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1 INTRODUCTION 

Lay Observers play a crucial role by monitoring the treatment and conditions of 

detention of people held in court custody and those in vehicles while being 

brought to and from the court.1 

 

1.1 Lay Observers (LOs) are appointed by the Secretary of State for Justice under the 
Criminal Justice Act 1991 to inspect the conditions in which detained persons (DPs) are 
transported or held in pursuance of the arrangements and to make recommendations to 
the Secretary of State.2 They are independent, unremunerated, public appointees with 
statutory powers to go anywhere within the custody suite, talk with DPs and inspect 
documents. 

1.2 LOs monitor the Prisoner Escort and Custody Services (PECS) run by Her Majesty’s 
Prison and Probation Service (HMPPS) and court custody facilities run by Her Majesty’s 
Courts and Tribunal Service (HMCTS). 

1.3 PECS has overall responsibility for overseeing the transportation and holding of DPs with 
the two contractors GEOAmey and Serco providing the transport vehicles and the court 
custody officers. HMCTS manages and maintains the fabric and furniture of the court 
custody suites.  

1.4 LOs are a national organisation arranged into regional groups. The members of each 
region visit local courts, vehicle bases and prisons to monitor the conditions in which DPs 
are transported or held. Following each visit, a detailed report is submitted indicating the 
level of concern for each of the expected standards. Reports comment on how far DPs 
are treated with respect and decency and how successfully their welfare is managed. 

1.5 LOs are members of the National Preventive Mechanism (NPM) which is the United 
Kingdom structure for complying with its commitment to the United Nations Optional 
Protocol to the Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading 
Treatment or Punishment (OPCAT). This guarantees that LOs can function independently 
and impartially of government, government agencies, the ministry, all agencies and their 
staff providing contracted services, custody suite managers and contract delivery 
managers.  

1.6 The response to the outbreak of Covid-19 seriously impacted on LO activities. It was 
agreed, with the minister’s support, to cease physical visits to custody suites and vehicle 
bases on 20 March 2020. However, mindful of the LO statutory duty, a programme of 
distance monitoring was introduced on 27 March 2020. Once restrictions had been 
eased, LOs returned to actual visits for August and September but then further stringent 
restrictions were introduced, preventing further actual visits until April 2021.  

1.7 The National Council (NC) introduced a new approach agreeing that the focus of 
monitoring and reporting would be on how well the DPS are treated with respect, 
decency and how effectively their welfare is protected.  

1.8 The report summarises the main findings gathered from LOs’ in-person visits to court 
custody suites and the significant distance monitoring programme which we introduced 

 

1  United Nations Subcommittee on Prevention of Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or 
Punishment (OPCAT). Report on visit to United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland undertaken 
from 9 to 18 September 2019, Para 93. 

2  Section 81 (1) (b) of the Criminal Justice Act 1991. 
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when Covid-19 restrictions prevented such visits. It covers the period of 1st April 2020 to 
31st March 2021. Quotations from in-person reports are highlighted in pale orange and 
those from distance monitoring in pale blue. 

JOHN THORNHILL, NATIONAL CHAIR, LAY OBSERVERS – NOVEMBER 2021 

 

2 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

2.1 This report covers the period in which Covid-19 seriously affected every-day life. It 
recognises the dedication and commitment of all LOs who enhanced and maintained their 
reputation for being independent as well as showing consideration and compassion to 
DPs and staff during this difficult period. At all times the LOs were concerned about the 
welfare of DPs and staff in trying circumstances. Throughout this period LOs have 
remained in direct or indirect contact with custody suites.       

2.2 This report acknowledges the very difficult and unique circumstances in which escort and 
custody staff operated at during this trying time. We commend their dedication and 
commitment in managing and working in very complex conditions and we know that they 
appreciated our support and engagement at this time. 

2.3 Overall, reports were positive about the care offered by escort and custody officers whilst 
DPs were in their charge. This report recognises that many of the concerns raised were 
out of the individual control of officers and the contracted-out stakeholders.  

2.4 The evidence from reports indicated that the main area for concern was the welfare of 
DPs. The Person Escort Record (PER) is the central vehicle for communication between 
the various agencies tasked with their care. Both the distance monitoring and actual visits 
showed that there was no substantial improvement in this aspect of management of the 
welfare of DPs. At this difficult time this was and still remains a major concern. 

