AMIMB  VISIT  TO  HMP  BARLINNIE          9/6/10
Only 4 members of the AMIMB actually turned up for the visit, which was a shame for such a good event, though we were also accompanied by a former prison officer and former Chair interested to see changes.   I was particularly keen to see what differences there would be in a prison run by the Scottish Prison Service and how the Barlinnie Visiting Committee (VC) would differ from the IMB.  My first impression was how hospitable everyone was.  The visit seems to have been set up by the prison rather than the VC.  Arriving early I was received by the Governor’s PA.  We were taken round by Governor grades and individual senior officers talked to us about their areas.  Our excellent lunch was certainly bought in by the prison authorities.  Language was a bit of a problem – a lot of concentration was needed to penetrate the accent and there were a surprising number of different terms; Hall = Houseblock; Flat = Landing; Liberation = Release.  We noted there were few female officers.

HMP Barlinnie is a large local prison, run by the Scottish Prison Service, serving the city of Glasgow and close to the city centre.  It holds male remands and prisoners with sentences of less than 4 years.  The first buildings were constructed in 1882 and new additions have been made constantly ever since.  Though the design capacity is for a population of 1018 the average population last year was 1495 ie like ours, technically overcrowded.  There was a peak of 1763 in Sept 2008.  
The officer in charge of prisoner activities was very keen on keeping prisoners busy to keep them out of trouble and said so more than once.  Activities are divided into Production and Vocational Training.  In Production we saw round the wood machining and wood assembly workshops.  One of their contracts is preparing flat packs of garden furniture for B & Q.  Wages start at £6.80 and progress up to £14 for longer-term workers.  There is a ratio of 10 prisoners to one member of staff.  The vocational training is based on the Scottish Vocational Qualifications and among the well-equipped workshops we saw were brick-laying, plumbing, roofing, painting and decorating, gardening and biohazard cleaning.  A new and very popular course is a week’s fork lift training, but only 2 per week.  The hairdressing also salon offers qualifications and some extrafalarious haircuts.
The Kitchen is under pressure to make financial cuts but the manager sees this as an opportunity to offer healthier options (!)  He has plans to reintroduce the baking of their own bread and bridies (a Scots pie) as this would save money, improve quality and offer further qualifications.   He was pleased to report only 40 complaints about food last year.  They cope with 1 Sikh, 24 Muslims and 17 diabetics.  I asked about breakfast – these are packs as at High Down, but are not distributed until the morning and milk is kept fresh in the houseblock fridge overnight.  Fresh fruit is provided every day.  Another question of mine was the system used for menus.  Prisoners choose their menus from just 3 options per meal, six months at a time, and it is the prison orderlies who enter the information on the computer.  Changes are allowed and they plus new arrivals are also dealt with by the orderlies.

We had a talk from one of the officers in charge of Employability, which seems to be like our Job Shop.  It allocates the work parties but it also runs a 10-week “Changing Lanes Course” focusing on the building of self-confidence and team-work skills, discussion on how to disclose a prison past to a potential employer, access to job-hunting equipment and videoed mock job interviews..

E Hall houses the First Night Centre.  There might be 80 new arrivals on a busy Monday.  There are 4 flats (landings) and no nets.  The prison decided that nets can be more harmful and can even encourage prisoners to jump.  There has been one suicide by jumping from the top since their removal.  Since the Napier case slopping out has ceased and sanitation has been installed in all cells.  Cells are in double occupation.

The Links Centre is where the Community Integration Plan is prepared for each man within the first 24-hours of his arrival (unless he is on an ACCT).  Questions cover 9 areas.  There is a standard process for short-sentences or an enhanced process for Lifers, VPs and those with longer sentences.  32 partner agencies can be involved in these plans, eg “Kinship Care” (family),” Positive Parenting”,” Cushion Landing” for veterans and their families.  Six weeks before release all are re-assessed and loose ends tied up, which might be setting up benefits or making an appointment at the Job Centre.  The officer reported practically a 100% take up of the CIPs and 10 staff handle 45/55 interviews a day.  The Links Centre also deals with assessments for HDC.  The equipment needed for tagging is held at Barlinnnie itself.  

SRU consists of 14 cells though only 6 were occupied when we visited.  A difference is that there are no external adjudications in the Scottish system – it is either internal adjudication by a governor or the police. 
The VP Unit holds 60 prisoners, with another 60 held in E Hall.  Prisoners will be moved on from there to Peterfield for sex abuse courses or to Dumfries for those “in denial”.  As at High Down they work in the Laundry.

The Delta Unit is specifically for prisoners with mental health issues.

Latham Hall is a unit for men coming up for “liberation”, Cat Ds and “trusties”.  There are no locks and considerably more freedom.

The Reception was a bit unexpected.  Men arriving at the jail are put into individual “dog boxes”, a bit like the old swimming pool cubicles but with a glass panel, where they are given a meal.  The European Commission against Torture has said the system is not acceptable and HM Inspector would prefer communal holding rooms but the prison authorities like the boxes and claim it cuts down the fighting.  A nurse sees all new arrivals in Reception and a GP sees them within the first 24-hours.
Healthcare is still run by the Prison Service though the NHS will be taking over in the next year or so.  There is no 24-hour care.  Prisoners requiring in-patient treatment go to hospital and the security contractor Reliance provides the bedwatches.  The senior nurse we spoke to told us that Barlinnie is the biggest methadone clinic in Europe with 300/400 doses administered a day.  Ulcers are one of their big problems because of high drug use.  The policy appears slanted towards maintenance – detox is only offered if a prisoner requests it.  I did not have the chance to ask further about this.  I did manage to ask about dentistry – bearing in mind the high drug use -  there were 5 dental sessions/day, 12 weeks wait for a routine appointment and remand prisoners are only treated for emergencies.  
The Visits Hall is newly refurbished with a good play area for the children, though it felt a bit cold and the emphasis seems to have been on giving the CCTV cameras a clear view rather than considerations of comfort.  The company that had provided snacks had departed and there seemed to be some doubt as to whether visitors would have to rely on a drinks/crisps machine or whether the prison would seek to recruit new caterers.  
There have been 4 deaths in custody in the past year.  Our colleagues on the VC do not feel they have to attend the prison for such events though they sometimes opt to.  Incidentally, Visiting Committee members are recruited and appointed by the local authorities in the area, thus many are local councillors.
For the final session we were addressed by the officer in charge of complaints who explained the four types of complaints – general, Governor’s, Heathcare and those referring to “punishment received in an orderly room” ie adjudications.  They will be dealt with at the lowest level possible but the final appeal would be made to the Independent Complaints Commissioner.  Half the complaints received by the prison refer to medical issues and the biggest number of complaints received by the VC relate to transfers.

Few need to go outside the prison for resolution.

This is an excellent example of the annual programme of prison visits organised by AMIMB.  Check out their web site! 
