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1 INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 I was appointed Chair of the Lay Observers Prisoner and Escort Services by 
the Secretary of State, Ministry of Justice in April 2015 and this is my first annual 
report.   
 
1.2 The Lay Observer role is an important one in reassuring the public that there 
is a process for regularly and objectively monitoring the quality of treatment of 
Detained Persons under escort and in the custody suite. We therefore aim for 
high standards in what we do and seek to be a reliable partner within the 
monitoring framework of custodial environments 
 
1.3 Our mission as an organisation is “To maximise the influence of Lay Observer 
monitoring and reporting on the policy and practice of humanity of treatment of 
prisoners through their journey from police cell to court to prison and between 
prisons” (See Appendix A the Role of the Lay Observer and Appendix B Vision and 
Challenges) 
 
 

2. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
2.1 2015/16 was a year of transition for the Lay Observer (LO ) organisation; the 
ALB department in MoJ took over as sponsor department and I took over as 
National Council Chair .  Both transitions were challenging for the first six months 
but the organization proved resilient as we addressed these challenges to restore 
stability and direction to LOs. 
 
2.2 A replacement visit report computer system under the control of the LO 
Secretariat went live in October and is fully operational, 30 more members (with 
25 yet to be interviewed) have been appointed subject to vetting, mentoring and 
training material has been developed, a dedicated Secretariat has been 
appointed, numerous administrative process issues have been 
resolved/addressed and standards for assessing custody cleanliness and graffiti 
have been established and aligned with stakeholders. Whilst custody cell 
temperatures are subject to a legal minimum there is no defined maximum 
therefore we are seeking to agree standards for the assessment included in the 
visit report. 



 4 

 
2.3 Despite the setbacks, the LOs have shown great spirit and support by 
undertaking replacement visits for those who left so that the overall monthly 
visIts have been broadly maintained at their historical level. There were 1800 
visits to court custody suites and prison receptions conducted by Lay Observers 
with 3500 detainees/prisoners interviewed.  There were 340 observations of 
serious concern (Level 2) and 36 unacceptable (Level 3) in the court custody 
suites whilst there were 82 notes of concern from inspections of the escort 
vehicles (VINs).   
 
2.4 Whilst the areas of good practice noted in the last Annual Report have been 
largely maintained, it is disappointing that the areas of concern noted in that 
report are also still much in evidence. 
 
2.5 The major concerns arising from visits were 
 

2.5.1 Health and wellbeing; a number of failures to ensure the 
availability of medical support and medication to detainees to the 
required level may have, in our judgement, prejudiced their ability to 
communicate their defence effectively. 
 
2.5.2 Monitoring Inter Prison Transfers; shortage of LO resource and 
the lack of information available on the arrival times of prisoners has 
resulted little monitoring of these transfers.  However a protocol has 
now been agreed to provide arrival information from the Contractor 
Control Centre to LOs. 

 
2.5.3 Cleanliness, graffiti and routine maintenance; the source of 
most concerns noted in visit reports to custody suites, particularly 
poor in London and the southern England.   The 2015 national 
cleanliness audit (sent to the Minister in August 15) noted the 
flawed line of accountability for the standards of presentation in the 
custody suite between PECS and HMCTS and between HMCTS and its 
contractor.  Cleanliness and graffiti standards developed by LOs have 
now been aligned between LO organization, PECS, HMCTS and HMIP 
(see Appendices E and F).  The cleanliness assessment standards 
went live with contractors on May 1 2016 and the graffiti standards 
went live on September 1st 2016 
  
2.5.4   Length of journey; detainees can be in the PECS process for 
12 hours in a day with a high level of discomfort from hard plastic (in 
the vehicle) and wood (in the cell) with no diversions, sometimes for 
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only a 10 minute court appearance.  There is a complete absence of 
awareness by the Ministry of the number of such uncomfortable 
journeys since a maximum prisoner journey length is not specified 
nor monitored by PECS.  The security and logistical issues of prisoner 
escorting are understood but greater priority on humanity of people 
treatment (particularly women) should go into the design model of 
these services and the greater use of video technology explored to 
obviate the need for lengthy, uncomfortable prisoner journeys. 

 
2.5.5 Reading material, detainee rights and complaints policy; 
there is a wide variety of practices across custody suites and vehicles 
with respect to the availability of reading material, of detainee rights 
document, of first night leaflets and of the detainee complaints 
policy. . 
 

2.6 In assessing the above concerns, Stakeholders could consider the adoption of 
the following options  
 

2.6.1 The forthcoming contract redesign and re-tendering process 
could feature greater emphasis on assessing /measuring quality of 
treatment of detainees and prisoners in addition to strictly 
performance measures 

 
2.6.2 The interface between prison/police custody and escort 
services as represented by the Prisoner Escort Record (PER) could be 
improved by putting in place a protocol between PECS, Prison 
Service and Police and Crime Commissioners, monitored by Lay 
Observers, Independent Monitoring Boards and the Independent 
Police Custody Visitors Association, to ensure the communication 
and impact of deficiencies identified in PERs to the originating 
institution. 