2.5 A consistent concern is the lack of appropriate support services in courts held on 
Saturdays and Bank Holidays. This was particularly acute during the early stages of 
Covid-19. In many courts access to Liaison and Diversion (L&D) and professional 
advisers was very limited. 

2.6 In August 2020, the new PECS contracts came into operation and the country was 
divided into two main regions – the North serviced by Geo-Amey and the South serviced 
by SERCO. 

3 THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON MONITORING 

3.1 Covid-19 had a significant impact on the activities of LOs, who, however, responded 
willingly to the many restrictions imposed from March 2020. As soon as the first national 
lockdown was imposed, the NC, with the support of the minister, for the health and safety 
of all concerned, decided to cease physical visits to court custody suites. 

3.2 However, it was accepted that there was a duty to remain in contact with court staff to 
establish how the various restrictions were impacting on the DPs. NC therefore 
introduced a programme of distance monitoring to establish how far DPs were still being 
treated with respect and decency and their welfare effectively protected, as well as to 
support escort and court staff.   

3.3 The tracker below compares the number of in-person visits reports with those submitted 
as a result of distance monitoring. It shows that on average 140 reports per month were 
written during a full year under normal conditions and the subsequent impact of Covid-19 
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to in-person visits to courts. When these ceased, a distance monitoring programme was 
introduced. In August 2020, it was decided to return to in-person visits, but with the 
imposition of further restrictions on movements, these were terminated and replaced by 
distance monitoring, which increased significantly in September, October and November 
2020. At the height of Covid-19 restrictions, LOs produced 128 reports in a single month 
(November 2020). The NC was disappointed that we were not able to speak directly with 
DPs during the distance monitoring programme as this is a vital aspect of our role. Except 
for August and September 2020 this was not possible until the restrictions were lifted in 
May 2021. The tracker also shows that, when it was possible, there was a staggered but 
rapid rise of in-person visit reports.   

               
 

4 MONITORING PHASES  

4.1 When it was reluctantly decided to cease all direct monitoring of court custody suites and 
transport for the time being, we recognised the need to maintain some form of monitoring 
in compliance with our statutory duty and therefore initiated a programme of distance 
monitoring.  

4.2 In the first instance a team of 10 LOs engaged in conversations with a number of court 
custody managers and vehicle base staff to discuss how they were managing in this 
difficult and ever-changing situation. This involved asking a series of questions focussing 
on the issues facing staff in managing the DPs. This monitoring focussed on three main 
areas: 

• management of DPs having or suspected of having Covid-19; 

• management of hygiene and health precautions facilities in the custody suite; 

• management of the transportation of DPs. 

 

4.3 Excel Spreadsheets were used to record, collate and analyse the data gathered. The 
reports produced were presented on a very regular basis to PECs and HMCTS and we 
held distance meetings to discuss the findings. 

4.4 The team of LOs conducting remote monitoring was increased. In this phase we 
extended the focus of our scrutiny to establish how far the DPs were being treated with 
respect and decency and how well their welfare was effectively protected. We 
appreciated that we were not able to engage directly with DPs. The remote monitoring 
raised a number of issues and we were able to report these back to both PECS and 
HMCTS in regular remote meetings. We noted the positive responses and the continued 
improvement in a number of areas of concern. 
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4.5 However, as soon as it was possible, we returned to direct visits in late July, August and 
September. This development was brief, as the new lockdown procedures introduced in 
October resulted in a further suspension of in-person visits.  

4.6 Until we were able to consider resuming in-person visits in March 2021, we continued to 
keep in distance contact with court custody staff to monitor as far as we could the 
treatment of DPs.  

4.7 In previous reports we proposed the introduction of a national Board with overarching 
responsibility for ensuring improved co-operation and communication in respect of PERs, 
as well as consistency of approach across all stakeholders. This Partnership Board was 
introduced in 2020 with LOs as a constituent member represented by the Chair, with 
quarterly meetings at which we were able to articulate our findings and concerns.  

4.8 As a result of our regular meetings with PECS and HMCTS, we were aware of the 
considerable amount of planning and development that both undertook to ensure the 
health, safety and well-being, not only of the DPs but also of all staff on transports and in 
custody suites. The Partnership Board meetings also showed that other agencies 
involved in the system were vigorous in seeking positive outcomes and finding solutions 
to difficulties as they arose.  

