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Introduction 
 
The Wise Group has direct experience of the capacity for offenders to develop 
positive lifestyles, resist pressures to commit further offences and become 
constructive members of society through the Routes out of Prison project (RooP). 
We welcome the opportunity to respond to the proposed Criminal Justice and 
Licensing (Scotland) Bill (hereafter ‘the Bill’) as a social enterprise that 
undertakes a range of projects that seek to improve the lives of disadvantaged 
communities and contribute to robust and cohesive communities.  
 
The Bill draws on recommendations made by the Scottish Prisons Commission, 
headed by Henry McLeish, Scotland’s Choice (2008) that recommends reducing 
the prison population to an average of 5,000.1 The Commission visited the RooP 
project as part of its research, and our submission similarly draws on the lessons 
from RooP. RooP, an example of the notion of in-community support in practice, 
has been evaluated by the Criminal Justice Social Work Development Centre for 
Scotland based at the University of Edinburgh. RooP has enabled The Wise 
Group to garner considerable expertise in the area of offender rehabilitation, and 
we would be happy to expand on our comments should the Committee require 
additional information. Contact details are provided at the end of this submission. 
 
Community Payback 
 
This submission is focused on the concept of community based sentences, 
‘community payback sentences’ to use the terminology of the McLeish report. 
The report defines payback as:  
 

finding constructive ways to compensate or repair harms caused by crime. 
It involves making good to the victim and/or the community whether by 
unpaid work, engaging in rehabilitative work that benefits both victims and 
the community by reducing reoffending, or some combination of these and 
other approaches.2

 
The Wise Group shares the Bill’s ambition to reduce Scotland’s prison 
population, and specifically we support efforts to reduce the use of imprisonment 

                                       
1 Scottish Prisons Commission (2008) 
2 Ibid. 

1 



CJL58 

through increased use of short sentences.3 Imprisonment is detrimental to 
individuals as well as families and communities: 
 

• Individuals: time in prison can have dramatic and negative effects on 
individuals, in terms of their family life and mental and physical health. As 
Hosking writes ‘the collateral damage of imprisonment is considerable – a 
third of prisoners lose their home while in prison, two thirds lose their job, 
over a fifth face increased financial problems and more than two-fifths lose 
contact with their family’.4 Imprisonment also increases the chances of 
children going into care and reduces life expectancy; increasing the need 
for state benefits.5 It also interrupts education, training or employment and 
can lead to the development of relationships that are not conducive to 
crime-free lives. A sequence of short sentences can lead to individuals 
who were hitherto troubling offenders becoming serious offenders.6 
Moreover, it is our experience that the stigma associated with having 
spent time in prison, even if all the negative effects on individuals just 
outlined are somehow avoided, will present barriers to employment and 
perhaps future relationships. 

• Families and communities: community life is fragmented by individuals 
moving in and out of prisons, compounded by the negative impact of time 
in prison on individuals involved. Those families where one parent is in 
prison have a higher likelihood of other family members engaging in 
criminal activity, going to prison, relying on benefits, being placed in care 
and having high levels of emotional distress.7 Social inequalities are 
therefore deepened by high rates of imprisonment, while undermining 
efforts to support those communities which are most in need.8 

 
The Wise Group believes that expanding the use of community payback as an 
alternative to prison has the potential to avoid such deleterious impacts of prison. 
Community based payback schemes have proven capacity to reduce re-
offending, with additional benefits of reduced expenditure on prisons9 and the 
delivery of necessary work in communities. Moreover, victims and the wider 
public will have a sense that something positive is being contributed by 
offenders. 
 
If the Scottish Government (and indeed the Scottish community) is serious about 
reducing reoffending and changing the life courses of individuals who otherwise 
might face ‘life by instalments’ – that is, a series of short periods in prison – there 
                                       
3 In 2006/07 57% of prison sentences were for three months or less; and 83% in 2005/06 were for 
six months or less (Ibid) 
4 Hosking (2008) 
5 Scottish Prisons Commission (2008); Codd (2008) cited in Scottish Prisons Commission (2008) 
6 Scottish Prisons Commission (2008) 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 The Scottish Prison Service estimates that housing a prisoner costs £31,000 to £40,000 each 
year. 
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is a need to address a suite of disadvantages invariably experienced by the 
majority of the short term prison population.10

In particular, The Wise Group believes that this means addressing in a holistic 
way the offender’s health needs (mental and physical), education and skill 
deficits and supporting positive relationships with families where possible. Our 
experience of delivering a range of support to our clients who face complex 
disadvantages suggests that this is most effectively and efficiently done in 
supportive and constructive programmes in communities. There is evidence from 
Scotland that reconvictions are lower for those involved in non-custodial 
sentences than those who serve prison sentences.11 Programmes to support 
offenders are better provided in the community than when provided in the 
prison.12 This implies there needs to be parallel emphasis on rehabilitation, not 
simply payback.  
 
