and mental health of Prison Officers.

It is incumbent on SPS, who have a duty of care to their staff, to work with POA to
introduce the health and wellbeing recommendations of this report.
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Retirement age

In 2011, a review of public-service pensions by Lord Hutton of Furness concluded
that for the “uniformed services where pension age has historically been lower to reflect
the unique nature of their work”, a pension age of 60 was appropriate. As Prison
Officers are manifestly a “uniformed service” and already had a retirement age of 60, it
was believed to be an error that they were left off the list of published “uniformed
services”. When this was pointed out to UK ministers, instead of correcting the error
they doubled down and have since claimed that 68 is an “appropriate” age for Prison
Officers to retire as prisons are a “controlled environment”. Although justice is a
devolved matter, prison staff are members of the Civil Service Pension Scheme,
which is reserved to the UK Government.

Expecting Prison Officers to work until they are 68 ignores the harsh reality of prison
life and the completely unrealistic expectations placed on ageing staff. Rising levels of
violence, new trends in drug use, overcrowding and understaffing, alongside the
impact of very active organised crime gangs mixed in with a prisoner population with
significant complex health and social care needs, means the prison environment is
more challenging and hostile than ever.

Prison Officers interviewed said:

“Would you like to have to try to restrain a 6 ft four 18 stone 21-year-old who
spends their time in the gym most days when you are 67 years old?”

“Would you like your mum or dad or granny or grandad in their 60s to have to deal
with a violent prisoner fuelled by psychoactive drugs?”

“If SPS expects people to work until they are 68, they have to have a system that
recognises and accepts the health realities of such a policy. It is inevitable as we age
that some of us will develop knee, hip or heart trouble.They don’t recognise this.”

The UK Government is still of the view that Prison Officer grades in public-sector
prisons should have their pension age linked to the state pension age, which will
eventually rise to 68 and possibly even further.

The Scottish Government has been on record as saying that they do not agree with
68 and support a retirement age in line with other uniform services, but say they are
unable to act due to the staff belonging to the reserved Civil Service Pensions
Scheme.

Asking Officers to work until 68 is not a tenable position.
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The POA has always stood ready to negotiate with the UK and Scottish Governments
and to try to find alternative solutions to bring about pensions justice for Prison
Officers.

Lo

92% of Prison Officers 95% of Prison Officers are 99% of Prison Officers

in Scotland believe it's worried they will have to leave believe they should have
unfair for Prison their job before retirement the same option as Police

Officers to be asked to age because of physical or Officers and firefighters to

work until they are 68. mental health challenges. retire at 60.

80% of Prison Officers do not 91% of Prison Officers do
believe SPS has alternative roles not believe they will be
for Prison Officers unable to physically or mentally able
continue working in Operational to work until they are 68
roles up to retirement age. years old.

Prison Officers interviewed as part of this research said:

“l am now approaching my 60s and already have obviously diminishing physical
health. I am unable to do many of the things in my personal life that | was able to do
as recently as 4 or 5 years ago. | am under no illusion that my presence (which is
contractually mandated) in responding to incidences of violence in the prison | work
will place an unreasonable and foreseeable risk to my colleagues. | do not however
have any choice but to remain in my current role as any available alternative will
result in a financial detriment to me. | have the feeling that | am being forced to
continue in a job that is beyond the capacity for many people my age.”

“I will not be able to work in the halls until | am 68 years old — it will be impossible.”
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“As for the retirement age being 68, | believe a large amount of staff will be unable to
continue to this age and given that we face as much adversity, if not more than other
emergency services, | feel we should have the option to retire at 60.”

“I see so many emails advising us that ex-officers have passed away very soon after
they retire.”

“l am tired and burnt-out already. | can't do this job until | am 68, but | will definitely
die before 68 due to the stress, demands and pressure of the job. It's impacting my
physical health. | don't have a life anymore. It's nothing but dread coming into work
wondering how short of staff you will be today.”

“If you are a Residential Officer you could go into a hall and could be expected to
work in that role for 50 years without time out.”

“l do not believe that it is realistic to expect a person to work until they are 68 years
old, even to 62. When | started, my retirement age was 60 and it changed mid-
career. This has been the most disappointing occurrence during my service.”

“Itis not credible for staff in their late 60s to have to deal with young offenders who
are 18 or 19 who train in a gym every day.”

“The retirement age is madness.”

“My dad (who doesn’'t work in the service) is 62. He is a fit person but he could not
work in halls.”

“We have many in the staff team who are over 60 and simply cannot respond in time
to alarms, or at times do appropriate Control and Restraint. This puts pressure on the
rest of the staff team.”