 
2.6.3 A thematic review of the adequacy of medical, particularly 
mental health, support in custody suites and vehicles could be 
undertaken by stakeholders to provide assurance that detainees’ 
ability to articulate their defence to their lawyer and the court is not 
being compromised. 

 
2.6.4  PECS intend  address the accountability for the standards of 
the court custody suite in the 2018 re let of the provider contract.  
Meanwhile, strengthened relationships between PECS and HMCTS, 
already delivering visible improvements to longstanding problems 
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highlighted by LOs, should allow accelerated address to problems 
with the estate now that standards have been agreed.  

 
2.6.5 PECS could focus in the short term prior to the contract re let 
on reducing detainee journey length by encouraging/directing 
(where possible) a maximum journey length (eg as specified in the 
Home Office Escort Contract) , the use of video link and use of bus 
lanes in urban environments. 

 
2.6.6 A policy statement could be made from PECS to its contractors 
on exactly how reading material, of detainee rights document, of 
first night leaflets and of the detainee complaints policy should be 
provided in the custody suite to ensure just treatment for all 
detainees. 
 
2.6.7  PECS should ensure there is strict consistency between its 
areas in their identification of issues and the speed and diligence of 
follow up with contractors and  related organizations on issues 
identified by Lay Observer visit reports. 

 
 
 

3. ORGANISATION 
 
3.1 In April 2015 the Lay Observers organization transitioned to a new sponsor 
department in the Ministry of Justice and a new Chair of the National Council   
Both transitions proved challenging for stability and continuity of the 
organization in the first 6 months of the year.   
 

3.1.1 a new system under the control of the Secretariat was required for 
the submission, storage and analysis of Lay Observer visit reports to 
replace the system privately developed and operated by the former 
Chair of the National Council 

 
3.1.2 The records of the number and tenure of Lay Observers proved 

unreliable and the number of active in tenure members proved to be 
less than half of the number originally believed. 

 
3.1.3 For differing reasons four members of the National Council and 

three  regional coordinators resigned leaving 80% of the Lay 
Observer leadership positions vacant, 

 



 7 

3.1.4 There were frustrating delays in administrative processes for 
expense payments, vetting and ministerial appointments for 
volunteer Lay Observers. 

 
Despite these setbacks the Lay Observer organization with the support of a newly 
dedicated Lay Observer Secretariat proved quite resilient in addressing these 
issues in the latter half of the year. 
 
3.2 Systems 
 
3.2.1 Following extensive research, STOWED, a secure document storage and 
reporting system, in use with HMCTS, was adapted so that a standard visit report 
template was available for online completion by the Lay Observer following each 
visit and stored in a central data base controlled by the Lay Observer Secretariat.  
Access to STOWED  is provided by the developers under contract with the 
Secretariat, who can provide monthly summaries of reports to NOMS (PECS), 
HMCTS and the leadership of the Lay Observers to allow prompt follow up of 
concerns categorized from Level 1(needs improvement)  to Level 3 (unacceptable 
) at both local and national level.   
 
3.2.2 The system was parallel run in September 2015 and went live from 1 
October 2015.  A Systems User Group was established in August 2015 with 
representatives from local, regional and national level, chaired by the head of the 
LO Secretariat.  Under its supervision STOWED has been further developed to 
incorporate reports on prison transfers, vans and youth offenders and is daily use 
with all Lay Observers now familiar with its operation. 
 
3.2.3 We believe the comprehension and impact of our visit reports with 
stakeholders would be improved by the use of non privacy invasive photographic 
evidence using custody suite provided cameras (as practiced by HMIP inspectors) 
and the online submission of reports to STOWED from the custody suite.  A case 
has been made to the Head of PECS for such access and the case has been 
refused on primarily cost grounds; an estimate of a cost of £150,000 to allow 
pictures to be uploaded to the secure IT network has been made in one contract 
area.  We believe the benefits to consistency and communication from the 
secure use of pictures are substantial and will continue to work to find lower cost 
alternatives and recommend that any systems requirements in the contract re let 
process allow for this feature in the design. 
 
3.2.4 The number of Lay Observers has been insufficient for some time to provide 
an effective monitoring of the approximate 60,000 prisoner movements every 
month.  The coverage has been approximately 1-2%, particularly weak on Inter 
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Prison Transfers (IPTs).  We do not believe that this is a sufficiently large enough 
sample to reassure the Minister that the movement and custody of detainees 
and prisoners is adequately monitored.   
 
