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OUR VISION
Ensure every person held in police custody in Scotland is 
treated fairly, with dignity, and free from ill-treatment.

OUR MISSION
Promote and support our independent custody visitors in 
providing public reassurance on whether police custody 
in Scotland is meeting the highest international standards, 
is safe, and complies with all relevant Human Rights 
obligations.
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FOREWORD

I am pleased to present the 2025-26 Annual report for Independent Custody Visiting 
Scotland (ICVS). 

The report reflects the continued commitment for our Independent Custody Visitors 
(ICVs), whose dedication and professionalism provides vital independent oversight of 
police custody across Scotland. Through unannounced visits to custody centres, ICVs 
help ensure that individuals detained in police custody are treated with dignity, 
fairness and respect, and that their rights and welfare are upheld. 

Custody visiting provides an essential role in strengthening public confidence and 
accountability within the custody environment. The work of ICVs helps to contribute 
to the ongoing improvement of custody services through constructive feedback, 
observations and engagement with custody officers and staff.  

Throughout 2025-26, ICVs continued to highlight examples of professionalism and 
compassionate care shown by custody staff in often demanding circumstances. 
Across many custody centres, staff have continued to deliver safe and respectful 
care despite increasing pressures on resources, staffing and facilities. 

ICVs have reported the impact that wider operational demands, ageing estate and 
the closure or reduced use of some custody centres can have on both staff and 
detainees, increased workloads and pressure on capacity within remaining sites.

The scheme continues to identify areas where further investment are needed, 
particularly in supporting vulnerable individuals, improving custody environments 
and equipping staff and officers with the right tools to ensure consistent standards 
across the custody estate. 

The Authority (SPA) remains committed to supporting and developing the 
Independent Custody Visiting Scheme in Scotland and I would like to extend my 
sincere thanks to every custody visitor, as well as the ICVS team and partner 
organisations, for their ongoing dedication and support.

Alasdair Hay CBE QFSM
Chair, Scottish Police Authority
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INTRODUCTION

The Scottish Police Authority

The Authority consists of a Board of up to 15 members, including a Chair and Vice Chair. 
Members are selected through an impartial public appointments process and appointed by 
Scottish Ministers. 

The Authority provides oversight to ensure that major decisions about the policing of Scotland 
are made transparently and appropriately, through its Board and Committee meetings.

ICVS presents its findings to the, Authority's Policing Performance Committee (PPC) which 
provides oversight of continuous improvement in policing through reviewing policing 
performance against agreed strategies, plans and statutory requirements. ICVS provides 
updates to the PPC twice per year. Further details on the committee and ICVS performance 
review can be found here.

What is Police Custody?

Police custody involves detaining an individual in a secure location, typically a police station, 
under direct supervision. Depriving someone of their liberty is a significant responsibility that 
balances law enforcement requirements with the protection of society and the individual. 

Operational decisions to detain are frequently influenced by complex factors beyond the 
alleged offence, such as acute mental ill-health, intoxication, or substance misuse. 
Consequently, the care, welfare, and safety of detainees are paramount operational priorities 
for Police Scotland.

Custody environments can intensify pre-existing conditions and acute vulnerabilities; staff 
must identify and manage diverse needs, including physical and mental health issues, 
substance withdrawal, learning disabilities, and gender-specific requirements. To mitigate 
these risks, Police Scotland is legally and ethically bound to uphold everyone's human and 
legal rights, ensuring safety and accommodating specific vulnerabilities throughout detention.

To manage operational demand, Police Scotland operates a tiered estate across two 
categories of custody centres:

• Primary Custody Centres: Operational on a full-time, 24/7 basis;
• Ancillary Custody Centres: Opened flexibly to meet demand surges or specific geographic 

needs.

During the reporting period, 58 custody centres ( 22 centres are Primary and 36 are classed 
as Ancillary) were operational across Scotland. Structurally, these facilities are organised into 
12 geographical clusters, each managed by a 'Cluster Inspector’. 

To ensure robust governance, these clusters are overseen by Chief Inspectors, who report 
directly to divisional Superintendents.

https://www.spa.police.uk/what-we-do/governance-meetings/policing-performance-committee/
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How does an individual find themselves in custody?

Police officers exercise statutory powers of arrest based on reasonable suspicion of criminal 
activity, at which point the individual must provide their name, date of birth, address, and 
nationality. After being informed of the grounds for their arrest, the individual is escorted to a 
police custody centre; while the nearest facility is typically utilised, operational redirections 
occur if that centre is unavailable, facing processing delays, or if an alternative facility is better 
equipped to meet the individual's specific needs. 

Upon arrival, a custody officer briefs the individual on their legal rights and conducts a 
mandatory, vulnerability-based assessment to identify immediate risks and determine fitness 
for detention. This intake process is critical, as police custody is an inherently high-risk 
environment that frequently serves as an intervention point for individuals presenting 
complex needs compounded by wider societal issues. 