“Not many people reach 68 without health complications.”

“Some staff work beyond 60 on a part-time basis but this is for financial reasons
because they will be financially penalised if they access their pension.”

“Prisoner overcrowding will have a detrimental effect on prison staff and population.
Staff should not be working past the age of 60 and should be in line with other
emergency services.”

“All the politicians when not in government agree 68 is too late. However, nothing
gets done””

“It is abnormal to work in these conditions to 68 when other services still retire at
55”
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“l accept that | will not be able to reach my retirement age of 68 and remain an
Operational Prison Officer. | have 14 years’ service and 33 years’ service remaining.
For this reason | believe | will have to look for employment elsewhere.”

“Lower our retirement age and take those of us who are older off the frontline
without affecting our pay or pensions.”

“Reduce pension age back to 60.”
“Max 60 retirement age for a Prison Officer for safe and effective service.”

“Could my 67-year-old mum physically intervene on a 21-year-old man?”

“l am in my late 50s and have had a hip replacement and a stroke — it is
inconceivable that | will be able to work until 68

“l can't see myself working full time past 55, let alone working until 68 in a prison
setting. There isn't any care for the staff and it shows from HQ/Scottish ministers.
They talk about caring for prisoners and meeting their needs. Giving them the tools
to help from reoffending. What about staff? it's a fight to get toil/leave. When sick,
the daily phone calls and pressure to come back don't help. Work load increases
making it hard to manage time when running a landing and falling behind in it”

“l am in my late 50s and have had a hip replacement and a stroke — it is
inconceivable that | will be able to work until 68

“If they won’t change the retirement age then they should allow people to access
their pension early with no financial penalty.

The issue of the retirement age for Prison Officers is an injustice that will not go away
and is a priority issue for POA. The option to retire from the age of 60 with no
financial detriment is a key demand of this report.

Alternative roles

Many Prison Officers told us that they had considered leaving the service but
because of their age and the detrimental impact on their pension, felt they couldn't.
During the course of this research, we were told of an increasing number of SPS
Operational staff who for health reasons have been unable to continue in their
current role and that alternative posts are not available.

SPS is failing to utilise the skills, knowledge and experience of these Officers who
could be deployed into Non-Operational or support roles as they age, instead of
being forced to resign or forced out on “capability” grounds via the Voluntary Exit as
part of the Civil Service Early departure scheme.

POA members said:

“I have got older colleagues who don’t feel fit enough to work but have no choice but
to keep going.”
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“Lower our retirement age and take those of us who are older off the frontline
without affecting our pay or pensions.”

“They [management] don’t understand the toll that decades of this work takes on
your physical and mental health. People are going out on capability grounds because
they cannot make it until 68

“The unofficial route for older staff is for them to move to worksheds or roles with
more limited prisoner contact, but there are no official routes for older staff to move
to alternative roles”

POA Scotland members were asked how they felt about this statement:
“The prison service offers alternative roles to Prison Officers as they get older.”

{ Strongly agree 1.19% (7)
-y Agree 7.13% (42)

Neither agree nor disagree
14.26% (84)

Strongly disagree 48.05% (283)

Disagree 29.37% (173)

To address attrition rates, barriers to recruitment and sickness absence the prison
service should work with POA to develop alternative opportunities within the service
for Prison Officers as they age.

Sickness absence

According to the SPS annual review 21/22:

“A new Attendance Management policy was implemented in April 2021, designed to
promote early intervention, person-centred support and provide a clear framework to
encourage managers and employees to take action to remove barriers to attendance
at work whilst minimising disruption to service provision.” ®*

There are many reasons why Prison Officers are unable to attend work. According to
a report in The Sunday Mail newspaper: “In the first 10 months of 2024 65,000 working
days were lost due to illness” ®?, an increase from 47,152 in 2015.

[61] https://www.sps.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2024-02/AnnualReportAndAccounts_2021-
2022_CorporateReports.pdf
[62] https://www.dailyrecord.co.uk/news/scottish-news/prison-service-faces-ticking-time-34419685
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Speaking at the time Phil Fairlie, Assistant General Secretary of POA, told the paper
that staff were “tired and broken” and identified mental ill health and musculoskeletal -

injuries “in an ageing, overworked and overtired workforce” as the main reasons for
absence.

He went on to say:

“They have been patrolling the galleries breaking up fights, taking punches and kicks
and running up and down stairs in response to alarms for decades.They are tired and
broken. To expect Prison Officers to operate in that environment well into their 60s is
madness and the government needs to address this. It is a ticking time bomb for our
prisons and a genuine risk to the prisons’ ability to continue to function effectively.” *®

SPS measures employee absence in Average Working Days Lost (AWDL) per
employee per year.

