
 

Dear MSP 
 
As you will be aware it is the intention of the Cabinet Secretary for Justice to abolish Prison 
Visiting Committees and replace them with an Advocacy Service. 
 
Howard League Scotland have no issue with such a Service, and indeed would welcome an 
independent prison advocacy service which will support prisoners who may otherwise have 
difficulty using established routes to access mainstream services, and with the aim of 
improving prisoner links with the community. We would also support a service which would 
help improve communications with families, tackle literacy issues, referrals in and out of prison 
and establish links with the local community to assist the prisoner returning there. 
 
The Howard League Scotland however does not accept that the Inspectorate of Prisons would 
have a remit to take up individual cases on behalf of prisoners in relation to procedure and 
processes within Prisons. This is not the role of the Inspectorate and the resources within the 
Inspectorate would not cope with such a change. 
 
The abolition of the Visiting Committees will result in there being no independent scrutiny of 
individual prisoner complaints, either in relation to complaint handling process or fairness of 
outcome. At present VC’s make very frequent unannounced visits and have direct access to 
Governors or senior staff to raise issues, especially if this involves a serious incident or 
segregation issue. They also are a statutory body and hold both the Government and Scottish 
Prison Service to account in relation to fair treatment of prisoners. The Advocacy Service will 
have no such role. 
 
Additionally there is a gap because the Scottish Prison Complaints Commission was abolished 
in 2010 and the Public Services Ombudsman took on responsibility for hearing complaints 
about process. The Ombudsman, however, can deal only with procedural issues. 
 
In a modern democratic society, accountability backed up by independent external monitoring 
is a reasonable and legitimate expectation. The Visiting Committees provide timeous handling 
of complaints and issues, with regular scrutiny giving real transparency to processes in 
prisons, all at very little cost and independent of SPS. 
 
The Howard League Scotland therefore opposes the idea of creating a body overseen by SPS 
with no scrutiny or monitoring role and lacking the degree of independence at present afforded 
to Visiting Committees in Scotland. We believe, therefore, that it would be a mistake to abolish 
Visiting Committees whose functions will not be carried out by any other Body. 
 
We would urge you to relay your concerns to the Cabinet Secretary to make sure that there is 
still a body which will carry out these very important functions to ensure that there is dignity 
and fairness within the Penal System 
 
John Scott 
Chair 
The Howard League for Penal Reform in Scotland 

The Howard League for Penal Reform in Scotland is an independent organisation (and registered charity – SC017234) 
whose members seek improvements to the criminal justice system in Scotland. Anyone sharing the League's aims may 
join for a modest annual subscription (households £25, individuals £15, free for non-taxpayers) which together with 
donations are used to cover the organisation's running costs. 


