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Purpose

To provide the Policing Performance Committee with an overview of the current
custody operating model and progress towards the development of a
sustainable, enhanced future model.

Recommendation
For Discussion

Strategic Alignment

Strategic Strategic Police Plan 2026-29 - SO1, SO2, SO4, SO5
outcome(s) | SPA Corporate Strategy - SO3, SO4

Risk Risk 03B0005

alignment Risk CCJ0001

Prior DCC Local Policing, Criminal Justice and C3
governance

Stakeholder |Initial stakeholder engagement has included the following,
engagement | furthermore wider engagement will take placed with other
stakeholders as the proposals for a future model as
developed:

> Police Scotland Force Executive

Police Scotland Divisional Commanders

Trade Unions

Scottish Police Federation (SPF)

Association of Scottish Police Superintendents (ASPS)
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https://www.spa.police.uk/spa-media/atlj1cd3/strategic-policing-plan-2026-29-for-scotland-approved.pdf
https://www.spa.police.uk/spa-media/m4cny2ys/spa-corporate-strategy-2023-26.pdf

Implications

Community Data & Privacy Environmental
Equalities & Financial Health, Safety &
Human Rights Wellbeing

Legal Workforce
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1 Report Detail

1.1
1.2

1.3

1.4

1.5
1.6

1.7

1.8

1.9

Background

Legally, police custody provision within Scotland is non-punitive with
the purpose being to facilitate the criminal justice process and mitigate
immediate risk to communities and individuals. The care and welfare
of every person who enters police custody is a fundamental
responsibility of policing, and our custody operating model must
provide consistent, safe and effective provision.

The success of any operating model depends on the wellbeing, safety,
capability and empowerment of our people. Custody staff and officers
work in demanding and highly challenging environments with
responsibility for people who are vulnerable, with complex physical,
mental health and addiction needs. This requires our people to have
the confidence, skills and healthcare support to exercise professional
judgement every day.

By investing in our workforce through enhanced training and
professional development and by aligning resources to operational
demand, we will enable our people to deliver the highest standards of
care to people in police custody and create a safe and secure
environment for our people working in custody.

Current Model

Police custody provision is a national function, this national approach
with local delivery ensures consistency of policy, practice, training and
culture within an area of policing which is high risk and is subject to
significant independent scrutiny from various inspection and audit
bodies.

The current model has 22 custody centres which operate 24/7 and are
located across the country, with every Local Policing Division having at
least one custody centre. In addition to this, there are several other
custody centres based in island and rural communities which stand-up
as and when a person is apprehended in that area.

The current operating model remains largely founded on structures and
approaches which were introduced almost a decade ago and have not
been fundamentally reviewed since.

The current distribution of resources within custody centres is not
consistently aligned to operational demand, but rather informed by the
existing number of physical cells. Current resourcing principles operate
on the basis of staff ratio to cell capacity, rather than a resourcing
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principle which is aligned to the throughput and the actual demand
within each custody centre.

The training and continuous professional development of our people
and the framework which supports the assessment and management
of vulnerability has also not been reviewed for several years and is a
critical element of how we create a future, effective custody operating
model.

The wider criminal justice system continues to evolve and a wider
range of alternatives to police custody are now rightly available to
officers for lower harm offences. These changes have led to a decrease
in the number of people being arrested and brought into police
custody; 1.9% decrease when comparing 2025/2026 with 2024/2025.
This does not however present a decrease in demand capacity given
the increasing vulnerabilities and complex needs of those people who
are arrested and the fact that in 2025/2026, people were arrested and
brought into police custody 97,306 times.

A considerable proportion of individuals arrested and brought into
police custody present with self-declared and complex vulnerabilities
associated with alcohol (14%), drugs (15%) and/or poor mental health
(43%). This creates significant demand on our people who rightly are
required to ensure the needs of these individuals are met and people
receive the individual care, welfare and medical provision they need.

Police custody is an important element of the wider business of
policing, our custody centres need to be demand led and create
enough local capacity that finds the right balance between travel and
queuing times, along with ensuring a safe space for those brought into
custody where health needs are met and prevention opportunities
maximised.

Policing more generally, with the support of an effective custody
model, must support a justice system that effectively tackles threat,
risk and harm. Where those who present a danger to the public are
robustly dealt with while there is effective proportionate alternatives in
response to low harm criminality and first time offenders, reducing the
abstraction of officers from local communities.