4.9 In the early stages, whilst clear procedures had been defined, there appeared to be 
considerable inconsistencies in the delivery of the safeguarding procedures which 
impacted on social distancing principles. 

5 AREAS OF SCRUTINY 

SOCIAL DISTANCING 

5.1 When this precaution was introduced, we appreciated that the nature of custody suites 
made social distancing difficult to achieve and we became concerned that DPs and 
custody staff were being put at risk.  

5.2 Our early reports suggested that at least 50% of custody officers could not practice 
social distancing because many custody suites with offices and ‘mess’ areas were not big 
enough. We expressed our concern that when the number of trials, particularly for ‘off 
bailers’ increased, many of the smaller Magistrates’ court rooms would struggle to 
achieve the required social distancing. It was noted that with the closure of some Crown 
Courts, the Magistrates’ courts had more staff in more confined spaces. However, reports 
often indicated that every effort was made to respect the Health and Safety Regulations 
and that some custody managers acted effectively to protect DPs and their staff. 

5.3 We were aware that at times, custody officers had to be in close contact with DPs but we 
examined whether appropriate precautions were undertaken and if there was any 
relevant testing for Covid-19. We also raised questions about the use of masks at all 
times and the appropriateness of personal protective equipment (PPE). We were pleased 
to be assured that appropriate use of PPE was advised and records of its use would be 
kept.  

5.4 Over the year we were encouraged by the action of custody suite staff in re-arranging the 
facilities in the suite to ensure their protection and that of the DPs, as well as wide use of 
sanitisers and other forms of protection. 

Wigan Magistrates’ court 

Maintaining distance as much as possible, handcuffing via risk assessment.  



 

Lay Observers Annual Report 2020 – 2021 Page 7 of 15 

Manchester Crown Court 

Trying to maintain distance as much as possible, handcuffing via risk assessment but 
very difficult in confined space with large numbers of DPs. 

Peterborough Magistrates’ court 

All staff rooms have notices indicating the maximum number of persons to be in the room 
at any one time. 

5.5 When restrictions relaxed, LOs were very positive in response to the request to return to 
visits. We consulted with LOs to obtain local intelligence about the conditions and 
geography of individual custody suites, taking account of familiarity with the custody suite 
and the ability to social distance, interview DPs and enter and move around safely. We 
asked each area to provide a risk assessment based on their personal experience of the 
courts. After conducting trial visits, we provided a rota for August and September 2020. 
LOs were asked to focus on the challenges facing staff in managing the DPs on difficult 
circumstances.  

5.6 The report from Liverpool shows a very positive approach whilst the one from Exeter 
indicates how staff adjusted to the confined conditions to ensure the safety of DPs and 
themselves. 

Liverpool Crown Court 

This was my first visit to Liverpool following the suspension of LO visits due to Covid‐19, 
my first impression was that staff have adapted well to the changes and are working 
pretty much as normal albeit within the constraints of increased social distancing, 
enhanced cleaning and heightened awareness. DP numbers have remained consistently 
high during the pandemic and constrained only by the absence of cell sharing. 
Challenges ‐ though very busy during the visit the Custody Staff had sufficient personnel 
to fully operate the suite and provide care and safety from DPs. They are a very 
considerate and well-motivated team who gave the LO a generous welcome on return to 
visits. The only challenges raised were on the new cells and the potential for being 
overmatched in future when the video conferencing between police stations and court 
may cease. 

Exeter Crown Court 

It is not possible to maintain a 2-metre social distance within the Custody Suite and 
the staff operate with little obvious change from pre‐Covid processes. No PPE is being 
worn unless there is information to suggest a potential Covid-19 case. Gloves are worn to 
clean surfaces and touch points and when required in normal activity. No masks are 
worn, the custody staff treating their team as 'a bubble'. It was possible to maintain a 
one metre+ social distance from DPs when conducting interviews and the LO did not 
consider it necessary to wear a mask, though one was carried throughout and gloves 
were available. 
 

PPE  

5.7 We were pleased to note that overall, there appeared to be adequate supplies of PPE 
and hand sanitisers; though some were beginning to run out: for example, at Mold 
Courthouse gloves became scarce. A similar concern was raised at one of the larger 
Magistrates’ courts – Coventry - about the use of masks and supplies of gloves. It was 
recognised that full guidance in the use of PPE was provided to staff and appreciated that 
Public Health England guidelines did not require custody staff to always use full PPE. 
However, we were concerned that custody staff were not always warned of possible 
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cases to adequately prepare themselves for the reception of DPs from police stations for 
whom they might need to use PPE. 

