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	 	 I will be completing my time as 
		  Prisoner Ombudsman on 31 May 
		  and this extended 8 page edition 
		  is a special version of my recently 
		  published Annual Report which 
		  highlights some of the key areas 
		  that the Office of the Prisoner 
		  Ombudsman has been involved 
		  in throughout the course 
		  of this year.

It has been a busy and eventful time since I was appointed in September 2008. 
The Office continues to do everything possible to provide an accessible, 
efficient service and we completed 344 complaints investigations during
April 2012-March 2013. 

A summary of the types of complaints we received and a selection of case 
studies which highlight some of the recommendations we have made are 
included inside this edition and we welcome the fact that more than 
86% of recommendations made this year have been fully accepted 
by the Prison Service.

I am proud of the role that the Office has played in developing awareness of 
the need for prison reform and our recommendations also play an active role 
in pushing the reform agenda forward. While it was disappointing that the 
change programme was initially slow, a team is now in place and the Director 
General is very determined to modernise the service. I particularly welcome 
the recruitment of the new officers who will work with the staff who are 
not leaving the Service and the efforts now being made to develop more 
positive regimes.

The goal of the change programme is to help and encourage inmates 
to address offending behaviour so that they never return to prison. The 
programme of reform is challenging and will take time but I have seen first 
hand how inmates, with the right help and support, can turn their lives 
around for themselves and their families. My hope as I leave the Office is, 
therefore, that the reform programme will continue to be implemented 
with determination and dedication by everyone who has a role to play. 

It has been an honour to have held the position of Prisoner Ombudsman 
for five years and I am confident that the role played by the Office can 
continue to go from strength to strength.

Pauline McCabe
Prisoner Ombudsman



Escorted Release
Mr A complained to the Prisoner Ombudsman about his treatment as a ‘category D’ prisoner and alleged that 
security arrangements for escorting him to hospital appointments were not proportionate.

Mr A said that the escorted release security arrangement policy for his hospital visits, which states that all 
prisoners being transported must be handcuffed and escorted by at least two officers, is not appropriate to his 
individual risk as a ‘category D’ prisoner ‘who can be reasonably trusted in open conditions’. Mr A also complained 
that the unavailability of escort staff had led to a hospital appointment to be cancelled at short notice.

Responding to these complaints, the Prison Service apologised for the cancellation of the hospital appointment 
and advised Mr A that he could not be permitted to attend hospital appointments alone until he had reached his 
pre-release home leave eligibility date and been fully risk assessed. This risk assessment, the Prison Service said, 
would be based on the prisoner’s performance during home leave and that an unaccompanied hospital visit 
would not be permitted to a prisoner who was not currently registered on the home leave system.

Mr A was not satisfied with the responses of the Prison Service and referred his complaint to the Prisoner 
Ombudsman.

	 As stated, a Category D prisoner can be reasonably trusted in open conditions. The Prisoner 		
	 Ombudsman noted that, under prison policy, the absence of a period of home leave does not 
preclude a prisoner from being considered for temporary release to access healthcare. The Ombudsman 
also observed that the correct application of the policy, and a cost effective approach, is in fact based 
on individual risk assessment. It was therefore recommended that the Prison Service review the current 
application of this policy to enable appropriately risk assessed prisoners, including those not registered 
on the home leave system, to attend medical appointments unaccompanied or with reduced security, 
as appropriate. 

The Prisoner Ombudsman also recommended that the Prison Service consider whether it may be 
appropriate to replace the current mandatory use of handcuffs when escorting prisoners to hospital, with 
an approach based on an individual risk assessment and other relevant factors specific to the particular 
appointment. This recommendation is in line with a judgment of a previous Judicial Review in Northern 
Ireland which emphasised the need for proportionality when considering the use of handcuffs during 
hospital visits.

During the time Mr A’s complaint was being investigated by the Prisoner Ombudsman, the Prison Service 
accepted, in principle, the need to review the current policy on handcuffing prisoners being escorted to 
outside hospital. However, a completion date for this review has not yet been established.
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Complaints Investigations

•	 407 eligible complaints were received in 2012/2013.

•	 A total of 344 complaint investigations were completed in 2012/2013, 	 	
	 including 54 complaints carried forward from 2011/2012.

•	 117 complaint investigations remain ongoing at year-end. 

407
Eligible 

Complaints

160
Ineligible 

Complaints

222
Advice 

Calls

2012/2013
789

Prisoner Contacts

Figure 1. Prisoner Complaints

74% 
of the complaints received in 2012/2013 were from Maghaberry 
prisoners who represent 56% of the total prison population. 