One primary challenge with the current model is that it was built on a
model that relied on backfilling from Local Policing with a baked in
requirement for overtime to ensure cell capacity rather than actual
demand is maintained. To meet the 2030 Vision and ensure our focus
is on effective visible policing in our communities this model must
change. The current operating model also leads to limited opportunities
to deliver sustainable improvements and fully embed the

OFFICIAL



OFFICIAL

recommendations of His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary in
Scotland (HMICS) and other scrutiny bodies.

1.16 Development of a Sustainable Model

1.17 A significant amount of work was undertaken by the organisation’s
Service Design function which involved various stakeholders and the
gathering of quantitative and qualitative data, including from our
people who work in custody.

1.18 This allowed for the development of a Target Operating Model for
custody provision with the key themes outlined below:

Workstream / Theme Context

Workforce and Roles Clear definition and upskilling of core roles: Custody
Constables, Sergeants, CJ PCSOs, Team Leaders.

Complete review of training provision.

Introduction of centralised national coordination and
remote processing teams for higher efficiency.

Safe and Dignified Secure, adaptive environments with consistent,
Custody accessible medical care and improved, integrated,
and enhanced care plans.

Provision of improved hygiene, food, and digital/non
digital distractions to support wellbeing and cultural
needs.

Technology and Assets | Improvements to the National Custody System
(NCS) or replacement of such, mobile devices for
real-time cell checks, and automated data capture,
system integration across Police Scotland databases
including connecting with frontline policing.

In cell monitoring systems to reduce demand,
through enhanced safety of people within police
custody.

Introduction of X-ray body scanners to reduce strip
searches, improve dignity, safety, and strain on LP,
CJSD and NHS resources.

Management, Updated policies, SOPs, and induction training to
Governance, and reflect modern technology and processes.
Training

Standardised procedures for searches, vulnerability
assessments, and observations.
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Official feedback channels for staff to promote a
culture of continuous improvement.

Defined training pathways aligning with College of
Policing training, offering a more comprehensive
initial training course that is not solely classroom
based, in line with modern apprenticeships and CPD.

Justice Pathways and Enhanced alternatives to custody and digital referral
Alternatives tools to connect people with local support services to
assist in reducing offending.

Estates and Ongoing renovation and new builds to improve
Infrastructure privacy, natural light, and hygiene.

Development of estates plan through data analysis,
supporting the Estates Master Plan.

Threat, Risk and Harm | Enhanced risk and vulnerability assessment and care
Reduction plans, improving decision making and care.

Financial Sustainability | Shift from overtime reliance to evidence-based, self-
sufficient staffing models including new resourcing
profile for custody.

1.19 The above workstreams cover a range of aspects of custody operations
and some will require significant investment including the upgrading of
infrastructure, new build custody suites and new digital technology.

1.20 Whilst these aspects are critical, to ensure progress is made towards a
new model, the focus and priority have over recent months been on
developing proposals for a new demand led operating model focusing
on resources, the number of custody centres and aligning resources to
demand.

1.21 Understanding custody demand requires a robust, evidence-led
approach that aligns any future operating model with throughput
demand, not cell capacity. Matching resourcing to demand would
ensure a smarter and more effective business model that reduces
backfill and costs. This new model will be fairer and see a more
equitable distribution of workload for our people, whilst improving
service delivery for our colleagues and persons in custody.

1.22 Significant data analysis has been undertaken reviewing recent and
forecasted demand which has served as the analytical base for the
options being developed for a proposed new model.

1.23 The purpose of this new model is not to deliver cost savings, or to
reduce the number of custody centres. It is about a smarter way of
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working that is proportionate and supports an effective operational
policing response as part of a wider criminal model. We are committed
to engaging and listening as we build the model. Using both this
analysis and engagement across the organisation, including with Trade
Unions, the Scottish Police Federation (SPF) and Association of Scottish
Police Superintendents (ASPS), the options proposed will include re-
alignment of current resource to demand with re-purposing of existing
custody centres and the resource investment needed to operate all
existing 22 centres as part of a sustainable model.

These options are developing at pace and initial engagement has
commenced within the organisation and across our Trade Unions, Staff
Associations and our people. This will be critical to gathering feedback
and testing the options that have been developed. Further detailed
proposals will be reported to the Scottish Police Authority once all
necessary engagement is complete and a more developed model has
emerged.

These options, notwithstanding any necessary organisational change
governance, are intended to be proposals which can be implemented in
a reasonable timescale using existing custody centres in an effort to
bring immediate enhancements to the operating model, to the benefit
of our people, local communities and persons brought into police
custody.