For individuals detained under suspicion but not yet charged, Police Scotland can legally hold 
them for up to 12 hours before they must be formally charged or released, though this may 
be extended to a maximum of 24 hours in exceptional, necessary circumstances with senior 
officer authorisation; alternatively, individuals may be released while investigations continue. 

Finally, Police Scotland’s duty of care extends to the transition back into the community, 
requiring that every individual undergo a mandatory pre-release risk assessment prior to 
liberation or court transfer to ensure they are fit to look after themselves and that any 
identified threats or vulnerabilities are actively managed.

All officers and staff within custody, irrespective of rank, are responsible for the care and 
welfare of people in custody. There are various roles that allow for the efficient and effective 
delivery of custody in Scotland:

The role of Cluster Inspector is central to the delivery of efficient and effective custody 
management, balancing a range of operational priorities. Cluster Inspectors may oversee 
multiple custody centres in their area.
 
The Custody Sergeant is responsible for local criminal justice decision making and the day-
to-day running of the custody centre. Custody Sergeants also provide information and 
guidance to staff. They are there to ensure the safety and welfare of staff, officers and 
persons in custody and to ensure that custody supervisors are sufficiently trained and 
supervised whilst undertaking their responsibilities. 

A Custody Review Inspector (CRI) is on duty 24/7 and provides advice, guidance and support 
to Custody Supervisors nationally. 

Criminal Justice Team Leaders lead a multi-disciplinary team within Criminal Justice 
Services Division to ensure the efficient and effective operation of the function. Similar to a 
Custody Sergeant, the Team Leader has responsibility for decisions relating to the care and 
welfare of persons in custody. This is a critical role and allows Custody Sergeants to focus on 
criminal justice decision-making whilst ensuring that the welfare of persons in custody 
remains a priority. 

Criminal Justice Police Custody and Security Officers (CJ PCSOs) are police staff who work 
within custody, managing and maintaining the safe custody, care and welfare of persons in 
custody.
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What is the Independent Custody Visiting Scheme?

Chapter 16 of the Police and Fire Reform (Scotland) Act 2012, sets out the Authority’s 
responsibility for making arrangements in order that ICVs may: 

• Visit persons in custody. 
• Access information relevant to the treatment of persons in custody and 

conditions in which they are detained. 
• Monitor the treatment of persons in custody and the conditions in which they are 

detained. The Act also states that the Authority’s arrangements must: 
• Provide appointment arrangements for suitable persons to become a visitor. 
• Authorise ICVs to do anything which the Authority consider necessary to enable 

them to visit and monitor treatment of persons in custody and the conditions in 
which they are held. 

• Provide for reporting on each visit. 
• Be kept under review and revised as the Authority sees fit. 
• Prepare and publish such reports on independent custody visiting as the Scottish 

Ministers may reasonably require. 

ICVS has an essential role to ensure that the dignity and human rights of any individual in 
custody are respected and upheld. Through the ICVs’ observations and reports, the scheme 
provides the Authority with assurance and identifies areas where improvement could be 
considered, thus supporting the Authority to maintain and improve policing in Scotland. 

ICVS is led by a National Manager and three Regional Coordinators, covering the East, North 
and West of Scotland. ICVS provides the information and observations that allow the 
Authority to draw together thematic areas and identify trends emerging from visits to help 
support Police Scotland to continuously improve. 

ICVs are community volunteers who conduct unannounced, paired visits to police custody 
centres to monitor facilities, observe operations, and audit custody records. Their primary 
mandate is to ensure the dignity, health, and wellbeing of detainees are protected, assessing 
overall holding conditions while directly interviewing individuals in custody. 

Trained to identify specific welfare needs and verify that appropriate care is being delivered, 
ICVs compile detailed reports for Regional Coordinators to drive systemic recommendations 
that improve conditions for both detainees and custody staff. 

For immediate operational concerns, ICVs escalate issues directly to the on-duty Custody 
Sergeant during the visit, serving as a vital mechanism for transparency and maintaining 
public confidence in the policing infrastructure.
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In addition to standard custody centres, ICVS also monitors: 

Legalised Police Cells, these are police cells that have been ‘legalised’ and as such are used to 
hold individuals awaiting trial locally, or who have been returned from prison for sentencing, or 
following conviction, pending transfer to prison. There are four designated police stations which 
may be used as legalised cells. These are Lerwick, Kirkwall, Stornoway and Hawick. 

When this takes place, the cells used to house custodies are known as 'Legalised Police Cells' 
(LPCs) in terms of the Prisons Act 1989 and different legal rules apply to the provision of certain 
elements of custody care. The applicable rules are the Prison & Young Offender Institution 
(Scotland) Rules 2011 as amended.

Terrorism Act (TACT) and National Security Act (NSA) is used for those who have been 
arrested on suspicion of being persons who are, or have been, concerned in the commission, 
preparation or instigation of acts of terrorism, or who have been arrested for statutory offences 
as detailed in the Terrorism Act (for example fundraising or directing terrorism). This centre is 
visited by specially trained ICVs. 