Average Working Days Lost
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“During 2023-24, the AWDL per employee due to sickness absence has decreased by
0.5 days per employee when compared to the previous financial year (a reduction
from 17.1 AWDL to 16.6). It is also 20% less than the absence rates experienced by

SPS during 202122 %

Prison Officers have suggested that understaffing, overcrowding, increased tension,
violence and the lack of alternative roles for ageing staff are causing physical and
mental ill health amongst staff.

Staff interviewed also said that being employed in a service which denies people
their liberty creates a permanent mood of negativity amongst prisoners which can
have a significant knock-on effect on the mental health and wellbeing of those who
work with them and this is contributing to more Prison Officers being unable to

[63] https://www.dailyrecord.co.uk/news/scottish-news/prison-service-faces-ticking-time-34419685

[64] Response to Freedom of Information request submitted to SPS by Neil Findlay 11th March 2025
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continue in their role and being forced to leave on capability grounds.

The Herald newspaper (13th July 2025) reported on a Freedom of Information
request response from SPS to Liberal Democrat MSP Liam McArthur. It said the
service did not hold information on the number of staff who had to leave the service
due to mental ill health but could confirm the number who were dismissed on
‘capability grounds’ whose reason for absence fell within the category of mental
health was 36 staff in 2021/22, 40 in 22/23, 27 in 23/24, 25 in 2024/25 — 128 staff
members over 4 years. ®°

SPS employees who are members of the Civil Service Pension Scheme and who feel
because of their medical condition they cannot return to work can apply for ill

health retirement (IHR). The decision to grant IHR is made by the pension scheme
medical advisor. If the IHR application is successful, then the Officer can choose to
retire on health grounds. If the IHR is unsuccessful then the employee can be
dismissed.

The table below shows that in the last decade 509 Prison Officers have left the
service on capability grounds with an average of 51 per year. The number has gone
up almost five fold between 2015/16 and 2022/23 and 2.5 times from 2015/16 to
2024/25.

Financial Year Number of exits on grounds of capability
2015-16 19
2016-17 12
2017-18 18
2018-19 65
2019-20 73
2020-21 47
2021-22 74
2022-23 94
2023-24 57
2024-25 50

Prison Officers said:

“Staffing levels in jails might show as being at the appropriate level but
overcrowding, stress, and ageing staff profile and a retirement age of 68 is causing
rising sickness absence levels.”

“If you expect people to work to 68 then you have to expect higher levels of sickness
absence and need for support as we age. SPS don’t seem to recognise this.”

“The sickness absence policy has got worse instead of better — they use blanket
management instead of targeting those who abuse it

[65] https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/25290528.8-000-assaults-recorded-scottish-prisons-since-2021/
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“I was off sick due to mental ill health. | can only speak for myself, but | felt
supported by my manager.”

Prison Officers were asked how they felt about this statement:
“Working conditions in prisons makes it more difficult to recruit and retain staff”

Strongly agree _ 30.90%

‘ 20.03%

Neither agree
nor disagree

Disagree 5.43%

Strongly

disagree 1.36%
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The multiple pressures faced by Prison Officers in Scotland's jails is having a major
impact on their health and wellbeing and is a significant barrier to recruiting and
retaining new staff.

Throughcare

The Throughcare scheme of prisoner support was introduced in 11 Scottish jails in
2015. The initiative was aimed at addressing reoffending. It offered prisoners
additional support with housing, personal finances, health, employment, etc., in the
run-up to and following their release.

In 2017, the BBC reported that:

“an independent evaluation found that 78% of prisoners who received Throughcare
support in the past 2 years had not returned to custody.” °®

Despite the success of the scheme, it was suspended in 2017 due to increasing
prisoner numbers and pressures on the system.

At the time a prison service spokeswoman said the arrangement was:

“temporary, and would be under regular review. It is our intention to relaunch the
service when it makes operational sense to do so." ®’

Eight years later the suspension of Throughcare remains in place.

[66] https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-41733721
[67] https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-49100680
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Prison Officers were asked how they felt about this statement:

"The throughcare system that supported prisoners and tried to prevent reoffending
was a success and should be reinstated.”

25.72%

Strongly agree

Agree 23.69%

Neither agree

nor disagree Sz

Disagree 10.15%

6.43%

Strongly
disagree
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Prison Officers said of Throughcare:

“I think that Thoroughcare is vitally important and it is a shame to see the
relationships that some long-term prisoners have with their personal Officers here at
the open estate go to waste. We're often the only authority figures they trust and
listen to.”