3.2.5 Therefore we have, with the Secretariat support, embarked on a OCPA 
compliant rolling national Lay Observer recruitment campaign from October 
2015.  The response level and calibre of candidates has been very high and we 
have stopped the campaign from January 16 whilst we process the applications 
with our limited resources.  Currently there 30 approved candidates awaiting 
their security clearance with another 25 awaiting interview. 
 
3.2.6 If we can resource the recruitment process, the goal is to have an additional 
100 Lay Observers to the current establishment by mid 2016 and a further 50 by 
year end.  Even with this expanded number I anticipate that our coverage will still 
be only 5-6%, probably half what it should be. To more rapidly expand the pool of 
potential recruits for Lay Observers and enhance the number of IPTs monitored 
we are exploring with the IMB National Council the possibility of dual 
accreditation (subject to relevant training and induction) of Lay Observers and 
IMB members 
 
3.2.7 With so few experienced Lay Observers and limited Secretariat resources, 
the key challenge is now induction and training.  The role definition and training 
material for new recruits has been developed however there is a shortage of 
mentors and trainers in the areas where there are gaps in deployment.  We are 
attempting to address these issues with innovative use of technology and on line 
learning for both new and existing members. 
 
3.2.8 Following an open recruitment process we strengthened the leadership of 
the organization by the appointment of a member of the National Council for 
Region 1, interim Coordinator for London and 2 probationary Regional 
Coordinator candidates.  Further developing the governance and leadership 
capacity of the organization is a priority for the coming year. 
 
3.3 Lay Observer Secretariat Support 
 
In September 15 the ALB Sponsor department allowed the creation of a 
dedicated Lay Observer Secretariat with a fte establishment of 2.    This unit 
(along with support from the IMB Secretariat) has had an important influence on 
improving and assuring compliance of the processes for member data, expense 
payments, recruitment, training, vetting and appointments.  We now have 2 staff 
members approved for security vetting candidates. Which we anticipate will 
considerably improve the speed of deployment of recruits. 
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3.4 Standards 
 
3.4.1 An important concern of our stakeholders has been the consistency of 
assessment and rating by LOs across the organization.  Consequently we 
developed for our own purpose a set of descriptors of cleanliness and graffiti to 
support assessments.  We are pleased that NOMS (PECS), HMCTS and HMIP have 
accepted these descriptors (attached to this report) as the method of assessing 
cleanliness and graffiti.  They have also been provided to the Independent Police 
Custody Visitors Association for information.  These cleanliness standards have 
been notified to contractors by NOMS(PECS) for implementation from May 1 
2016 and for graffiti from September 1st 2016.  For the first time stakeholders 
have been fully aligned on monitoring standards so that ratings may now be 
more readily accepted and acted upon.   We hope there can be more cross 
organization collaboration of monitoring standards in the future. 
 
3.4.2 Of similar concern over the winter have been cell temperatures.  Concerns 
have been raised frequently about the temperature of cells below the legal limit 
and the absence of a consistent protocol by court custody staff for taking 
readings.  We have issued our own guidance to Lay Observers on appropriate 
standards and seek alignment with our stakeholder organizations on standards 
and measurement protocols. 
 

4. THEMES ARISING FROM VISITS 
 
4.1 In the year April 2015 to March 2016 there were 1800 visits to court custody 
suites and prison receptions conducted by Lay Observers with 3500 
detainees/prisoners interviewed.  There were 340 observations of serious 
concern (Level 2) and 36 unacceptable (Level 3) in the court custody suites whilst 
there were 82 notes of concern from inspections of the escort vehicles (VINs).   
Many of these observations were in the same court and occurred over multiple 
visits ie a number of issues have been outstanding for over a year.  A number of 
these observations have given rise to local action being taken to remedy 
problems.  The likelihood of action being taken to remedy issues of local practice 
seems to be to be variable and depend on individual practice rather than national 
policy. 
 
4.2 Health and Wellbeing  
 
4.2.1 An increasing number of visit reports have featured concerns with 
medication and medical attention available in the custody suite to detainees.   
These concerns include but are not limited to:- 
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4.2.1.1 failure of prison and /or police custody to pass on medication already 
prescribed 
 
4.2.1.2 failure of prison and/or police custody to adequately document in the 
prisoner escort  
record medical/mental health concerns and medication 
 
4.2.1.3 poor or no response time of medical support to problems arising during 
court custody 
 
4.2.1.4 ban on custody officers making available any non prescription medicines 
(eg paracetamol) to detainees. 
 
4.2.1.5 availability of mental health and drug treatment assessments for clearly 
disturbed detainees 
 
4.2.2 Whilst it is appreciated that not all medical complaints by detainees are 
valid and that there are clear policies with respect to the availability of medical 
support in the custody suite (with which the majority of cases appear to be 
compliant), the absence of appropriate treatment could prejudice the detainees 
ability to communicate their defence effectively and is not considered humane 
treatment. 
 