As a TACT Network member, the Independent Custody Visiting Scheme (ICVS) regularly reviews 
operational updates alongside the Independent Reviewer of Terrorism Legislation (IRTL) and 
regarding the National Security Act; during this reporting period, two TACT activations resulted 
in five visits with no issues recorded. 

Similarly, while monitoring Border Force facilities is not a statutory requirement, the ICVS 
conducts preventive visits in line with UK-wide practices to ensure transparency and public 
confidence, though no activations occurred this reporting year.

Escalation process for ICVs raising concerns

To address issues identified during inspections, the ICVS utilises a structured, three-tier 
escalation process which involves:
 
• Level 1 includes raising immediate matters directly with on-duty custody staff, with 

unresolved routine issues followed up through custody record audits or the regional Cluster 
Inspector; 

• Level 2 escalates serious concerns to Regional Coordinators and the National Manager, who 
engage Police Scotland management and utilise a High-Level Tracker between the Criminal 
Justice Services Division (CJSD) and the Authority; and

• Level 3 routes unresolved or systemic matters directly through the Policing Performance 
Committee or Authority Board. 

This accountability framework is reinforced by quarterly cluster meetings chaired by Regional 
Coordinators, where ICVs and regional Cluster Inspectors collaborate to review observations, 
deliver updates, and resolve outstanding issues.

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ssi/2011/331/contents/made
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ssi/2011/331/contents/made
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Frameworks and Partner Organisations

Under Chapter 16 of the Police and Fire Reform (Scotland) Act 2012, the Independent Custody 
Visiting Scheme is legally mandated to provide independent oversight of Police Scotland's 
custody operations. This statutory framework ensures that all detained individuals are treated 
fairly and in strict accordance with the United Nations Optional Protocol to the Convention 
against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (OPCAT). 

Recognising that individuals in detention occupy an inherently vulnerable position, OPCAT 
requires nation-states to establish an independent oversight body, a requirement fulfilled 
through the United Kingdom's National Preventive Mechanism (NPM) framework to prevent ill-
treatment within all custody environments.

To satisfy these international obligations and maintain statutory compliance, Police Scotland 
relies on its organisational Code of Ethics. This binding framework governs the conduct of every 
police officer and staff member, ensuring that the fundamental rights of detainees are actively 
upheld to the highest professional standard. 

Applied universally across all policing duties—including the care of individuals in custody—the 
code is built upon four foundational pillars: integrity, fairness, respect, and human rights. In direct 
alignment with the objectives of OPCAT, the Code of Ethics establishes explicit operational 
standards that dictate individual accountability. 

Personnel are required to show absolute respect for the diverse beliefs, values, cultures, and 
specific needs of all individuals, recognising that maintaining human dignity is essential to 
preserving public consent for policing. The code mandates that all detained people are treated 
in a humane and dignified manner, placing the direct responsibility for their welfare on the 
personnel trusted with their care. 

Furthermore, it enforces a strict zero-tolerance policy regarding misconduct, explicitly stating 
that personnel must not encourage, instigate, or tolerate any act of torture, inhuman, or 
degrading treatment under any circumstance, nor stand by and allow others to do so. Finally, 
the code reinforces the constitutional right to liberty and security, stipulating that no individual 
shall be deprived of their liberty except in strict accordance with established law.

National Preventive Mechanism (NPM)

Established in March 2009 following the UK’s 2003 ratification of the United Nations Optional 
Protocol to the Convention against Torture (OPCAT), the National Preventive Mechanism (NPM) 
comprises 21 statutory bodies independently monitoring places of detention across the United 
Kingdom. 

To address the distinct legal and operational landscape north of the border, the NPM Scottish 
Subgroup was formed on 6 October 2014. This body represents Scottish members within the 
wider UK framework, operating under a structured mandate to coordinate preventive activities 
and enhance detention oversight across Scotland. More details can be found here.

Coordinated quarterly by the UK NPM Secretariat, the subgroup focuses on several key 
strategic objectives: sharing information across monitoring bodies, identifying common thematic 
issues, coordinating localised activities, and exploring opportunities for joint interventions. 
Furthermore, the group raises the profile of the NPM's human rights work, strengthens formal 
liaison channels with the Scottish Government, and provides continuous support to its members. 

https://nationalpreventivemechanism.org.uk/
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National Preventive Mechanism (NPM) continued

To drive organisational development and measure
continuous improvement across custody environments,
the subgroup actively utilises robust self-assessment
and peer-evaluation tools. The Subgroup meets
quarterly and is coordinated by the UK NPM Secretariat.

Independent Custody Visiting Association (ICVA)

ICVA provides leadership to Independent Custody Visiting schemes in the UK, helping them to 
define their aims and ensuring that schemes remain up to date in policing reforms. Their 
activities include responding to the increase in terrorism-related arrests in the UK, developing 
and delivering the Quality Assurance Framework for schemes to be recognised for their work, 
and working with schemes to develop data collection standards and corresponding 
documentation. 