“The most satisfying and worthwhile role | have done in my career was as a
Throughcare Support Officer.”

“l was one of the Throughcare Officers and it is an absolute disgrace it was
suspended. The impact we had on reoffending was so critical in helping the hardest
to reach”

“There is not enough support for prisoners once they are liberated.”

“The Throughcare system introduced by SPS was, in reality, a transitional care
initiative rather than a true throughcare model. It was developed by gathering and
stitching together practices from individual prisons, rather than being built on a
coherent, strategic foundation. While it provided some valuable support around the
time of release, it did not address the full spectrum of care that true thorough care
demands.”

“Genuine Throughcare begins at the point of entry into custody and continues
throughout a person’s sentence, culminating in sustained, structured support upon
release. It requires consistent engagement, coordinated planning, and a person-
centred approach to rehabilitation and reintegration.”

To address recidivism and the cycle of reoffending a new version of Throughcare
should be reintroduced.
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The disaster of privatisation

POA believes that the prison service should be publicly owned and funded and
accountable to the people through parliament. It should never be run by the private
sector where the profit motive is always a priority.

The privatised prison model has failed. HMP Kilmarnock was returned back to the
public sector following a lengthy POA campaign, the new HMP Highland and HMP
Glasgow prisons are being procured publicly. HMP Addiewell should also be
transferred to public hands.

The Geo Amey prisoner transfer contract has proved to be a disaster with the
company being fined over £4 million for serious performance failures that resulted in
large numbers of court delays and missed appearances. This contract should be
returned to the public sector with new SPS staff recruited to run it.

Management Culture and system change
The SPS corporate plan 2023-28 says that:

“The key to our success is the relationships staff have with those in our care. These
relationships, built on respect and understanding, will continue to be central to all we

do, and how we will realise the ambitions set out in this plan. °®

The plan goes on to say:

“To support this, we will be implementing a Leadership Strategy over the coming years
that puts relationships and values at the heart of everything we do. It will promote
personal and professional learning and development, and encourage collaborative and
collective leaders who explore and develop their ways of working in order to support
an inclusive culture that allows everyone to deliver at the best of their ability... it
requires a prison environment and culture that has positive relationships at their
centre”

Whilst these sentiments are admirable, the view of staff on the frontline regarding
the culture of the SPS is very different.

They say:

“SPS needs to improve management, there is too much buck-passing, a lack of
accountability and weak management.”

“Management are terrified of scrutiny and place intolerable pressure on Officers.”

“At my jail the staff recently had a vote of no confidence in the Governor and senior
management because of how the prison was being run.”

[68] https://www.sps.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2024-02/CorporatePlan_2023-2028_CorporateReports.pdf
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“There is a culture of bullying from First Line management and above. Management
demands loyalty and flexibility from staff but there is no quid pro quo.”

“We have a timeline of how the prison should run but it is never adhered to and no
one is held to account.”

“Culture differs from jail to jail. In the prison | work in, the atmosphere and
management are good; managers are experienced, approachable and supportive.”

“Human resources do what they are told by Governors, they make up policy as they
go along.”

“There is no support from management. They seem to only be interested in whether
or not staff are at work, they are not concerned with the wellbeing of staff. In the
past 7 years, | have suffered mental ill health as a direct result of a suicide and
attempted suicide and | have yet to receive any sort of support or guidance from
management.”

“I have had one issue with a manager in 7 years but was able to get it sorted.”

“It's a boys’ club. If your face fits you will get promoted or if they want to get you out
of the way.”

“If you question something and you are right they don't like it

“The current Senior management | work for do not like to be challenged or
questioned, and there is no avenue to highlight this without fear of retribution. | am
planning to retire early to get away from the toxic working environment that is the
female estate.”

“We are not nurses or doctors, we are viewed differently — politicians don’'t want to
invest in the prison service, they are fearful of public opinion.”

“I want to be a good influence on prisoners, helping them with rehabilitation. The
prisoners are not the problem, it's the managers.”

“Throughout my career | have never experienced such an unsupportive senior
management team within the establishment | work in. There appears to be no
experience whatsoever in how to manage/speak to/support staff and I am now
embarrassed to say | work for the SPS due to how the establishment | work inis run.”

“If we want a professional service it has to be run professionally from the top and the
service needs to be joined up with the courts, police and other parts of the justice
system. If the courts send us 20 more prisoners tomorrow, we have to accommodate
them. There is no coordination or planning.”

