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Event Report: Reducing the use of secure 
forensic detention and improving support for 
vulnerable people in the community 

A joint event by the Criminal Justice Voluntary Sector Forum and 
the Supporting Offenders with Learning Disabilities Network  

 
On Wednesday 11th October 2017, CJVSF and the SOLD Network hosted an event for individuals 
with learning disabilities and/or mental health needs with lived experience of the justice system 
and for the people who are working with them. The event brought together a range of 
participants from a broad spectrum of backgrounds, ranging from service users and forensic 
professionals to community justice practitioners and representatives of national justice bodies, 
to discuss the current response of the justice system to those with learning disabilities and/or 
mental health needs and how best to encourage community responses to dealing with 
offending behaviour. The event was held at the Norton Park Conference Centre and was 
chaired by the Very Reverend Doctor Graham Forbes CBS, Chair of the Mental Welfare 
Commission. 
 

Following an introduction to the day’s activities from Dan Gunn, Chair of the SOLD Advisory 
Group, Dr Fergus Douds, Consultant Psychiatrist at the State Hospital, set out the challenge 
facing those with learning disabilities or mental health needs in the justice system today. 
 
Although only a comparatively small number of people are forensically detained in Scotland, the 
history of imprisonment for those with mental health needs and learning disabilities can be 
traced back to the 19th Century and the construction of the first dedicated “Lunatic Hospital” 
near Perth in 1841. Historical approaches to imprisonment have often lead to the conflating of 
mental health needs with learning disabilities and even in recent decades have focused more on 
available ward space and forensic detention as the de facto response to offending rather than 
developing effective programmes of supervision and treatment in the community. Dr Douds 
argued that this was particularly problematic for those detained with learning disabilities, who 
are often unable to be released due to the lack of suitable care and support in the community, 
creating the risk of a new “long stay” population who are detained longer than would be the 
case if they were in prison. 
 
Against this backdrop of inconsistent and sometimes ineffective responses to offending by those 
with learning disabilities, the focus of the day was on what could be done to help reduce the 
current overreliance on forensic detention and move, rather, towards a community based 
solution. Dr Douds suggested that a first step might be simply to reduce the number of places 
available in forensic detention, acknowledging that support and care would still need to be 
provided in a community setting. 
 



 

 

 
 
Just how that support might be provided in the community was the theme of a presentation by 
Simon Pearce-Madge, Managing Director of Thera (Scotland), who discussed Thera’s work in 
supporting people with learning disabilities and in particular their experience of supporting 
those who have forensic/justice related support needs in the community, a number of whom 
have been subject to Multi-Agency Public Protection Arrangements (MAPPA). Simon set out 
Thera’s person centred approach to those it supports, which focuses on working with the 
strengths of people with learning disabilities in a positive manner to support them in their own 
communities. At the core of this was a stress on the individual being supported as a person and 
the importance of involving them in decisions that affect them. 
 
This principle was repeated throughout the workshop sessions that formed the second part of 
the day’s activities. The SOLD User Group, who have lived experience of involvement in the 
justice system as people with learning disabilities, invited participants to consider how they 
would feel if subject to the same uncertainties and restrictions that they face daily and 
highlighted the significant numbers of people currently detained forensically that are subject to 
delayed discharge. Emphasising their rights to be treated fairly and not to be detained any 
longer than would be the case if they were detained in the general prison estate, they asked 
attendees to ensure that in future there is “nothing about us without us”. 
 
Other workshops focused on how best learning from other areas could be applied to people 
with learning disabilities or mental health needs in the justice system and how best to utilise 
new developments in justice to ensure their needs were addressed. Frances Simpson, of 
Support in Mind Scotland, discussed their work in relation to supporting people in contact with 
Forensic Mental Health services and their involvement in the Scottish Government lead Distress 
Brief Interventions (DBI) pilot, which aims to improve care and support for those who are 
arrested by the police whilst in distress or with mental health needs. Frances discussed how DBI 
is a way of giving an immediate compassionate response to someone in distress and then 
referring them for a very quick intervention (within 24 hours) that includes signposting them to 
appropriate community services or support. 
 
Building on learning from work in Youth Justice, Debbie Nolan and Ross Gibson of the Centre 
for Youth Crime and Justice (CYCJ) led a breakout session on the potential for extending the 
whole systems approach (WSA) to how we work with people with learning disabilities or mental 
health needs in the adult justice system. Debbie and Ross gave an overview of the work of 
CYCJ and its involvement in promoting and supporting the WSA across Scotland, with its focus 
on prevention and early and effective intervention, and invited participants to consider the often 
similar needs of those with learning disabilities in contact with the justice system and how the 
structures put in place for youth justice might be applicable in this context. 
 
Finally Richard Thomson, Community Justice Coordinator for the Clackmannanshire Community 
Justice Partnership, facilitated a discussion session on how the new community justice 
partnerships can help reduce the need for secure hospital admission, and supporting people’s 
reintegration back to the community. Topics of discussion included: how current processes 
might be streamlined and adapted to suit those with learning disabilities; how support in the 
community can be strengthening, provided at the right time, and sufficiently resourced and 
sustainable; and what drives the offending behaviour of vulnerable adults. 
 
In conclusion, there is scope to reduce the use of secure forensic detention.  Perhaps what this 
requires is a change in emphasis.  The skills and experience exist to provide community forensic 
support, but perhaps in the past secure detention has been the default option.  A change of 
emphasis to make community support the first option, considering secure detention only for 

https://www.thera.co.uk/about/companies/thera-scotland/
https://www.supportinmindscotland.org.uk/
http://www.dbi.scot/
http://www.dbi.scot/
http://www.cycj.org.uk/
http://www.cycj.org.uk/
http://www.clacks.gov.uk/community/ccjp/
http://www.clacks.gov.uk/community/ccjp/


 

 

people for whom community support is not suitable at that point ought to lead to a reduction in 
the number of people detained. 
 
Supporting people with forensic needs in the community is complex work, and a fully joined up 
approach is essential for it to be successful.  There is a need for shared responsibility, and 
collectively, a positive and flexible attitude towards risk management. 
 
Moving forward, we need to further develop holistic approaches which take into consideration 
all of the many factors which impact on a person’s life, and which can be contributory factors in 
offending behaviour.  We also need to further develop strategies for early intervention and 
diversion which should help to prevent vulnerable people from becoming unnecessarily 
criminalised.  In line with the community justice agenda there is work to be done in regard to 
early intervention, prevention and ways of diverting people from the criminal justice system and 
supporting them to address the underlying causes of their offending behaviour in the 
community. 
 
Many thanks from both CJVSF and the SOLD network for the contributions of everyone on the 
day and especially to those who spoke or hosted workshop sessions. For more information on 
the event or for a copy of any presentations/slide from the day please contact Tony Bowman or 
Chris McCully. 
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