The ICVS National Manager is currently a board member of ICVA and provides input to business 
plans, budget and matters arising and represents the Scotland scheme. ICVA website can be 
found here.

https://icva.org.uk/
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ANNUAL DATA 2025-26

Custody Throughput

Between 1st April 2025 – 31st March 2026, 97,307 individuals were detained by Police 
Scotland. This represents again a slight decrease from 1st April 2024 to 31st March 2025. 
Table 1 below details Police Scotland’s official custody throughput figures from 2021-22 to 
2025-26

Table 2 provides a breakdown of people in custody by age and sex. 

Table 1: Annual Custody Throughput Figures 

2021 - 2022 2022- 23 2023 -24 2024 -25 2025 -26

Custody Throughput 96,170 98,960 102,716 102,085 97,307

Table 2: Age / Sex 

Age group Female Male Unknown 

Under 16 110 624 0

16 – 25 2,879 15,961 20

26 - 35 5,111 23,105 9

36 - 45 5,986 22,147 4

46 – 60 3,336 14,431 14

Over 60 501 3069 0
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When an individual is brought into police custody, custody officers and staff will speak 
with the individual and undertake a vulnerability assessment. Table 3 provides a summary 
of the vulnerabilities or specific characteristics that were declared by people when they 
came into police custody. The data show the percentage of individuals entering police 
custody who self-declared as belonging to one or more of the following categories.

OFFICIAL

Table 3: Vulnerabilities

Under 
16 

16 -25 26 -35 36 -45 46 -60 Over 
60

%

Alcohol 
Dependent 

16 1,423 4,123 4,648 3,121 411 14.1

Drug 
dependent 

34 2,258 4,809 5,284 2,874 109 15.8

Mental 
health 

154 6,350 12,714 13,349 7,935 1,023 42.7

Foreign 
national 

81 2,130 3,314 3,059 1,456 166 10.5

During the year from 1 April to 31 March 2026, mental health vulnerabilities, 42.7% (in 
2024/25 there was 42% and 43% in previous years of all individuals detained) 
accounted for the highest proportion of declared vulnerabilities among people brought 
into police custody in Scotland.. This means that nearly 43 out of every 100 people 
entering custody self identify as having mental health issues or vulnerabilities at the 
point of entering police custody.  

This reflects a continuation of patterns seen in previous years, with similar reports 
showing 42-43%. ICVS continues to highlight the impact this has on custody services 
and the additional demand these vulnerabilities place on police staff, officers and  
partner agencies.  
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The total financial cost to the Authority for supporting ICVS was £269,303, which has 
increased from 2024-25. The ICVS team continue to look at ways to provide cost effective 
support via online meetings/training and regularly monitor custody visit rotas aligns with 
throughput figures.

In 2025-26, 925 visits were carried out to police stations across Scotland with 3,939 
detainees in custody at the time of visit. ICVs spoke with 1,299 persons in custody and 
observed 51.  There were 27 abandoned visits, a slight decrease from previous year, 
4 visits were reported as unsatisfactory (2 related to staffing). 

ICVS Key Figures

As of 1 April 2025, there were 82 (43 female and 39 male) active ICVs participating in the 
scheme across the country. They visit custody centres unannounced and at any time of 
the day of the week and are completely independent from Police Scotland and the 
Authority. 

Five of these ICVs are fully qualified and trained for specific visits to those arrested under 
the Terrorism / National Security Act. 

Detainee 
declined  

visit

3,939
In custody at the 

time

134 
Refused Access

712 not available
*

1,853
Detainees offered a visit

1,299
Accepted a Visit

27
Abandoned Visits

554 

* A visit categorised as ‘unavailable’ is when the person in custody is currently not in the cell or is 
otherwise occupied. Example include: 
1. having fingerprints taken; 
2. forensic tests; 
3. out of cell for questioning, or with a solicitor; or 
4. receiving a medical assessment.
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There are also instances where Police Scotland will refuse access under ministerially 
determined grounds for refusal. These are specific reasons for which access to a person in 
custody can be refused: 

1. denying a visit is necessary for an independent custody visitor's safety; 
2. such access could seriously interfere with the process of justice; 
3. there are urgent and compelling grounds of public safety; 
4. there is serious disorder in the place to be visited that temporarily prevents the carrying out 
of such a visit; 
5. there is a period of emergency, either national or more local, for example a health 
pandemic; 
6. there is natural disaster.

Throughout the reporting period, ICVs continued to undertake unannounced visits to custody 
facilities on weekdays and at weekends. Table 4 shows on which days of the week visits were 
conducted during 2025-26. 

Table: 4: Visit days

Visit Day Number of Visits 

Monday 144

Tuesday 169

Wednesday 176

Thursday 173

Friday 126

Saturday 75

Sunday 62
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KEY THEMATIC FINDINGS

This report highlights to the Authority, the Scottish Justice System, the public, and the United 
Nations that during 2025-26 ICVs have raised again no OPCAT concerns relating to ill 
treatment or torture. 

However, although no OPCAT issues were recorded, there were three incidences in this 
reporting period with regards to dignity where ICVs identified detainees’ underwear outside of 
cells. ICVs highlighted the issues with staff, and this was rectified immediately. Assurance was 
provided by the Cluster Inspector that there were specific circumstances relating to the care 
and welfare needs of the detainees involved. 