4.2.3 We have taken up the policy of the availability of non prescription 
medicines with NOMS (PECS ) who have replied that they are concerned about 
the potential for overdoses and retention by detainees and that healthcare 
professionals support this policy. We do not believe that such concerns are 
proportionate to the humanity of addressing the detainee’s ability to 
communicate their defence adequately and so will be escalating the issue further 
with MoJ officials. 
 
4.2.4 Maintaining continuity of medical support through a detainee’s journey in 
the criminal justice system is complex and difficult for Lay Observers to know 
where to address their concerns when they observe the failures noted above 
since there is not one single agency charged with detainees/prisoner medical 
support and assessment throughout their journey.  Such continuity appears also 
a concern of members of the National Preventive Mechanism. 
 
4.3 Monitoring Transfers to Prison 
 



 11 

4.3.1 During the reporting year 2015/16 the only method by which Lay Observers 
could monitor the treatment of detainees/prisons during their journey to prison 
was to attend at the prison reception at random times in the hope that vans 
would arrive during their attendance.  In the past many of these visits have been 
wasted since there was no possibility of advance warning available to LOs of the 
arrival times of escort vehicles. However a protocol was implemented by PECS in 
July 2016 which permits LOs to contact Contractor Control rooms to schedule 
their visits appropriately in relation to Inter Prison Transfers only.  The shortage 
of LOs noted earlier, the limited time window available for prisoner interview and 
the unpredicatable arrival times at local prisons result in a lower priority of prison 
visits by LOs and therefore inadequate coverage of all prisoner movements 
 
4.3.2 The majority of prisoners, when interviewed by LOs in the custody suite or 
at the prison reception, do not complain about their treatment.  This contrasts 
with the numerous complaints by prisoners noted in the thematic report of HMIP 
on Prisoner Escort (Jan 15).  This difference may be explained by the difference in 
location and timing of the interview; HMIP interviewed prisoners when they were 
newly settled into the prison environment.   
 
4.3.3 We are therefore establishing a research project with the National Council 
of IMB to determine the method by which the two organizations can collaborate 
to improve the quality of the post journey interview with the prisoner. 
 
4.4 Cleanliness, graffiti and routine maintenance 
 
4.4.1 By far the most numerous issues concern cleanliness, graffiti and the 
general state of repair of the court custody suite.  The London area has some of 
the worst presented custody suites and the southern half of the country seems 
too have the most frequent reports of Level 2 (serious) issues.  There are at least 
two in the London area where the National Council is very concerned about the 
unacceptable conditions for detainees and NOMS (PECS) and HMCTS staff have 
assured us that they are working hard to remedy the unsatisfactory conditions. 
 
4.4.2 The 2015 annual cleanliness audit of all courts was presented to the 
Minister in August.  The 2014 conclusion “There remains a wide variance in the 
delivery and effectiveness of both regular daily cleaning” is still the case and 
requires greater focus by PECS and HMCTS.  We reported that neither a formal 
accountability from HMCTS to PECS exists nor does the MITIE court cleaning 
contract specify standards of cleanliness for the standard of presentation of the 
court custody suite.  NOMS (PECS) accept this statement and will seek to rectify 
the flaws in the chain of accountability in the 2018 re contract of the services.  In 
the meantime a strengthened working relationship between PECS and HMCTS 
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has been established which is responding to and escalating issues in LO visit 
reports which has delivered visible improvements to longstanding problems.  The 
enhanced relationship between NOMS (PECS), HMCTS and LOs together with the 
alignment of cleanliness standards (reported above) and the policy of pursuing 
graffiti offenders should enable an accelerated remedy to the many defects in 
the estate. 
 
4.5 Length of journey 
 
4.5.1 For many detainee/prisoners their day starts at 6am in police/prison 
custody and ends after a day in the court at about 6 or 7pm.  For the majority of 
their day under escort and custody they are in a single cell in a vehicle/custody 
suite with a hard seat without any reading material in the court custody suite or 
other means to occupy their minds.   Interviewees have on a few occasions 
complained to Lay Observers about these quite harsh conditions but largely they 
seem to accept it “as part of the system” but do complain where they have 
endured a whole day of this discomfort for a very brief or no court appearance eg 
transport for a minor offense appearance from a distant custody location to the 
offence location.   The lack of complaints does not make the treatment 
reasonable.  There are a number of potential reasons why detainees may not 
wish to complain whilst undergoing the journey through the system; among them 
fear that there might be retribution, being pre occupied by the court case, 
accepting they deserve “no better”.  NOMS (PECS) cite operational logistics and 
security requirements dictating these conditions which have apparently been 
approved by relevant experts, however quality of treatment of the detainee 
/prisoner does not appear a priority in the design of logistics and security models.  
We understand that there is a pilot scheme now operational in the South East to 
address the issue of long distance transport for short court appearances.  
 