“I was left to work alone for an extended period and ended up physically and
mentally exhausted. We were given no more staff and | was told to call ‘employee
assist’”
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“I will never go anywhere in the SPS because | am unwilling to put myself and my
colleagues at risk and managers don't like that

“[We need] better working hours — 12-hour shifts are exhausting people.”

“The toxicity caused by SPS senior management is the worst | have experienced in
my 34 years as a Prison Officer. The attitude is nothing short of bullying and needs
to be addressed. Too many managers are not willing to listen or too scared to listen.
No recognised mentoring in place to help new recruits or new promotions. Personally
I'm glad that I can see the end to my service as it is a shadow of the service | was
proud to represent.”

“Most people with 30 years’ service or more are leaving the job because it has
changed so dramatically, in a negative way. We are in a tailspin, like a rudderless
ship. Unit manager positions are being filled with inexperienced First Line managers,
who again cannot make sound prison management decisions. And Governor grades
are being filled with staff who, 10 years ago, would never even be considered for
promotion to Governor grade.”

“The focus of training is on middle management leadership skills, there is little
available for staff at the lower grades.”

POA members were asked: How do you feel about the following statement?
“The management culture in the Scottish Prison Service is supportive and
understands the pressures facing staff.”

[ Strongly agree 1.02% (6)
Agree 14.07% (83)

Strongly disagree 33.39% (197)

Neither agree nor disagree
14.92% (88)

' &W
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Disagree 36.61% (216)

In England and Wales, the UK Government commissioned senior civil servant Jennifer
Rademaker to investigate and report on the bullying, harassment, and discrimination
within His Majesty’'s Prison and Probation Service (HMPPS). Her report revealed
systemic failures in HMPPS's handling of these issues; the government accepted all
12 recommendations of the Rademaker report.

The SPS should carry out a similar exercise into the wider culture of the organisation.
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Corruption

The overwhelming majority of Prison Officers are good, honest public servants who
care passionately about their work. In recent months, the media has focused on a
few high profile cases of corruption within the ranks of the prison service across the
UK. POA has consistently said the overwhelming majority of staff carry out their
duties with the utmost integrity, but where corruption exists it must be rooted out as
it undermines and endangers colleagues and prisoners.

Mark Fairhurst, the National Chair of the Prison Officers’ Association, warned that:

“A lack of adequate vetting, coupled with unfit-for-purpose recruitment processes and
initial training that does not prepare new recruits for the reality of the role, all
contribute to corruption. Inexperienced staff will always be at risk of conditioning
from experienced prisoners.Thankfully, the majority of Officers are decent, honest,
professional public servants.” *°

The SPS identifies the following as corrupt activity:

“Trafficking of illicit articles, such as drugs and mobile phones. Facilitating, which
includes being paid to turn a blind eye to criminality. Forewarning of searches or

providing access to restricted information from PR2. Inappropriate romantic

relationships.” "

They say:

“Recreational drug use, financial difficulties, addictions and relationship breakdowns
amongst our staff members are assessed to be key contributors to staff corruption,

although conditioning of less experienced staff members also appears to be an
emerging threat.

“corruption, although conditioning of less experienced staff members also appears to
be an emerging threat.

“Serious and organised crime gangs are primarily responsible for corruption of SPS
staff members.

“approximately 3% of staff working within SPS are assessed, through intelligence, to
be potentially corrupt.” ™

This represents around 141 staff members, based on the staffing numbers provided
by the SPS. This very important issue will only be addressed by dealing with many of
the issues raised in this report — recruitment, vetting, understaffing, overcrowding,
violence, drugs and contraband.

[69] https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/crime/prison-officer-corruption-inappropriate-relationship-
b2753649.html

[70] Information provided to POA by SPS

[71] ibid
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Conclusion

Scotland’s Prison Officers are dedicated public servants who are committed to the
safe operation of the jails they work in and the rehabilitation of offenders under their
care and supervision but their ability to carry out their duties is being severely
hampered by a prison system that is at breaking point.

The testimony provided in this report by staff on the frontline through focus groups,
one to one interviews and survey responses provides compelling evidence of the
need for urgent action to address overcrowding, understaffing, failings of the
recruitment process, the drugs crisis, retirement age, violence and a host of other
issues.

The Scottish Prison Service and the Scottish Government cannot ignore the findings
of this report or the demands contained within it.

Without appropriate investment and fundamental change to both the prisons and

the wider justice system, then Scotland’s jails will be unable to deliver the service
society expects.
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