CLEANING 

5.8 Over time there were real improvements in cleaning in many courts, with greater care 
being shown. However, the nature and intensity of cleaning still seemed to vary 
considerably and it did not always depend on whether a DP had or was suspected of 
having Covid-19. This was particularly prevalent in major courts, with large numbers of 
DPs, especially over the Bank Holiday weekend. In other cases, such as Oxford 
Magistrates’ court, it was reported that cleaning continued to be spasmodic. In one 
instance, reported in May 2020, a solicitor visiting Sheffield Crown Court declined to use 
the interview room due to it not being cleaned. 

5.9 The nature and intensity of cleaning varied considerably and did not always seem to 
depend on whether a DP had or was suspected having of Covid-19. 

5.10 The positive reports below indicate how well cleaning had been adapted to the needs of 
DPs. 

Manchester Crown Court 

Everybody more conscious of requirement to keep clean. Key cleaning is done when 
keys are handed over and contract cleaning is being maintained. 

Snaresbrook Crown Court  

In addition to the previous daily 'end of day' cleaning regime I was advised that the 
custody suite is sanitised each morning. I was advised that this additional procedure 
has been in place since the custody suite was reopened. The DCCM [Deputy Court 
Custody Manager] said that he was satisfied with the improved cleaning arrangements. 

Cardiff Magistrates’ court 

Each DP was allocated a separate legal visits room and this was recorded on the 
DRACT [Designated Ready and Available for Court Time] board. This appeared to be an 
example of good practice. The rooms currently being used were of the 'non closed visit' 
type but if necessary there is a 'closed visit' area. I was advised that if the number of DPs 
exceeds the number of legal visit rooms then the legal visit rooms are sanitised before 
different occupants used them. 

Exeter Magistrates’ court 

Cleaning has continued to be to a good standard, the male cell corridor was shined to a 
good standard. The kitchen was clean and dry. The CCM [Court Custody Manager] 
explained that additional cleaning had been offered as wipe downs during the day of 
touch points. He considered that this was unworkable while DPs were present and the 
custody staff undertake the additional wiping down of touch points.  

5.11 We commend custody staff in many courts for making positive efforts to maintain good 
standards of hygiene and cleanliness and also the escort teams for maintain appropriate 
cleaning in vehicle 

ACCESS TO SUPPORT  

5.12 We were particularly interested in how far access to justice and support services were 
being provided to DPs and raised a number of concerns about this aspect of welfare and 
decency.  
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5.13 One major area of concern was whether DPs had access to legal representatives. We 
noted that most courts made every effort to ensure this was assured, with positive actions 
such as the use of landline and mobile phones and greater safety in interview rooms with 
installation of glass screens. Whilst one solution was to use mobile phones, it was noted 
that the difficulties of Wi-Fi access in some custody suites adversely impacted on this 
approach. 

5.14 Although in the early stages of the pandemic the access to L&D services was extremely 
limited, we noted improvements over time with a range of services being provided. 
However, it remains a serious concern that for Saturday courts there is limited or no 
access to L&D or other support services. As a result, DPs, who may have been arrested 
for minor offences, may be remanded in custody over the weekend, as the courts are not 
provided with the necessary information to make decisions. 

5.15 Access for DPs to support services such as legal representation, L&D schemes and 
probation services was variable in the early stages of the pandemic as indicated in the 
report from Stockport Magistrates’ court. However, as time progressed, it was clear that 
positive efforts were taken to ensure DPs did have access to these services.  

Stockport Magistrates’ court 

CCM explained that none of the four DPs had seen their legal reps, time was coming up 
to the "two hour" requirement and there was wider concern that this happens often too 
often and is not just an isolated incident.  

Medway Magistrates’ court 

Arrangements being made for a dedicated phone line in custody suite for legal 
consultations. CCM described a recent case where solicitor saw client in court room 
before judge's arrival.  

Bodmin Magistrates’ court 

Phone calls every day and detailed a conversation about each DP is had. 
  
Newton Magistrates’ court 
 
As normal. There is an enclosed interview room with a glass screen so solicitors do 
not come into direct contact with their client. 