4.5.2 A maximum length of prisoner journey is not specified in the NOMS (PECS) 
contract with their providers nor is prisoner journey length monitored by NOMS 
(PECS) .  Thus there is a complete absence of awareness of the scale of the 
problem by the Ministry.  The need for such apparently routinely lengthy and 
uncomfortable journeys must be questionable with the widespread availability of 
video technology.  The LO organization is not aware of the pace of advance in the 
use of this technology and suitable protocols for LO monitoring of detainee 
treatment will need to be established. 
 
4.5.3 We note from PECS monthly reports that the Contractor the London area, 
in particular, identifies traffic delays as a major cause of performance 
deficiencies.   These delays add to the discomfort of detainees in their journey to 
and from court.  Many journeys are undertaken by vehicles with less than 10 
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seats which are not routinely permitted to use bus lanes.  A more coordinated 
approach to securing the right for vehicles under 10 seats to use bus lanes 
between PECS, contractors and local authorities could reduce lengthy journey 
times for detainees and possibly improve performance.   
 
4.6. Reading material, detainee rights and complaints policy 
 
4.6.1 There is a wide variety of practices across custody suites and vehicles with 
respect to the availability of reading material, of detainee rights document, of 
first night leaflets and of the detainee complaints policy.   In a few cases none of 
these is provided.  Reading material is not specified in the PECS contract and so is 
at the discretion of the individual court.  Given the time a detainee can be in a 
vehicle and court cell it seems reasonable for reading material to be supplied (if 
only to mitigate  detainee agitation) .   
 
4.6.2 A consistent approach to providing these  materials  to detainees would 
ensure just treatment eg detainee rights should be on a non harming laminated 
card in each cell ; posting on the outside of the cell door complies with the 
contract but does not ensure just treatment..  NOMS( PECS) will encourage  its 
contractors to make reading material available and emphasise the requirement 
for rights and complaints material to be in every cell.  We will undertake further 
discussions with NOMS(PECS) on enhancing  the complaints policy and practice . 
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Appendix A 

 
ROLE AND PURPOSE OF THE LAY OBSERVER 

 
GUIDING PRINCIPLES FOR VISITS  

 
Lay Observers (LOs) are appointed by the Secretary of State of the Ministry of 
Justice to act as their eyes and ears to assess the experience of Detained Persons 
(DPs) whilst under escort and in court custody (Observer).  These appointments 
do not require any knowledge or experience of the operational strategies or 
procedures for escorting and securing DPs in court custody (Lay).  The opposite is 
the case; LOs are selected for their ability to assess situations objectively and 
independently.  Therefore, the skills sought of and practiced by LOs are:- 
 

 Objectivity 

 Independence  

 Communicating succinctly, orally and in writing  

 Working within a team to a common framework 

 Adaptability to changing technologies and working methods. 
 
Objectivity 
 
The primary purpose of the Visit Report (VR) is to place the reader into the 
experience of the LO as closely as possible.  The LO experience is comprised of 
interview , inspection and observation.  The assessment of these experiences is 
against the accepted norms of humanity and justice in the treatment of people 
whether in custody or not but conditioned by the need to appropriately contain 
the freedom of and the risk of harmful behavour by the DP.  The LO report is 
required to be an accurate, consistent and unbiased presentation of the 
experience of a DP from the time they leave a police cell to the time they enter a 
prison.  
 
The LO should not take at face value the information presented during the visit 
but should take responsibility for its accuracy by cross referencing to alternative 
sources where possible. It is important that the LO maintains the same criteria 
for assessment throughout the portfolio of visits and not be influenced by the 
circumstances of different people and custodial environments. Being unbiased is 
not the same as being indifferent to the diversity of DPs and their differing 
appreciation of the escort and custodial experience. 
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Independence 
 
The LO organisation whilst sponsored within the Ministry of Justice (MoJ) for 
budgetary purposes is not a department within the Ministry it is created by 
legislation to be independent of government.  Thus LOs do not represent any 
constituency or perspective of the Criminal Justice system.  It is very important 
that LOs do not become advocates of individuals or organisations encountered in 
the course of visits.  Except where context requires, it is not the LO role to assess 
the performance of individuals or organisations but solely to present its findings 
objectively. 
 
LOs are not auditors of the contractors to the Prison Escort and Custodial 
Services (PECS) of the MoJ, nor seek to cause change in the PECS or contractors 
procedures or facilities nor vigilantes seeking to lay blame and shame for 
unacceptable practices. It is vital that the LO present their assessment solely 
against the lay criteria of humanity and justice and are not swayed by the 
apparent sanction of the experience by contractor guidelines or departmental 
budgetary considerations or policies. 
 
