Record emergency calls at Barlinnie highlight crisis in inmate health and safety
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Record numbers of emergency calls from Barlinnie, Scotland’s largest prison, have brought urgent attention to growing concerns over inmate health and safety, particularly in relation to drug use and violence. Recent figures reveal that 62 ambulances were dispatched to the facility in Glasgow between January and March in response to severe health incidents, marking a staggering 51% increase compared to the previous quarter when only 41 calls were made. This surge indicates a worrying trend, as it represents more than three times the 17 calls made during the same period in 2023.
The escalation in calls stems largely from a spate of overdoses linked to smuggled drugs, including dangerous psychoactive substances notorious for inducing violent behaviours. Barlinnie has recorded nearly 3,000 assaults over the past decade, with the majority occurring between inmates and a significant number involving staff. The violence has been attributed in part to ongoing feuds between factions, such as the notorious Lyons and Daniel families, which have escalated in recent years.
Critics, including the Scottish Conservatives, have accused the government of neglecting the existing prison infrastructure, thereby allowing conditions to deteriorate. Liam Kerr, the party's justice spokesperson, stated that the "staggering figures highlight the breakdown of discipline at Scotland’s largest prison" and pointed to the difficulty faced by prison staff, who are grappling with dwindling resources amid ongoing budget cuts. The current state of affairs is compounded by a report from HM Inspectorate of Prisons, which condemned Barlinnie as being in a "wretchedly poor state" and noted that it operates at over 30% capacity.
Moreover, an alarming trend has emerged regarding the age profile of inmates; many are older individuals with complex health issues, including those convicted of historical sexual offences. The Scottish Prison Service (SPS) acknowledges this shift and claims that the health and wellbeing of inmates remains a priority. In their statement, they indicated they collaborate closely with NHS partners to ensure that emergency services are requested only when absolutely necessary. However, it has been noted that there is often a low threshold for declaring emergencies within the prison, contributing to an increase in unnecessary calls.
Reports from the Health Services Safety Investigations Body reveal that a significant number of emergency calls from prisons across the UK—71%, in fact—were deemed unnecessary, which strains ambulance resources and delays responses to actual emergencies. This disconnect indicates a need for improved training and communication between prison staff and healthcare providers. In Scottish prisons, especially Barlinnie, the problem mirrors broader issues seen across the UK, where inadequate training and high staff turnover have exacerbated responses to medical emergencies.
Addressing drug-related incidents, the SPS has issued guidance on safely managing drug use, cautioning inmates against using psychotropic substances. Nonetheless, the smuggling of these substances into the prison remains a critical challenge. The situation is far from isolated; instances of drug overdoses and health emergencies have risen dramatically across Scottish prisons. Data from the Scottish Ambulance Service shows that calls related to drug overdoses in prisons have increased nearly threefold over the past five years, with Barlinnie frequently leading in callouts.
Concerns regarding the wellbeing of inmates have intensified, particularly as a record 64 individuals died in custody last year across Scottish prisons. Ten of these deaths were drug-related, while others stemmed from suicides and homicides. The mounting pressure for reform is evident, as calls for systemic change gain momentum. Wendy Sinclair-Gieben, the Chief Inspector of Prisons for Scotland, has highlighted the need for rehabilitative initiatives and community support structures to mitigate recidivism rates, arguing that the current prison system sets many inmates up to fail.
Looking forward, a £1 billion replacement for Barlinnie is on the horizon, with a new facility expected to open at Provanmill, but not until 2028—three years later than originally planned. Until then, the urgent need to address inmate health and safety in Scotland’s prisons remains paramount, as officials strive to manage an increasingly complex environment marked by drug abuse, violence, and systemic inadequacies.
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