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Scottish Prison Service Consultation  
on Sharing of Accommodation on first Night in Custody 

 
Response of the Scottish Council of Jewish Communities 

 
We welcome the SPS assurance that it is ‘committed to the elimination of discrimination in all 
its forms from all aspects of [its] service’ and are pleased to participate in this consultation. 
 
We agree completely that ‘the first night a person is detained in prison can be a traumatic 
experience’ and applaud the intention of the SPS ‘to meet the needs of individuals to ensure 
their safety and wellbeing’. 
 
We appreciate that the ‘SPS would seek to ensure a known racist offender was not allocated 
to share with a prisoner from…[a] minority ethnic community’ but would point out that not 
every racist offender will be known to prison staff – particularly if he/she is in custody for an 
entirely different offence. It is, therefore, essential that prison staff observe prisoners 
frequently to ensure that nothing untoward is taking place. This observation will in itself 
provide a deterrent to racial or other harassment, particularly if prisoners are advised of it in 
advance. 
 
We would like to emphasise that not all people from minority communities are immediately 
recognisable as such, nor should ethnicity be judged by prison officers on grounds of 
appearance or names without asking the individual concerned. There are a great many 
different minority communities in Scotland with diverse needs and experiences, and it should 
not be assumed that what is appropriate for someone in one minority community will 
automatically be so for someone in another.  
 
We therefore recommend that all prison staff receive induction and regular ongoing training 
about the needs of people in different minority communities. We would, however, highlight 
the importance of asking the individual him or herself, and of using accurate and appropriate 
training materials which have been prepared in consultation with the communities concerned, 
and which also present a positive view of each community. 
 
We note that the leaflet accompanying this consultation refers to ‘the Black and Minority 
ethnic community’.The use of ‘black’ as an identifying category (as in ‘black and minority 
ethnic’) has been widely censured on a number of grounds. Not only do Africans object 
strongly to having to identify themselves by colour, but there are a great number of non-
’black’ minority communities in the UK (eg. Polish, Kurdish, Italian, Gypsy Traveller), and 
there are also many Asians, particularly Chinese, who do not identify with this term at all, or 
who use it only as convenient political shorthand.  
 
When ‘black’ is used as if it were synonymous with ‘minority community’ all of these are 
excluded because they are not in any sense black. When ‘white’ is used as if it were 
synonymous with ‘the majority community’ these same communities are excluded once again 
because they are not part of the majority community. This double exclusion is particularly 
divisive and alienating.  
 
We would also point out that it is not just prisoners from ethnic minority communities who 
may be at risk. Members of faith communities may also be subject to aggression and bullying 
from other prisoners on account of their belief or of the practice of their faith, and this should 
be reflected in all SPS literature which should in future refer to ‘minority communities’ rather 
than to ‘the Black and Minority ethnic community’. 
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Prison staff should be alert to those situations in which a prisoner might first become aware 
that the person with whom he/she is sharing a cell is from a minority community and should 
ensure that their observation is particularly stringent at such times. This might, for example, 
be at meal time when a Jewish prisoner requests a kosher meal or a Muslim prisoner a halal 
meal. Alternatively it might be when a Jewish prisoner ritually washes his/her hands on 
waking. However small in themselves, these indications of ‘difference’ may be all that is 
necessary for an outbreak of bullying from one prisoner towards another in the same cell. 
 
We appreciate that this consultation is limited in scope, relating to just the first night in 
custody. However, in recognition that this can be a traumatic time, we would urge that where 
possible chaplaincy services should be offered and provided. In view of the small size of the 
Scottish Jewish community it may not always be possible for a Jewish chaplain to visit a 
prisoner during his/her first night in custody, particularly if he/she is being detained outwith 
the Central Belt, and this may also be the case for some other faith groups. However, a 
prisoner who wishes it should have the assurance that the appropriate chaplain has been 
contacted and that he/she will receive the required chaplaincy services in the near future. For 
this to be achieved all prisons should maintain an up-to-date contact list and ensure that 
prison staff are aware of how to access the list. 
 
We recommend that the SPS should, as part of their duty of care towards prisoners, ensure 
that where cell-sharing takes place it is administered with sensitivity, taking account of the 
religious needs and ethnic background of prisoners, and of the possibility of tensions arising 
from these. 
       

 
 

 

 
Note: The Scottish Council of Jewish Communities is the representative body of all the 
Jewish communities in Scotland comprising Glasgow, Edinburgh, Aberdeen and Dundee as 
well as the more loosely linked groups of the Jewish Network of Argyll and the Highlands, 
and of students studying in Scottish Universities and Colleges.  
 
We have consulted widely among members of these communities in the course of preparing 
this response. 
 