It is up to the Secretary of State and his/her representatives to decide what 
actions may be required as a result of the LO reports. 
 
Communications 
 
The credibility of LO organisation relies heavily on the LO’s ability to 
communicate orally with PECS contractor staff and DPs in stressful circumstances 
and then to succinctly convey in writing a clear picture of their experience. 
 
Whilst not seeking to influence the interviewee it is vital that the LO asks open 
questions and probes the responses to get a clear and evidential picture of the 
situation being portrayed. Whilst a DP may not be complaining about their 
treatment it does not mean that it is always acceptable, and likewise a DP's 
complaint does not always mean that its justified. Stakeholders rely on LOs being 
able to accurately and consistently distinguish between the two.  LOs are 
furnished with clear guidelines on the structure of the inspection element of the 
visit which should be adhered to; however LOs should also be alert to the mental 
and physical health of the DP and their experience when not under the 
observation of the LO, ensuring as far as possible that they are not being 
intimidated in the interview by the presence of custodial officers.  The LO is not 
required to know every element of custodial procedure but should ask questions 
about the facilities, procedures and criteria for events they may perceive as 
unacceptable. 
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Whilst not wishing to encourage “No comment” visit reports, the accent in visit 
reports should be on comprehensively communicating the context, observation 
and assessment of a situation in accord with the Level 1-3 guidelines from time to 
time in force.  The rationale for indicating a Level 1-3 should be clearly noted in 
the report.  This comprehensive understanding is particularly important when 
National Council decides whether to take a matter up nationally or with the 
Minister.   
 
It is not necessary to document every compliant observation in the visit report, 
particularly on the facilities inspection.  An overall observation e.g. a well run 
custody suite may be relevant in the comments section.  The aide memoire 
format should be used as a checklist to ensure all elements have been covered 
and could be useful for the LO to retain should further information be required or 
as a reference for subsequent visits to the same environment. 
 
 
 
Working within a common framework 
 
As volunteers, LOs will wish to see the impact of their work in enhancements to 
the DP experience over time. Some of these enhancements will be in the local 
environment as a direct result of the LO visit report and some will be in the 
national policy and operating guidelines as a result of the trends in practice and 
their impact being pursued by the LO National Council with policy makers. 
 
In both cases positive outcomes from our work will depend on the extent to 
which stakeholders can rely on the consistency of observations between LOs, the 
acceptability of the standards/criteria being adopted by the LO organisation, the 
frequency of visits to courts/vans/prisons and the effectiveness of the 
presentation of local issues and national themes. 
 
This means that, whilst the objectivity and independence of the LO is the core of 
the LO organisation, the visits should be conducted and reported against a 
common framework of standards, structure and assessment protocols.  This 
framework is evident in the template of the visit report on STOWED and as from 
time to time updated.  It is important that this template is complied with and the 
guidelines which accompany it.  This template and the accompanying guidelines 
will be gradually updated to reflect guidance on cleanliness/graffiti standards, 
interviewing staff and DPs, assessing mental and physical wellbeing, as well as 
calibrating through the Level 1-3 appraisal system. 
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As far as resources permit group and national training will seek to enhance the 
reliability of our common operating framework. 
 
Adaptability to changing technologies and working methods 
 
The LO organisation and visit process is not set in stone but will continue to 
evolve over time as our community matures in its consistency of approach and 
sensitivity to issues affecting DP welfare.  We are already exploring how we might 
improve the environment for DP interviews in the court to limit any feelings of 
intimidation if they criticise contractor staff. It is particularly difficult to schedule 
visits to meet DPs arriving at prison, therefore we are seeking to collaborate with 
colleague organisations to find a method of interviewing DPs when are they more 
settled into the prison environment.  
 
Similarly new technologies may allow us to better communicate with each other 
and to provide for training in new guidelines e.g. online videos.  In essence this 
means that LOs should not become fixed in their approach to visits, observations 
and reports but be prepared , with support from the Secretariat , to embrace 
updated guidelines, IT and communication technologies. 
 
 
 
 
Summary 
 
The Lay Observer role is an important one in reassuring the public that there is a 
process for regularly and objectively monitoring the quality of treatment of DPs 
under escort and in the custody suite. The Lay Observers may be unpaid but 
should not regard themselves as amateur. The credibility of the Lay Observer as 
an individual and the Lay Observer organisation depends on the ability of 
stakeholders to rely on the consistency of standards applied in visits, frequency 
of visits, accuracy of the visit report (s) and the communication of 
local/regional/national trends in the reports.  We should therefore aim for high 
standards in what we do and seek to be a reliable partner within the monitoring 
framework of custodial environments 
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Appendix B 
 

Vision for the Lay Observer Organisation 
 
 
FUTURE VISION 
 
To maximise the influence of LO monitoring and reporting on the policy and 
practice of humanity of treatment of prisoners through their journey from police 
cell to court to prison and between prisons by 
 

- Consistently applying measurable standards, recognisable in other 
monitoring regimes ( ie IMB, HMIP, IPCC) in the assessment of the 
prevailing treatment and conditions for prisoners. 
 