16% 
of complaints were received from Magilligan prisoners 
who represent 30% of the total prisoner population. 

10% 
of complaints were received from prisoners at Hydebank Wood. 
Hydebank Wood Female (Ash House) and Young Offenders Centre 
each accounted for 5% of the complaints received. The two 
establishments represent 4% and 10% of the total prisoner 
population respectively. 

Origin of Prisoner 
Complaints Received

The breakdown of complaints by prison shows a broadly similar 
pattern to previous years:  

Issues Raised in 
Complaints Received

The issues raised in complaints received this year cover 
a wide range of topics which are broadly similar to 
previous years. 
Figure 2 shows a detailed breakdown of the issues and 
concerns raised within complaints. 
Problems resulting from the availability and deployment of 
prison staff have, this year, clearly contributed to a negative 
impact on:

•	 The length and frequency of lockdowns and association 
	 restrictions;
•	 The delivery of purposeful regimes, including adequate 
	 and meaningful education, rehabilitative programmes 	
	 and vocational training;
•	 The availability of exercise and leisure activities; and

•	 The delivery of services supporting highly valued family 
	 contact, including visits and the delivery of mail 
	 and parcels.

It is very much hoped and expected that the prison 
reform work programmes and initiatives will address 
these challenges and there are already many positive 
developments. In particular, 139 new custody officers 
have now completed their training and been deployed 
to permanent posts, while a further 39 new recruits 

commenced training in January 2013. New staff profiles and 
shift patterns are being implemented and other initiatives 
have resulted in more flexible staff deployment and less 
restrictions on the movement of lower risk prisoners.

The Change Team is also now actively progressing several 
important pieces of work with the aim of delivering a 
comprehensive, needs driven package of purposeful, 
rehabilitative activity and resettlement services for 
all prisoners.

COMPLAINTS CASE STUDY 
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COMPLAINTS CASE STUDIES 

Religious Artefacts
Mr B complained that the Prison Service had failed to return religious incense and artefacts which had been 
removed from his cell when he had moved landings.

Mr B received numerous responses from the Prison Service which indicated that he would have his religious 
artefacts returned to him but this was not actioned. Mr B was not therefore satisfied with the response of 
the Prison Service and referred his complaint to the Prisoner Ombudsman.

	 The Prisoner Ombudsman investigation established that Mr B’s items had been in fact been misplaced 
	 by the Prison Service and arrangements were subsequently made to replace the items. The Prisoner 
Ombudsman concluded that it was entirely inappropriate that the religious items were removed from Mr B 
in the first instance and this had been a clear breach of Prison Service policy.

The Prisoner Ombudsman therefore recommended that the Prison Service reissue guidance to staff 
in relation the provision of incense and artefacts for religious practice and carry out a training needs 
analysis in connection with respectful cell search procedures. The Prison Service accepted both 
of these recommendations.

Visitor Parcels
During the summer of 2012, the Prisoner Ombudsman received complaints from several prisoners relating to visitors 
being prohibited from leaving clothing, newspapers or parcels at Maghaberry prison.

The Prison Service responded to each of the prisoner complaints explaining that staff shortages had resulted in 
the Parcels Intake Post not being staffed and visitors being unable to leave permitted items for prisoners. It was 
acknowledged by the Prison Service that the situation was “not acceptable” however, given the extent of the 
problems experienced, a number of prisoners were unhappy with the responses received through the Prison 
Service Internal Complaints Process and referred their complaints to the Prisoner Ombudsman. 

	 It is Prison Service policy that property can only be left for prisoners at the time of visits. The facility 
	 to leave parcels can mean a great deal to prisoner families and to the prisoners who look forward to 
receiving them. The investigation found that, between 1 April 2012 and 31 July 2012, the Parcels Intake Post was 
closed or unable to accept clothing parcels during 37 visiting times. Neither prisoners nor visitors received prior 
notice of these restrictions, although for a time the policy on property was waivered to allow property to be 
left in at other times. In August 2012, parcel distribution delays of up to four days also occurred due to the 
breakdown of the delivery vehicle.

The Prisoner Ombudsman observed that, following a similar complaint in 2011, the Prison Service had accepted 
a recommendation to “ensure that a high level of priority is given to ensuring the full staffing of Visitors’ 
Reception” where the Prisoner Intake Post is located. It was also noted that, following another recent 	
Prisoner Ombudsman Investigation into similar issues, the Governor had  issued a notice instructing staff 
that the Parcel Intake Post should, in future, not be routinely closed, save for very exceptional circumstances. 