There was further dignity concerns recorded nationally relating to stock of toothbrushes and 
small and medium anti-ligature suits. These issues are ongoing. ICVS will continue to monitor 
all concerns closely.

ICVs continue to observe  and acknowledge individuals in police custody being treated with 
professionalism, dignity and respect. ICVs frequently highlight positive interactions between 
custody staff, police officers and persons in custody, particularly where staff took time to 
explain process, respond to concerns and provide reassurance to vulnerable individuals. 

ICVs also recorded areas of increasing operational pressures and high demand on custody 
services which can affect persons in custody providing them with a wash/shower or dealing 
with individual request. 

ICVs key observations are grouped into seven thematic areas. These are:

Finding 1 Vulnerabilities 

Finding 2 Children in Custody 

Finding 3 Staffing and resources 

Finding 4 Complaints Process     
 
Finding 5 Medical provision

Finding 6         Anti ligature practices 

Finding 7         Police custody estate and supplies

During the reporting year ICVs raised a total of 1,109 detainee requests with custody staff 
and officers. Of these 1,029 (93%) were resolved at the time of the visit. This reflects the 
collaborative approach between ICVs and custody staff ensuring in most instances any 
issues that are observed are resolved promptly. 
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Finding 1: Vulnerabilities in police custody

During 2025-26, vulnerability remains a significant and recurring theme within Police Scotland 
custody centres. 

ICVs observed a high number of people entering custody presented complex and often 
multiple vulnerabilities, including mental health, substance dependency, trauma, 
neurodiversity, learning disabilities and emotional distress. 

ICVs noted that custody staff and officers were increasingly required to manage situations 
involving individuals in crisis, often while operating with stretched resources and limited 
access to external support services.

Challenges were identified in securing timely mental health assessments, healthcare 
provision and appropriate onward support, especially during evenings and weekends. 

Despite these pressures, ICVs frequently observed compassionate and professional care 
being provided by custody staff, who continued to prioritise persons in custody welfare and 
safety. 

The findings highlight the growing role of police custody as a point of safeguarding for 
vulnerable individuals and reinforce the need for sustained partnership working, investment in 
support services and trauma-informed approaches across the custody environment. 

Nursing provision

During an unannounced visit in the North ICVs spoke with two individuals who had 
both declared existing mental health conditions upon arrival at custody. 

The first person disclosed a history of anxiety and reported feeling increasingly 
distressed while in custody. Although they confirmed that custody staff had been 
polite and explained their rights, they expressed heightened anxiety about the 
uncertainty of the process and length of time they had been waiting to see healthcare 
nurse. 

The second person also declared mental health condition and ongoing treatment was 
reported as being very upset and advised they had not been seen by a nurse despite 
having requested medical attention. 

ICVs raised this with staff, who advised there was no nurse present in the building at 
that time, as healthcare staff were required at another location and there was an 
overall lack of support across the North region.  

CASE STUDY 

ICVS team are working with Police Scotland to ensure all centres have adequate 
healthcare provision available to support the needs of detainees, This work is ongoing 
and ICVS are regularly monitoring further instances and reports. 
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Finding 2: Children in Custody

ICVs continue to observe and speak with children and young people held in police custody. 
While the number of under 18s detained remains relatively low, those who do enter custody 
often present complex needs and adverse childhood experiences. ICVs generally found that 
custody staff were mindful of the requirement to treat children differently from adults, with 
efforts made to provide reassurance, age – appropriate communication and separation from 
adult detainees where practicable. 

ICVs and police have noted that the custody environment for young people, particularly 
during periods of heightened distress or where delays occur in accessing support persons, 
legal advice or onward care arrangements. These observations reinforce the importance of 
continued child-centred, trauma-informed practice and strong partnership working to ensure 
that detentions remains a last resort. 

During 2025-26, there were key changes made to the Children and Young People (Scotland) 
Act 2014 and the Criminal Justice (Scotland) Act 2016 in safeguarding children and young 
people in police custody across Scotland. The Act came into effect on 30 March 2026 which  
reinforced that a child is legally recognised as anyone under 18. This resulted in more 
emphasis on wellbeing, trauma-informed approaches and alternatives to detention for 
children and young people. 

These changes represent a fundamental shift in how children and young people are treated 
when they encounter the justice system. This has placed added pressure on policing to 
ensure custody environment is fit for purpose and safeguards children and young people 
whilst in their care.

Full details for the definition of a child, as per the relevant legislation can be found here.  

There was a total of 3,862 children held in custody from 1 April 2025– 31 March 2026. This is a 
decrease in comparison with 4,056 children in custody in 2024-25 and 4,083 in 2023-24. 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2014/8/contents
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Table 5: Age 

12 31

13 123

14 376

15 507

16 1304

17 1521

Table 5 below provides a breakdown of the number of children that 
experienced police custody in 2025-26 by age. 

Table 6 provides details of the custody classification for each child.