- Monitoring prisoner journeys on a weekly basis 
 

- Reporting in a consistent format on a computer system which captures the 
rating and issues being reported in a manner which allows trends and open 
action item issues to be readily displayed to stakeholders on a regular basis 

 
- Communicating to stakeholders, policymakers and the community on a 

regular basis a narrative on the standards of treatment being delivered on 
a local and national basis throughout the prisoner journey 

 
- Regular training , development and appraisal of LOs  

 
- Ensuring that monitoring of prisoner movement considers all aspects of 

their mental and physical treatment 
 
CHALLENGES 
 

- Agreeing scope of and resourcing of support from IMB secretariat.  Good 
progress has been made in establishing a dedicated Lay Observer 
Secretariat with 2 ftes.  However the Secretariat resource requirements for 
growing and training the membership by 100 over the next 6-9 months is 
certain to exceed the resources available and put at risk creating an 
organisation stable and fit for purpose unless a solution to temporarily 
increasing the resources available can be found promptly. 
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- Agreeing scope and purpose of LO monitoring of prisoner journey (eg 

when does handover of prisoner to/from PECS contractor occur , HMCTS as 
stakeholder, healthcare, IRC movements, YJB movements) 

 
- Agreement on consistent monitoring and reporting principles and 

standards within MoJ sponsored scrutiny organisations 
 

- Development and agreement of rating scales for monitoring standards and 
engaging/training LOs to deliver consistently 

 
- Use of cameras 

 
- Engaging HMCTS as a stakeholder and sponsor of standards 

 
- Variable IT literacy and willingness to change among LOs 

 
- Unstable National Council 

 
- Support, maintenance and development of STOWED and its reports 

 
- Increasing profile in community and among stakeholders of LOs 

 
- Reinforcing objectivity of LOs (ie reducing the tendency to accommodate 

“reality” of contractor provision and compromising expectations to what 
has been delivered in the past)  

 
- Resourcing training and development to standards available to IMB. 

 
- Changing job description, terms and conditions for LOs to enhance 

professionalism, consistency and engagement. 
 

- Resourcing recruitment and associated interviewing, vetting appointment 
and training to double numbers of LOs to deliver weekly monitoring 
 

- Negotiating with IMB or NOMs Prison service to allow prisoner interviews 
at destination prison after first night on experience of journey from police 
to through court to destination prison and from prison to prison (IPTs)  

 
 

- Resourcing regular communication among LOs and in particular any 
changes in process or standards of monitoring. 



 20 

 
- Enhancing the reputation for reliability and consistency of LO national 

narrative 
 

- Budget to cover support , training, recruitment , travel, communications 
likely to require very significant increase 

 
- Availability of suitable candidates for Regional Coordinator and National 

Council roles 
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Appendix C 
LAY OBSERVER MONTHLY REPORTS 

EXTRACT  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Notes 
 
1 DPs are Detained Persons ie not yet entered prison 
 
2 VINS are Notes recording Vehicle defects 
 
3 Level 1 indicates issues requiring improvement that are within the direct 
control of the contractor and can be resolved easily, but should be noted on the 
report form. 
 
4 Level 2 indicates issues impairing DPs welfare requiring urgent whether within 
or without the contractor’s direct control; this may also include any Level 1 
incidents repeated over a period of months 
 
5 Level 3 indicates issues which are unacceptable in the treatment of DPs and 
require immediate resolution 
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6  DP Int are the number of Detained Persons actually interviewed by a Lay 
Observer 
 
7 Summaries of the Lay Observer reports in issues of a Level 1 to 3 nature are 
normally attached to the monthly report to allow stakeholder review. 
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Appendix D 

Example of Lay Observer Visit Report Outcome 
 
 
 
 
Lay Observers nearly always look at the PERs when visiting a custody suite. These 
documents always include vital information about any detainee in custody and it 
is therefore important to take time to scrutinise every PER very carefully. In 
recent months more reports have contained examples of incorrectly completed 
PERs. If not completed accurately by the police or prison prior to sending a 
detainee to court, there is the potential for custody staff to be unaware of 
important issues relating to the care of individuals. 
 
This month a Lay Observer was visiting a court as vans were bringing custodies 
from a local prison into a court. On entering, prior to bringing any of the 
detainees into the court one of the van crew alerted the SCO to a potential 
problem with one of the detainees. It appeared he had attempted suicide during 
the night prior to coming to court. The advice from the van crew was that the 
individual was extremely vulnerable. On looking at the PER there was no mention 
of such an incident, nor of the detainee being vulnerable. Another detainee from 
the same prison came with his medication but no mention about the medication 
in his PER. 
 