Blackpool Magistrates’ court 

Social distancing is achieved by using two interview rooms opposite each other, with 
DPs and solicitor talking across open doors.  

Portsmouth Magistrates’ court 

Phoning first before making a visit. Trying to assess all DPs whilst in police custody.  

Reading Crown Court 

HMCTS checked area of court as they wanted to restart hearings. Legal visits were to 
take place in a room within the custody suite previously used for CYPs [children and 
young people], which had a glass screen.  

5.16 Some reports expressed concern that the normal L&D and probation services were not 
always available for the often large number of DPs brought by police to court. This was 
especially the case for weekends and Bank Holiday mornings. In the early stages of 
Covid-19 restrictions, there was no L&D at Basingstoke, North Shields or Southampton 
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Magistrates’ courts. In other courts, such as Wirral Magistrates’ court, Wigan Magistrates’ 
court and Sheffield Crown Court, solutions were found.  

Southampton Crown Court  

L&D refusing to enter custody suite. On Monday there were three suicidal DPs. The L&D 
practitioner phoned on a number of occasions but refused to assist even when one DP 
started self-harming.  

Wirral Magistrates’ court  

No L&D. A March email from L&D explained no services available due to additional 
support to NHS, however mental health support would be done through Police Custody 
Suites.  

Sheffield Crown Court 

L&D team ring custody in the morning to see if there are any concerns. However, they are 
not visiting at all. This week, fortunately, they have not been needed. 

Wigan Magistrates’ court 

Normal service and good relationship with L&D Team.  

TREATMENT OF DETAINEES 

5.17 However, whilst there were positives from the visits in regard to response to the Covid-19 
issues in many courts and the staff were generally very considerate in their treatment of 
the DPs.  

Winchester Crown Court 

The other DP present today was a CYP from Rainsbrook secure unit. He had been 
brought to the court in a Pro‐cab vehicle. As usual no PER had been produced by staff 
in the secure unit, although they had provided a very detailed risk assessment to the 
staff collecting the youngster. The same staff had been bringing this youngster 
throughout his trial, now into its third week. They know this youngster well and have 
obviously developed a good rapport with him. One of our previous concerns was the 
regular use of handcuffing. We appreciated the further guidance on handcuffing provided 
during the pandemic and PERs and the implementation in August 2020 of the new 
contract addressed this concern. 

Winchester Crown Court  

Handcuffing is risk assessed. Today no DP was being handcuffed and all responded 
well. The staff told me that since March it has been necessary to handcuff just one violent 
DP. Other DPs have responded very positively to the changed emphasis. This has also 
improved the relationships between DPs and staff. 

5.18 The management of DPs varied across the courts, with some being transported without 
being tested and relevant information being provided to courts. The report from Kingston 
Crown Court indicates a caring and responsive custody team which in the difficult 
circumstances continued to treat the detainees with respect and decency.  

Kingston Crown Court 

Fire extinguishers, first aid box and sharps box checked and in order. First night leaflets 
and travel warrants available and issued as required. This is a well-run custody suite by 
the staff who are always helpful and pleasant. The staff all seem to have a very good 
rapport with the DP’s who always speak very highly of them. Suite is acceptably clean. 
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Plenty of in date ambient meals and beverages available to suit all tastes, including 
vegetarian and Halal, there are two meals that can be given to vegans they are pilau rice 
and a vegetarian breakfast. Reading material is usually the Metro free newspaper or old 
magazines lent by the staff. Often remands from prison bring their own books with 
them. Social distancing is quite good in this suite due to its size. 

5.19 At some custody suites disembarking was done one by one whilst at others all DPs were 
disembarked at the same time with and without handcuffs. Of 38 courts monitored in April 
2020, for example, there were 14 instances where staff reported that they did not have 
sufficient information from PERs to risk-assess whether the DP needed to be 
handcuffed. 

Portsmouth Magistrates’ court 

A 5th DP in police station possible Covid-19. Police wanted to send this DP on the 
vehicle with other four DPs but he admitted his wife has Covid-19 and he has been self-
isolating. Vehicle crew refused to take him unless the nurse would sign a declaration that 
he did not have Covid-19. She refused to sign anything. It was passed over to OCD who 
have decided he could not come to court. CCM has been contacted three times by 
different police sergeants all demanding the court take him. 
 