Table 6: Custody classification of a child

12 13 14 15 16 17

Not officially 
accused 

17 39 102 111 288 267

Officially 
accused 

14 83 273 388 977 1155

Other 1 1 5 16

S23 
detention

5 12 28

Transit 2 3 6

Voluntary 
attendant

1 4 2

Warrant 15 47
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Finding 3: Staffing and resources

Throughout 2025-26, Independent ICVs regularly observed the sustained pressure on staffing 
and resources within Police Scotland custody environments. Many custody centres continued 
to operate within limited staffing levels and competing operational demands, placing 
considerable strain on officers and custody staff responsible for maintaining detainee welfare 
and security. ICVS team have been monitoring the continued reduction in custody centres 
across Police Scotland's estate. In 2024-25, there were 71 centres in operation, this number 
has now decreased to 58. This significant reduction represents a substantial shift in the 
operational landscape and reflects ongoing efforts to achieve cost savings and improve 
efficiency.

ICVs also noted the impact of unplanned or short – notice custody closures, which at times 
resulted in detainees being redirected to more distant facilities, extending travel times. There 
were also reports that, during peak periods, staff were often balancing multiple complex 
cases including the management of vulnerable detainees, while also trying to coordinate 
healthcare assessments, legal access and administrative duties. 

Custody staff morale was reported as having an impact on the welfare of those in custody, 
particularly when anticipated standard resourcing levels fall below what would normally be 
expected in a custody centre. It should be noted that staffing levels can be flexed by 
nominally adjusting capacity up and down. However, this does not address the additional 
pressure placed on custody centres with unique features and added pressure where staff 
absences have been reported at short notice.

In March 2025 CJSD introduced a policy requiring all officers and staff operationally deployed 
in custody centres to wear body armour when in contact with persons in custody. This had an 
impact on staffing as not all had been issued with body armour and were therefore no longer 
fully deployable. In addition, there were reports from staff in the North and East region that 
body armour was uncomfortable and, in some cases, painful, requiring staff to be removed 
from operational deployment until this was resolved.  
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Police Scotland is actively working on a new custody model to address closures and staffing 
related issues. They have undertaken an analysis of staffing requirements and are due to 
present a new model to September 2026 Policing Performance Committee. 

HM Inspectorate of Constabulary in Scotland (HMICS) highlighted to the PPC committee in 
June 2025 their findings where centres were frequently operating below safe staffing levels, 
with custody sergeants supervising large numbers of detainees. This report can be found here
ICVS raised with the Authority in November 2025 and provided an analysis highlighting the 
following themes and implications across the Police Scotland custody estate:

Modernisation of estate: Many closures/planned closures are part of long-term renewal. 

Maintenance and condition issues: several closures are triggered by urgent repairs, sub-
standard conditions, ageing buildings. 

Consolidation and rationalisation of the custody estate: Some custody centres are being 
disposed of because they are under-utilised or surplus to operational requirement, particularly 
in rural areas.  

Risk to operational policing: Concerns raised that fewer local custody suites mean increased 
travel and reduced patrols, potentially impacting public safety. 

Transparency and data gaps: While some data is available and the ICVS team have asked to 
be regularly updated with the Operational planned closures, unplanned custody closures are 
happening throughout East, North and West. 

https://www.spa.police.uk/publication-library/hmics-custody-inspection-report-greater-glasgow-10-june-2025/
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Finding 4: Complaints Process 

Police Scotland's complaint system is designed to allow people who are directly affected by 
police action, conduct or service to raise concerns and have them reviewed. Complaints are 
handled by the National Complaints Assessment and Resolution Unit (NCARU) which 
assesses, resolves or allocates matters for further investigation. Complainants should receive 
contact within 10 working days from submission. 

If a person in custody raises a complaint or an issue with ICVs during a visit, the response 
depends on whether it is a welfare issue or a formal complaint about police conduct. Welfare 
issues are aimed to be immediately dealt with and resolved while ICVs are present in police 
custody and any follow up required processed via the ICV reporting structure. On occasion 
the ICVS team will be required to follow up on any outstanding issues and provide response 
back to ICVs. 

A complaint is slightly different whereby if the person in custody advises an officer or staff 
member has used excessive force, or they were denied their legal right, or treated unfairly 
then the ICVs will advise the person in custody to make a formal complaint to Police Scotland 
and advise of the process. 

During the reporting year there were five instances noted where this process was not 
followed. Two related to Medical staff and was followed up by NHS and three related to 
Police Scotland whereby the person in custody had highlighted to ICVs they wished to make 
a complaint regarding treatment during their time in police custody. At the time ICVS staff 
investigated the issue and it was apparent there was no details recorded on the persons 
custody record. 

ICVS initiated discussions with Police Scotland senior management and requested that 
communication be circulated to all staff and officers reminding of the complaint’s handling 
and the importance of recording and following up. Communication was circulated to all CJSD 
staff and officers in November 2025 and again in February 2026. 

 
ICVS team followed up the visit report form with the custody Inspector who confirmed that 
the detainee had been provided with the appropriate medication. 