In light of this instruction, the Prisoner Ombudsman made no recommendation.
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Time Taken to Investigate 
Complaints
Overall, 79% of complaints investigations completed this 
year resulted in a response issued to the prisoner within 18 
weeks or less. It is accepted, however, that in many instances 
this is too long and the Office continues to make every 
effort to achieve shorter reporting times wherever 
possible. Many complaints are therefore reported 
much sooner with 61% completed in 14 weeks or less.

Figure 3 details the time taken to issue complaint reports 
to prisoners.

Recommendations Made 
and Implemented

251 recommendations
were made by the Office of the Prisoner Ombudsman 
to the Northern Ireland Prison Service during 2012/2013.

189 recommendations
- or 86% - of the 219 recommendations responded to at 
the time of this Annual Report’s publication, have been 
accepted by the Northern Ireland Prison Service. 68 of 
those 189 recommendations (36%) have been confirmed
as fully implemented by year end. 

32 recommendations
have responses pending at year end.

Time
Number of Complaints 

(Cumulative %)

Up to and including 4 weeks 23 (10%)

5 to 8 weeks 44 (26%)

9 to 10 weeks 40 (41%)

11 to 12 weeks 30 (52%)

13 to 14 weeks 25 (61%)

15 to 18 weeks 48 (79%)

Over 18 weeks 57 (100%)

Net Total 267

Other

Serious/complex investigations 29

Complaints investigated - not issued to prisoner* 8

Complaints awaiting factual accuracy by Prison Service 9

Total Complaints Investigated 344

Figure 3. Investigation of Complaints 2012/13: Time to Complainant

* For example, if a prisoner has been released and left no forwarding address. 

Tuck Shop Purchases
Mr D complained that an order he placed for a 
music CD from the tuck shop was refused due 
to inappropriate content.

The Prison Service observed that the album 
artwork of the CD in question depicted a 
masked gunman and a written reference to 
events which could be interpreted as supporting 
or glorifying violence. Mr D was advised that 
such content was not appropriate in the 
promotion of a neutral environment. Mr D was 
not satisfied with the response of the Prison 
Service and referred his complaint to the 
Prisoner Ombudsman.

	 The Prisoner Ombudsman 
	 established that decisions on the 
	 suitability of tuck shop items 
are made on a case by case basis and 
prison guidelines aim to balance an 
individual’s freedom of expression under 
the European Convention of Human Rights 
with maintaining a neutral and respectful 
environment within prisons for prisoners 
and staff. 

In this context, ‘items (pictorial or written 
reference) showing forms of weaponry, 
paramilitary slogans, badges or paraphernalia 
and/or activities that are clearly prohibited, 
or which could be interpreted as supporting 
or glorifying violence, (that might give 
offence to another prisoner or member of 
staff) are deemed to be unauthorised items’.

The Ombudsman concluded that it was 
reasonable that Mr D’s request for the CD 
in question was denied and recommended 
that guidance should be issued to prisoners 
with regard to the rules governing tuck shop 
purchases.

The Prison Service is currently in the process 
of finalising a Standard Operating Procedure 
relating to symbols and associated matters. 
In light of this, the Prisoner Ombudsman’s 
recommendation remains under 
consideration. 

COMPLAINTS CASE STUDIES 

Lost Property
 
Mr C complained that he had not received a clothing 
parcel that had been brought to the prison by a visitor. 
He wished to be refunded for the items totalling 
£120.00.

The Prison Service informed Mr C that there was no 
record of any clothing parcels for him from a visitor 
at the time he had stated.

Mr C was not satisfied with the response of the 
Prison Service and referred his complaint to the 
Prisoner Ombudsman.

	 The Prisoner Ombudsman investigation 		
	 found that although there was no record 
	 of property being received on the date in 
question for Mr C, there was a parcel in lost property 
containing the items described by Mr C which 
had been labelled and recorded under the prison 
identification number of another prisoner (who 
had already been released) with the same 
surname as Mr C.

It was not difficult for the Prisoner Ombudsman 
investigator, with the assistance of one member 
of prison staff, to check the appropriate property 
records, identify Mr C’s missing property and 
deliver it to the reception of Mr C’s landing. 

Given the ease with which Mr C’s property was 
found, the Prisoner Ombudsman pointed out that 
had the Prison Service been more diligent in its 
search for the missing property there would have 
been no need for the complaint to be escalated 
to the Prisoner Ombudsman.
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If you have taken your complaint through the internal complaints 
process and you remain unhappy you can contact the Ombudsman by: 

FREEPHONE 0800 783 6317
CALLS TO THIS NUMBER WILL NOT BE MONITORED

FREEPHONE 0800 783 6317