This will be the platform for developing further, wider strategic
proposals in relation to estates, staffing and new technology to create
safer environments and reduce demand.

In addition to the aforementioned, work has already commenced on a
complete review of training and continuous professional development
for our people who work in custody to ensure they are skilled and
equipped to do the role asked of them as society and complexity
changes.

Further to this, work has also commenced on a review of how
vulnerability is assessed and managed within custody. Moving forward
we will need the support of our partners to ensure a more consistent
model of health care with every custody centre focussed on prevention
opportunities to reduce offending.

Current Operational Arrangements

Whilst work is on-going and now moving at pace to develop proposed
options for a new model, the current operating model has been
adapted to ensure a safe and secure environment for people within
police custody.
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This includes the temporary closure of Kilmarnock, Coatbridge and
Kirkcaldy Custody Centres. This step was taken to achieve interim
stability, prevent repeated ad hoc closures and ensure sufficient
resources in the remaining open centres.

It is important to highlight that additional safeguards are provided
from the various independent scrutiny / inspection bodies including the
Independent Custody Visitor Scheme (ICVS), Police Investigations &
Review Commissioner (PIRC) and HMICS. The most recent ICVS
annual report published in June 2026 specifically stated that ICVS
continue to observe and acknowledge that individuals in police custody
are treated with professionalism, dighity and respect.

There are also now more options for police officers as alternatives to
arresting someone when it is proportionate and justified to do so. This
includes the use of Direct Measures and also interviewing suspects in
one of 131 voluntary interview rooms located across the country.

These alternatives are only used when proportionate to do so, for
example for lower harm criminality and first time offenders for non-
serious criminality. They not only assist in reducing demand on
custody centres, which then ensures efficient service delivery for
officers who do need to apprehend offenders, but also significantly
reduces the abstraction of officers from local communities.

Notwithstanding these alternatives, where a person needs to be
apprehended and brought into police custody they will be; contrary to
recent media reporting there has never been an instruction from Police
Scotland that encourages officers not to arrest an offender. Police
officers across the country apprehend tens of thousands of people
every year to facilitate the criminal justice process and to mitigate
threat, risk and harm protecting local communities.

Police Scotland is one part of a wide-ranging criminal justice system
and we will continue to play our part in keeping people safe while
operating as a willing and able partner as wider criminal justice
reforms continue.
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2 Strategic alignment detail

2.1 Strategic alignment to strategic police plan and other key
enabling strategies

Strategic
outcome(s)

Strategic Police Plan 2026-29

SO1: Our custody operating model is designed to offer
efficient, effective service, providing safer
communities.

S02: Our custody operating model provides a range of
options contributing to a trauma-informed approach.

S04: Our custody resources are aligned to throughput
demand, ensuring a safer working environment.

SO5: Due to resourcing being aligned to demand, the
model is sustainable and efficient.

SPA Corporate Strategy

SO3: Our custody operating model is based on data
evidence.

S04: Our resources are aligned to our demand,
ensuring a sustainable model with a focus on health,
safety and wellbeing.

2.2 Alignment to risk register and risk appetite

Risk
alignment

03B0005 - Custody Operations
CCJ0001 - Custody Operating Model

2.3 Prior governance

Prior
governance

DCC Local Policing, Criminal Justice and C3

2.4 Stakeholder engagement

Stakeholder
engagement

Initial stakeholder engagement has included the
following, furthermore wider engagement will take
placed with other stakeholders as the proposals for a
future model as developed:

> Police Scotland Force Executive
» Police Scotland Divisional Commanders
> Trade Unions
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» Scottish Police Federation (SPF)
Association of Scottish Police Superintendents (ASPS)

10
OFFICIAL




OFFICIAL

3 Implications detail

Community v' | Data & Privacy Environmental
Equalities & Financial ~ | Health, Safety & v
Human Rights Wellbeing
Legal Workforce

3.1 Community - There is potential for community benefits from the

3.2

3.3

3.4

delivery of a revised custody operating model which offers a wider
range of criminal justice pathways into custody, reducing the
abstraction of officers from local communities.

Financial — There is potential for a positive financial implication with
any new model, in relation to reduced overtime spend.

Workforce — There is potential for workforce benefits from the design
and delivery of a revised custody operating model for both custody
and local policing staff and officers. Resources aligned to demand
will create capacity for our people and is directly aligned to
wellbeing.

Health, Safety & Wellbeing — There is potential for Health, Safety
and Wellbeing benefits from the design and delivery of a revised
custody operating model with resourcing aligned to demand,
ensuring more consistent deployment and resilient teams.
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