Scotland’s prison officers warn overcrowding crisis threatens safety and staff wellbeing
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Scotland's prison system stands on the brink of crisis, grappling with alarming levels of overcrowding that have left prison officers sounding an urgent alarm. A recent report from the Prison Officers’ Association (POA) starkly illustrates the perilous conditions within the nation's jails, revealing that over 95% of prison staff consider rising inmate numbers to pose a significant danger. With the prison population at a staggering 8,110, the situation reflects one of the highest incarceration rates in Europe, further exacerbated by a surge in serious crimes, including domestic violence and historic sexual offences.
Phil Fairlie, Assistant Secretary of the POA, commented on the report's findings, stating, “This report is the clearest evidence from our members on the frontline that Scotland’s prisons are at breaking point.” This sentiment echoes through the report, which highlights that more than 80% of officers believe their facilities are unable to cope with the current prison numbers. The situation has grown so dire that more than 68% of surveyed officers reported that they have never witnessed overcrowding levels as severe in their careers.
In response to this escalating crisis, hundreds of prisoners have been released early in the past months, aimed at mitigating overcrowding. Legislation passed under emergency measures has allowed shorter-term inmates to leave after serving just 40% of their sentences, a significant reduction from the previous requirement of 50%. However, the efficacy of such measures remains under scrutiny as many officers report that too frequently, those being released are not adequately prepared for reintegration into society.
The crisis is further compounded by systemic issues within the prisons themselves. As of July 2023, it was reported that over half of Scotland's prisons are operating beyond their designed capacity, with the notorious HMP Barlinnie in Glasgow exceeding capacity by 40%, housing 1,406 inmates compared to its intended 987. This Victorian-era facility has faced widespread criticism, with inspectors describing its conditions as “wretchedly poor,” and operations reported to be in a state that could breach inmates' human rights.
The challenges faced within these institutions manifest in daily life. Prisoners are often confined to their cells for extended periods, access to physical activity is restricted, and opportunities for education and rehabilitation are markedly diminished. In a survey conducted among nearly 500 prison officers, a staggering 91% identified that overcrowding heightened tensions within the facilities, leading to increased incidents of violence and substance misuse.
The pressures on staff themselves are profound; more than 86% of prison officers have stated that the rising inmate numbers are contributing to health issues, with many indicating that they doubt their ability to remain in their posts until reaching a normal retirement age of 68. A governor of Scotland's largest jail admitted the environment felt akin to a "pressure cooker," reflecting the strain on both staff and prisoners.
In response to these troubling findings, the Scottish Government has committed to constructing a new prison to replace Barlinnie, slated for completion in 2028. However, critics argue that this long-term solution fails to address the immediate crisis at hand. Recent government initiatives, including a 10% increase in the Scottish Prison Service’s budget aimed at enhancing resources, do not assuage concerns over the lack of immediate interventions necessary to resolve the systemic issues that plague the current system.
Justice Secretary Angela Constance acknowledged the complexity of the challenges faced by the prison system, stating: “Like the rest of the UK, Scotland’s prison population has risen significantly in recent times. We continue to work with the Scottish Prison Service and the wider justice system to manage the prison population.”
The ongoing dialogue and proposed solutions highlight the urgent need for a more comprehensive review of how Scotland’s prisons are managed, particularly in terms of rehabilitation and preventing recidivism, moving beyond approaches that simply "warehouse" individuals without addressing the underlying causes of crime.
As conditions within Scotland's prisons deteriorate, pressing the Scottish Government for immediate action appears more critical than ever. Amid calls for better staffing and resources, the need to foster a rehabilitative environment that truly prepares inmates for life beyond bars is paramount—not just for the health and safety of prisoners, but for the broader community as well.
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