5.20 There was also positive treatment of children and young people (CYPs). 

Wigan Magistrates’ court 

Wigan MC runs dedicated CYP court on Thursdays. YOT services run well and have 
additional support from courts which are closed such as Burnley and Bolton. 

Medway Magistrates’ court 

CCM knew of a case the previous Thursday. A CYP from Feltham arrived at 9.20 and the 
YOT worker arrived 10 mins later. Prisoner was given a non-custodial sentence and YOT 
worker took him home. 

5.21 Although there have been improvements, there are still some examples of detainees 
having to wait long times before being transported 

Winchester Crown Court 

The CCM had been attempting to ensure this DP returned to HMP Winchester (a journey 
of less than 1km) as quickly as possible. He had been told that no vehicles were available 
to take him and the DP might therefore remain in the court for several hours. Lack of 
transport appears to be a growing concern for court custody staff trying to arrange for 
DPs to be returned to prison. 

Kingston Crown Court 

Some DP’s do have to wait more than two hours in their cells after appearing because of 
transport requirements, also prisoners on separate trials but all going to the same prison 
have to wait until the last one is finished this can result in some DP’s waiting several 
hours after they have been seen. This matter is beyond the control of the court custody 
staff.  

5.22  Although there was a significant and effective drive to increase the number of Video 
Remand Hearings, in the first instance the vast majority of those being brought to court 
came from police stations. There were some very good practices, as evidenced by 
Middlesbrough police, who informed the courts in advance about DPs and the health 
status of the DPs whom they were sending. This was by no means replicated across the 
country. Our reports still indicated that DPs were being delivered to court / prison, some 
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of whom were suspected of having Covid-19, without prior warning to the court / prison 
and with limited details in the PERs. This was despite the agreed practice that a 
telephone warning in advance should have been provided to the court or prison to 
allow them to adequately prepare, if DPs were suspected of having Covid-19 and were 
being dealt at the police station and then sent to court.  

5.23 We noted that whilst Video Remand Hearings increased significantly, there were a high 
number of DPs still being brought to court in some areas. The reasons why the police 
were still sending DPs to court was not always consistent. We were advised that some 
police stations with video technology sent their difficult/aggressive DPs to court; others 
sent vulnerable DPs and CYP.  

5.24 As we had regular contact at that time with PECS and HMCTS, we were assured that 
DPs being brought to courts from prisons or police stations would have been assessed as 
fit and well to travel with a screening process to identify suspected cases of Covid-19. 
However, reports indicated that, at the height of the pandemic, DPs were being brought 
to courts, particularly from police stations and sometimes prisons, when there was 
uncertainty about whether they had been tested or not. The increased use of virtual 
remand hearings reduced this risk.  

 

6 PERSON ESCORT RECORDS (PERS) 

6.1 The purpose of the PER document is to ensure that all staff transporting and receiving 
DPs are provided with all necessary information about them, including any risks or 
vulnerabilities that may be present or relevant for each DP.  

6.2 LOs have always had concerns about the poor quality of many PERs, which hamper the 
escort and custody officers in the making of precise risk assessments for the health, 
security and welfare for each DP and may adversely affect the administration of the 
healthcare needs of those in their care during transportation and in court custody. This 
was a particularly acute matter during the pandemic. The failure to include vital health 
information such as outcomes of Covid-19 tests placed other DPs and staff at serious risk 
of harm. 

6.3 However, the pie charts below, based on focussed distance monitoring between April 

2020 - May 2021 suggest:  

 1) the majority of PERs from prisons and police were judged to hold sufficient information 

to properly risk-assess the DP; 

 2) the majority of responses judged PERs had improved in recent months. 

 



 

Lay Observers Annual Report 2020 – 2021 Page 13 of 15 

 

6.4 Nevertheless, reports still indicated inconsistencies in the transfer of information across 

the stakeholders - originator to court/prison, court to prison, prison to court. 

Medway Magistrates’ court  

No noticeable improvement in the PERS seen.  

Swindon Crown Court 

PERs have improved possibly due to the new PER requiring more time and thought to 
complete so more accurate. 

Winchester Crown Court 

Overall assessment of PERs. The information from the prisons was insufficient for 
staff here to make objective risks assessments. This has become more important 
when making assessments for handcuffing. Fortunately, both these DPs were well known 
to staff who used their experience and prior knowledge to assess each DP. This is, 
however, not satisfactory. 