We also note the warning from Houchin (2005) regarding a focus on the 
offending behaviour of individuals which can be counter-productive because it 
‘emphasises the non-affiliation of the client group to the norms to which it is 
hoped they will come to ascribe...Imprisonment makes membership of the 
dominant culture more tenuous and confirms the excluded identity’.13 Instead, 
The Wise Group supports Houchin’s call for encouraging individuals to 
participate in their communities to engender an affiliation and commitment to 
communities. This is vital in ‘[emphasising] their normality, their standing as 
members of the community’.14

 
Lessons from The Wise Group’s Routes out of Prison project  
 
Concerted support within the community can turn an individual’s life around. This 
is a clear lesson from the RooP project. The RooP Life Coaches proactively link 
ex-offenders with relevant agencies and families (as appropriate). Assistance can 
take the form of attending interviews with clients, making appointments with 
housing authorities and liaising with employment support services. Effectively, 
the Life Coaches help ex-offenders get their life back on track after a period in 
prison, with expected significant reductions in re-offending rates. RooP 
experience thus supports the observation of the Scottish Prisons Commission 
that rather than a single punishment leading to desistance from crime, a process 

                                       
10 Houchin (2005) found that there is a ‘systemic link between social deprivation’.  One in nine 
young men from the most deprived areas of Scotland will spend time in prison when they are 23 
(Houchin 2005).   Prisoners are 13 times more likely to have been in care as a child and 
unemployed than the general population and ten times more likely to have regularly been absent 
from school.  Four in five prisoners have the writing skills of an 11 year old and 65% have the 
numeracy skills of an 11 year old.  Seven in ten prisoners in Scotland suffer from at least two 
mental disorders (Scottish Prisons Commission 2008).  Those born in the most deprived parts of 
Scotland have a greater probability of spending time in prison (Houchin, 2005). 
11 Scottish Prisons Commission (2008)  
12 Ibid. 
13 Houchin (2005)  
14 Ibid. 
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of small successes (and failures) will result in individuals reducing their 
offending.15

 
We therefore envisage utilising community payback as a mechanism to deliver a 
suite of individualised assistance while individuals are actively contributing to 
their community. Proactive use of the opportunity presented by community 
payback sentences is the best way to give offenders this chance and support 
positive choices. The Wise Group feels this is a positive and constructive use of 
an unfortunate juncture in an individual’s life. 
 
An equally important lesson from The Wise Group’s RooP project is the genuine 
desire of the majority of ex-offenders to desist from crime and contribute to 
society in a positive way. Many of the Life Coaches are ex-offenders themselves, 
which not only gives them a unique ability to engage with individuals leaving 
prison (the ‘peer effect’), but also illustrates the capacity and willingness of 
former offenders to change their lives. In turn, communities need to give ex-
prisoners a chance and a fresh start to life through reintegration.16  
 
Enabling greater numbers of offenders to follow this lead through structured 
payback sentences that combine constructive atonement for the crime committed 
through useful community work with support in addressing challenges would, we 
believe, go a substantial way to achieving the goal of strong resilient 
communities from which all individuals can reach their greatest potential. 
 
Lessons from Intermediate Labour Markets 
 
Community sentences will be most effective when they impart skills and 
qualifications that lead to opportunities for work that represent a real alternative 
to crime.17 The Wise Group has a strong track record of delivering community 
activities that enhance localities. For example, one of our Intermediate Labour 
Market programmes (ILMs) delivered the following impacts for individuals 
involved: 
 

• Increased training and employability opportunities 
• Movement into the local labour market 
• Alleviating poverty through increased income to participants 
• Increased access to support services 
 

A study into our Cadder Housing Association Project that involved long term 
unemployed individuals in carrying out regeneration work found that the majority 
of participants reported an increased sense of self-respect and pride in their 
accomplishments. There was a strong sense of belonging to a group and working 

                                       
15 Scottish Prisons Commission (2008)  
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
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with that group to achieve something worthwhile, which would also be of benefit 
to the community.  
 
The ILMs show that work experience in a supportive environment can help 
participants address barriers to work (such as low education, a history of 
unemployment, mental and physical health problems, drug misuse and 
homelessness). We therefore call for the design of community payback schemes 
to incorporate mechanisms that address barriers to work in order for participants 
to emerge with greater employability. 
 
ILMs also deliver tangible benefits for communities: 
 

• Improved amenity of the area 
• Reduced maintenance costs of the improved areas 
• Improved sustainability of community regeneration programmes 
• Improved resident satisfaction 
• Reduced vandalism by youths and damage by refuse collectors 
• Reduced anti-social behaviour and crime 

 
Additional Comments 
 
Finally, The Wise Group feels that that Local Authorities are best placed to 
manage contracts for community payback schemes. For the rehabilitative and 
community benefit elements of community payback to be maximised, 
understanding of local communities – their challenges, priorities and affiliations – 
are fundamental in programme design. We have a long history of positive 
collaboration with Local Authorities which underpins our view that they are best 
placed to indentify worthy areas of work. Clearly, areas and tasks selected for 
community payback projects need to be cognisant to avoid any displacement of 
work that would have been undertaken by other organisations or individuals. For 
example, community payback should not carry out work that would have been 
carried out by other individuals who are seeking work. 
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