CASE STUDY 
A detainee advised ICVs that he was on prescribed medication and warned that he was 
at risk of seizures if not received. He also stated that he had a previous broken hip and 
reported significant discomfort. He then advised that due to pain and mobility issues he 
had been sleeping on cell floor rather than on the provided mattress. He raised these 
matters during the ICV visit and expressed dissatisfaction about how his health 
concerns were not being met and wished to make a complaint.

Although the detainee raised these issues and this was recorded on the visitor report 
form, the complaint itself was not recorded in line with appropriate complaints 
procedure by Police Scotland staff and officers. 
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Finding 5: Medical Provision

ICVs have reported that not all custody facilities have medical professionals on site. When 
healthcare is required, clinical staff are typically called in as needed, which may cause delays, 
especially for non-urgent needs or administering medication. The previous annual reporting 
2024-25, identified medical provision as a thematic area for improvement and advised there 
were concerns raised about access to medication within custody.  

The provision of Healthcare in Custody is primarily the responsibility of the NHS and has been 
since the introduction of legislation in 2014. The aim was to ensure that people in custody 
receive healthcare equivalent to that available in the community and to improve continuity of 
care. 

There were 114 issues raised by ICVs relating to medical provision and this continues to 
highlight this area as a priority for improvement, signalling a need for clearer processes, 
staffing arrangements, and timely access to healthcare within the custody environment. 

Ensuring the right to appropriate healthcare in custody is integral to a detainee's welfare and 
the upholding of human rights standards. 

CASE STUDY 

During a routine custody visit to a centre in the North, ICVs engaged with two 
detainees who independently raised concerns regarding access to healthcare.  Both 
detainees reported they had requested to see the nurse on separate occasions. 
Each advised the ICVs that they had pre – existing mental health conditions and one 
detainee further states that they required medical attention in relation to an ongoing 
health issue. 

At the time of the visit, custody staff advised that there was no nurse present within 
the custody centre at that time. The nurse assigned to the centre have been required 
to attend another location, and no alternative on-site healthcare professional was 
available. 

With regards to the above case study custody staff further indicated that there is a broader 
and ongoing challenge in the North of Scotland relating to healthcare staffing coverage in 
custody settings. 

Following this custody visit, the ICVS team conducted follow-up enquiries in relation to the 
detainee who was unable to access medical treatment. The matter was raised with the 
custody Inspector to review the circumstances and  what arrangements are in place to 
support detainees. 
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Finding 6: Anti Ligature Practices 

There are specific issues in Scotland about the use of anti ligature practices in police custody 
and ICVs have raised concerns, these link into broader debates about detainee welfare, 
dignity, risk management and compliance with human rights standards. 

Anti ligature measures in police custody refer to steps taken to reduce the risk of a detainee 
using clothing or fittings to harm themselves (e.g. creating a ligature point for self-harm or 
suicide) . In Scotland if a person is assessed to be at risk of self harm, officers may remove 
ordinary clothing and replace this with anti ligature clothing. This is intended as a safety 
measure, often forming as part of the risk assessment/ booking in process. 

The stock of these suits have been an ongoing issue raised in previous reports where ICVs 
have observed shortages and poor stock management. Some centres have had limited 
sizes, meaning detainees were fitted with unsuitable items or left partly dressed. There were 
also reports of laundry and supply issues where slow returns of cleaned  items were 
reported. 

ICVs and the ICVS team have emphasised that removing a person's clothing – even for 
safety can increase vulnerability and distress if not proportionate and recommended clearer 
use and monitoring of anti  ligature clothing, stressing that it should be only used where 
clearly justified by assessing risk. 

As a result of these concerns, ICVS worked with custody management to improve contracts 
for these items in a wider range of sizes, this was a step forward in development of dignity 
concern however continued concerns persist about small / medium availability and the 
need for ongoing review. 

ICVA has explicitly addressed the use of anti rip clothing (anti ligature) and included 
evaluations and learning briefs. ICVA have advised that several forces in England and Wales 
now monitor and audit the use of anti  rip clothing more closely and highlight that some 
forces do not use this type of clothing instead opt for alternatives such as increased 
observation of detainees. More details can be found here. 

 

https://icva.org.uk/anti-rip-clothing-in-custody-data/
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Table 7: Number of Facility issues 

Facility concern No of facility issues 

Cells 315

Other 161

Stores/ supplies 115

Washing facilities 35

Temperature in cells 18 

Lighting 10

CCTV 9

Alarm 8

Cleanliness 6

Ventilation 4

Toilet facilities 2

FME (Medical) 1

Finding 7: Police Custody Estate and Supplies 

The Police Scotland custody estate remains in need of modernisation, and this has been 
a long-standing area for improvement noted by Police Scotland, the Authority and ICVS. 

684 estate issues were noted during 2025-26 which 315 ( 46 % ) continue to relate to cells 
that were out of use due to broken toilets, leaks and damaged plaster.  