Liverpool Crown Court 

Of the ten PERS I examined seven had inaccuracies, almost all of these involved the 
failure to check the box (yes/no) confirming whether or not the DP requires medication. 
This issue is a common failing across the region and remains a concern that could be 
easily rectified. 

Luton Crown Court 

The PERs all from HMP Bedford all correctly completed including Prescribed 
Medication for one DP indicating Inhaler with the DP. Staff will maintain using these as a 
guide but they have concerns with the quality of Risks information indicated on PERs. If a 
DP attends on each day of the week, experience has shown a variation in risk indication 
for the DP during the week. Staff are aware of the potential for a more risk assessed 
approach in the new contract but are concerned with the application for the above 
reasons.  

Willesden Magistrates’ court 

The completion of the PERs was inconsistent. Not all of the PERs had the 'religion' 
sec on completed, nor a contact number for medical queries. The risks were not dated 
in all cases but the 'prescribed medication section was completed in all four PERs. 

Do PERs from police/prisons 
provide sufficient information 
to risk assess each detainee?

Yes No

Have the PERs improved in 
recent months?

Yes No
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6.5 However, whilst there were positives from the visits in regard to the response to the 

Covid-19 issues in many courts and the staff were generally very considerate in their 

treatment of the DPs, the issue of communicating information was still a major problem. 

 

7 CONCLUSION 

INCONSISTENCIES IN DELIVERY 

7.1 Previous reports have referred to the inconsistencies in service delivery. A range of 
agencies and groups, including contractors, have overall responsibility for the treatment 
of DPs during transportation and whilst held in custody and this approach militates 
against smooth and consistent service delivery. Based on in-person visits and reports 
from distance monitoring, LOs have evidence of many examples of good practice but as 
a national service they report on the inconsistencies in operation and differences in 
approach. We recognise that there have been improvements but the monitoring during 
the Covid-19 pandemic highlighted that there is still a clear feeling that there is a lack of 
‘joined-up thinking.’  

7.2 One of the major areas of inconsistency is the quality of the information provided across 
the agencies, particularly in relation to PERs. The examples from both Crown and 
Magistrates’ courts in Section 6 – Person Escort Records clearly evidence our concern. 
There still appears to be an absence of acceptable interface between the computer 
systems used by the three main groups – police, prison and courts. As a result, risk 
factors and markers are not consistently covered in PERs which places DPs and anyone 
who comes into contact with them at risk.  

7.3 The implementation of the HMPPS’s Generation 4 escort and custody contract and the 
introduction of a Partnership Board, of which the LO is a constituent member, does not go 
far enough. The introductory paragraph 2.3 above states that many of the issues flagged 
by LOs are outside of the control of PECS and HMCTS. Far too often LOs in 
discussion with custody staff report that’s DPs come to court from both prisons and police 
stations without sufficient detail to allow them to make effective risk assessment on the 
management of individual detainees. There is still no national overall responsibility for 
quality assuring the completion of PERs across the range of agencies. 

7.4 As an organisation, LOs now have regular and positive meetings with PECS and HMCTS 
at a national level and we appreciate that PECS provided feedback on any Level 3 
issues, which is then communicated to the relevant LOs. 

HUMAN RIGHTS ISSUES 

7.5 As reported previously, we still have serious concerns about the lack of appropriate 
support services in courts held on Saturdays and Bank Holidays. Such courts are often 
very busy as a result of arrests over-night and over the Bank Holiday weekends. All 
detainees should have access to L&D and probation teams before they attend court and 
certainly before sentence on serious matters. If this service is not available in these 
courts it means the judiciary may not have adequate information on which to make a 
judgement about the DP – as would be the case for weekday courts. So often, requests 
are made for remands in custody over the weekend or Bank Holiday to obtain that 
necessary information before decisions on bail or sentence are made. This generally 
means that a defendant may be remanded in custody whereas during the week, when 
support services are made available, many would be released on bail or sentenced. LOs 
believe this risks contravening the human rights of those who have yet to be convicted 
and may have not been charged with a serious offence. 
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7.6 In last year’s report we commented adversely on the timescales for releasing DPs who 
are freed by courts having been brought from prison. During this year there was evidence 
that improvements had been made but there were still some concerns that some DPs 
were being detained longer that they should be in cells waiting for transport to take them 
back to their establishments.  

 