Fortunately the Lay Observer had planned to visit the prison during the same 
week. He made an appointment to see the prison governor, having first talked 
through the matter with the area co-ordinator. The prison governor was polite 
and pleased to have the information. He was very concerned to discover that 
some of his staff were not completing the PERs accurately or in the manner the 
governor had expected. Having the names and prison numbers of the relevant 
detainees helped in this matter. The governor not only agreed to take up the 
accuracy of PERs with his staff but asked to be informed personally of any other 
examples of inaccurate PERs from his prison. 
 
The good news is that in the weeks following that intervention no inaccurate 
PERs have been seen from that prison. 
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Appendix E 
 

Assessing cleanliness in custody suites 
 

Grade Descriptors 

Very clean Every area of the custody suite is spotless. The cells are 
not only free from litter but the floors have no ingrained 
dirt. The corridors and interview rooms are equally 
clean. There is no room for improvement in the level of 
cleanliness. 

Acceptably clean Cells, corridors and interview rooms are free from any 
rubbish. The whole are is clean. There are some minor 
signs of ingrained dirt that has built up over a long 
period. This, however, does not detract much from the 
general impression of cleanliness. 

Needs 
improvements 

Whilst all areas are generally clean, it is obvious that the 
custody suite is not completely clean. There are signs of 
dust and rubbish in some areas. This is often apparent in 
the corners of cells. Whilst the custody suite has been 
cleaned after a fashion, the cleaning has not been as 
thorough as it should be. Reading materials have 
obviously been left for a long period in some of the cells. 
Not only is the reading material old but it is fraying and 
untidy.  

Poor Even at first sight, cells and corridors are obviously not 
clean. For anyone entering it is obvious that the custody 
suite is not clean. The signs of this may include ingrained 
dirt on the floors causing some discolouration in the 
flooring. Around the edges of the cells and in corners it is 
possible to see deeply ingrained dirt. Cells have a feeling 
of being less than clean although many may have been 
superficially cleaned. The custody suite looks and feels 
uncared for. 

Very poor The custody suite is dirty both with signs of rubbish and 
also deeply ingrained dirt that has built up over a long 
period. Cells are unpleasant, possibly smelling but 
certainly grubby and with a feeling of dirtiness. There is 
no need to look in corners for rubbish because it is 
obvious to anyone entering the cells. Even the interview 
rooms may be less than clean. This is not suitable to 
house any human. 
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Appendix F 
Assessing levels of graffiti within court custody cells 

 

Grade Descriptors 
Outstanding Virtually no graffiti or none noticeable at all. The 

benches, walls and doors are all free or mostly free of 
any graffiti. There may be a small amount of graffiti but 
most of that does not have the appearance of being 
ingrained.  

Good There is a small amount of graffiti across areas including 
the bench(es), door and walls. The profile of the graffiti 
is considered to be minimal, and is not 
offensive/racist/homophobic in content. 

Limited 
improvements 
needed 
 
Level 1 

There is evidence of some graffiti but it is not prolific, of 
a high profile and considered to be only mildly offensive 
in nature. Some of the graffiti may have the appearance 
of being ingrained considered to be greater. The cell(s) 
would be much improved if all the cells were brought up 
to the standard of 'good' or 'outstanding' set out above. 
These cells should be attributed a level 1 rating 'Needs 
attention. 

Poor 
 
 
 
Level 2 

There is prolific evidence of graffiti across the cell(s), it is 
of high profile and some of it maybe ingrained, offensive 
or racist in nature, or may contain people's names. The 
benches may have graffiti ingrained on them and/or the 
backs of the doors may be daubed with graffiti which 
may be scratched into the paintwork. The walls and 
some of the ceilings may also be affected. These cells 
should be attributed a level 2 rating 'Needs immediate 
attention'. Cells rated level 2 should be brought to the 
immediate attention of HMCTS staff to take forward the 
action required to have the graffiti addressed and the 
cell brought up to the standards of 'good' or 
'outstanding' as set out above.  

Very poor 
 
 
Level 3 

These cells are considered to be of overall poor 
appearance due to prolific levels of graffiti throughout. 
Some or most of the graffiti is of a racist, homophobic, or 
otherwise offensive nature. The appearance of the cell(s) 
looks as if they have not been improved for some time. 
The prevalence of graffiti means it is virtually impossible 
for new graffiti to ever be detected or monitored. It is 
reaching the point where these cells are not fit for 
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purpose. These cells should be attributed a level 3 rating 
' Unfit for prisoners'. PECS Contractor and local HMCTS 
Managers should be immediately asked to formally 
review whether it is necessary to take this cell out of 
action, and should immediately commission the work 
required to bring the cells up to the standards of 'good' 
or 'outstanding' as set out above.  

 