ICVs regularly report ongoing issues with regards to estate repairs and a lack of supplies 
such as anti ligature clothing available in various sizes throughout the estate. The time 
taken for repairs to be completed can be considerable, as work is prioritised based on 
urgency. Timelines are also influenced by budget availability and other financial 
constraints. The process itself for reporting repairs to Estate management is timely and 
outcome is budget dependent. 
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AREAS OF FOCUS FOR ICVS

Good Practice

Out of 921 satisfactory visits, ICVs have reported positive practice and examples of high 
professional standards demonstrated by custody staff and police officers during Independent 
Custody Visitor (ICV) visits between 1 April 2025 and 31 March 2026. This reporting reflects 
continued evidence of care, and adherence to custody standards across multiple custody 
centres across the country. 

ICVs also noted positive interactions between staff and detainees, particularly where 
individuals were anxious, intoxicated, or experiencing mental health distress. In several visits, 
custody staff were observed actively monitoring detainees identified at risk, with clear and 
structured observation regimes in place. 

The support available for vulnerable detainees was recorded as:

• Early identification of mental health vulnerabilities 
• Clear explanation of rights to detainees who appeared confused or distressed. 
• Support provided to detainees with additional needs for instance literacy difficulties.  

Where ICVs Effected Change

Visits carried out between 1 April 2025 – 31 March 2026, ICVs raised 1,109 rights and 
wellbeing issues on behalf of detainees and ( 93%) were resolved at the time of the visit. 
Common concerns included: 

• Ensuring access and understanding to legal advice 
• Providing reading material or explaining their rights and entitlements
• Medical follow up and highlighting additional needs 

ICVs and the ICVS team worked with Police Scotland’s Criminal Justice Services Division and 
the Scottish Muslim Association to develop new guidance of religious items within custody 
centres. This guidance was circulated nationally in October 2025, meaning that custody staff 
across Scotland received updated instructions on how to handle religious items respectfully 
and consistently. 
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ICVS Conference 2025

The annual conference was held in September 2025 in Edinburgh, bringing together ICVs, 
police custody staff and officers. The conference was designed to enhance the effectiveness 
and awareness of ICVs with the focus on trauma informed practice and the definition of 
trauma, what it is like seeing the world through a trauma informed lens. 

There was also presentations on the Art of Resilience learning partnership and how easily 
human beings can burn out. The input raised how people react to things and how this can and 
does impact on their outlook. The conference also allowed the team and the Authority to 
recognise the outstanding volunteer service including a milestone 1,000 visit award. 
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ICVA Quality Assessment on Schemes

Independent custody visiting was presented with gold level 
accreditation by ICVA for a second time running. This accreditation 
represents a level of recognition for custody visiting schemes across 
the UK and confirms that the Scottish scheme meets rigorous 
standards of governance, independence, volunteer training, 
operational effectiveness, and impact.  

It reflects strong partnership working and consistent adherence to 
best practice in detainee welfare monitoring and effective escalation 
processes. This Gold standard demonstrates that custody
visiting in Scotland is operating at an advanced level of 
professionalism, with robust systems in place. 
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Areas for Improvement

ICVS report form

Completion and filling in of the custody visiting report form (VRF)  is an important part of the 
visiting role and helps ensure observations are captured and consistent. The report records 
detainee welfare, custody conditions, and issues raised during visits. While the current form 
supports consistent reporting, feedback from ICVs and ICVS staff have identified areas where 
improvements would strengthen accuracy, usability and impact. 

The current form can also sometimes lead to variation in how ICVs record similar issues and 
improvements are needed to ensure clear separation between welfare issues, rights issues 
and complaints raised.  

Detainee interaction 

ICVs often encounter detainees with multiple vulnerability categories, ( mental health, 
disability, neurodiversity, substance misuses, trauma history). There is scope to improve 
guidance and training on recognising less visible vulnerabilities and the development of the 
ICVA online training hub will be a useful tool in developing “Bitesize” support to all volunteers 
across the country. Its aim is to strengthen the knowledge, confidence, and communication 
skills of  ICVs. The new training hub went live in November 2025 and already has provided 
standardise training across ICVs in Scotland.    
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The reporting period from April 2025 – March 2026 demonstrates that Independent 
Custody Visiting Scotland, operates under the Scottish Police Authority, has continued to 
provide a strong and effective layer of independent scrutiny of custody provision 
delivered by Police Scotland.

Overall, the custody visiting activity during the year evidences real time recording and 
identifying issues raised during visits. A high proportion of concerns raised by ICVs were 
resolved at the time by custody staff and officers. This demonstrates that custody 
visiting has a direct, practical impact on detainee conditions. 

CONCLUSION
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ICVs are essential in providing independent scrutiny of the treatment of people held in police 
custody and the conditions in which they are held. We need people from the local community 
to help, if you or someone you know may be interested, please contact:

ICVS 
Scottish Police Authority
Clyde Gateway
2 French Street
Dalmarnock
Glasgow
G40 4EH

Email: ICVS@spa.police.uk 

For more information, please visit www.spa.police.uk 

BECOME AN INDEPENDENT 
CUSTODY VISITOR

mailto:ICVS@spa.police.uk
http://www.spa.police.uk/
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