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I’ve just started the recording.  As I say if you have any questions as we go through, just let me know.  

Will do.

So we are interested in exploring what it has been to access health care during the pandemic, so thinking before last March, when you worked with probation, would you normally get any support from probation to improve your health or access health care?

You know what it is yeah, the first time I went into prison and the first time I’m experiencing this, so everything was new to me, when I got released it was all new to me, I’d never experienced it before, so I wouldn’t know how it would have worked before.

Ok so you were released, you went to, this is the first time under probation.

Yeah

Ok.  When kind of roughly were you released?  Do you remember?

I was released on July 2nd last year.

Last year, so right in the pandemic.

Right in the thick of it.

What was the experience of being released right in the thick of it? 

You know what the experience was pretty horrible because when I got released I was due to go to, what is the halfway thing called?  

Some kind of approved premises?

Yeah, approved premises that’s it, I was due to go to approved premises, but because they had a property, they didn’t have any spaces, so they ended up sending me to my own premises, but the only thing is, I did not have any help whatsoever to get me, to resettle me back into the community or anything like that.  I’ve lost ties with family and stuff and I didn’t have any kind of help from friends or family and that, so I found myself kind of struggling to just get by, if you understand what I am saying.  The fact that I was under severe restrictions as well, I wasn’t allowed to go to work and support myself or anything like that so yeah, it was pretty hard.

You mentioned there that you were expecting to go into approved premises and then you found you had to go into your own accommodation.  Was that a positive thing for you or less positive, how do you feel about that?

It was a positive thing, but it was kind of hard as well because that means, I don’t really know how the approved premises work yeah, but it was harder for me because all of a sudden I’ve just come out of prison, I haven’t got anything, and I’ve got to really support myself, but at the same time I’m trying to support myself, they put restrictions on me that I can’t go out there and work it out myself, if you know what I’m saying, it was like a double edged sword.

Yeah, so you had your independent flat, but you couldn’t go and do the other things to keep yourself busy and get work and stuff.  Did you have much, thinking about planning for you, the release, the few months and weeks…?

When I was in the, before I got released, when I was in jail, 2 years before I got released, obviously I was already planning what I was going to do when I got out and that, I was studying and I’ve always been into computers, I was working as a computer technician before, and then I forced myself right up, I’ve been away for 5 years, I needed to re-skill and reeducate myself and I ended up doing a [3:34 inaudible] Course, which I passed with flying colours, and when I came out, that was my whole intention, when I came out and find some IT related job and get back to work and that.  But when I came out, because of the pandemic, it was a bit difficult to find work, and with those restrictions, because they had a curfew on me from 9-7 in the morning and from 1 in the afternoon until 3pm.  I had a problem with the curfew, from 1-3pm, because if I was working with an employer, I could not come to him and tell him that from 1-3 I have to go home, they wouldn’t be able to understand that and it’s not good for them, for the business as well.  A lot of things made it a little bit difficult.

Ok.  So you had some issues because of the restrictions, and thinking about if you were released into a context that you might not have expected initially, so when you first went in and did some planning, nobody could know the pandemic would happen, did probation do anything extra to prepare you for going back into the community with the different restrictions going on?

No, nothing at all.  All that happened is that I was let out and then I was told these are your restrictions, do not break them otherwise you will be going back inside, that was what I was told, that’s it.  No form of help or nothing.

So, were there things that you would have wanted probation to help with but they didn’t help with or?

I mean, alright, just going back to even the curfew time, just allow me to, if you are not going to help me, I need [5:28 inaudible] To help myself, so 1-3 I just feel like it was unnecessary, do you know what I’m saying?  I mean I understand the night time curfew and all of that, but if I’m coming to you and saying I’ve got work, I’ve got people to employ me, I need to go to work because I need to help myself, I’m in a situation and that, then if I’m trying to better myself and stay out of crime and stuff like that I would expect you to heed, at least take notice.  I just feel like they could have improved on that a bit and made better allowances if I was actually doing something positive.

Yeah, absolutely, so there is something around the restrictions and having a discussion and that kind of preventing you there.  Where there other things that were happening, potentially around your health that you might have wanted more help with?

Well yeah.  I suffer from PTSD and depression and stuff like that so while I was in the prison I was taking medication for it, and obviously when I came out and because of the curfew and the lockdown and that, I found myself spending a lot of time indoors, which I understand because of the curfew conditions and that, but I just feel like going back again, I just feel like me getting out there and being active and doing certain things would have not been too much for me, but because of the curfew it just stopped me from doing a lot of things and it kept me depressed in doors.  It made me feel like worse than I was when I was in prison.

Yeah, so it’s not only the pandemic restrictions but it’s that added to the curfew.

Yeah because the curfew had a lot of bad impact on me [name].  

You mentioned there about medications and other kind of access in prison, did you have any issues registering with a GP or continuing with those medicines?

No not really because it was quite straightforward.  I could register myself, which yeah, but the probation didn’t do it for me I had to do it for myself.  My Doctors is literally 2 minutes walk from my house so it wasn’t difficult.

Was there anything else that you had to do for yourself where you would have liked more support from probation.  You mentioned there curfew being a big challenge, was there anything else?

Big things like grants.

Say that again sorry.

Grants

Oh grants

I mean when, before I got released I was under the illusion that when you get released you get a lot of charities that are willing to help out prisoners and probation will help you to resettle back into the community and stuff like that.  I was shocked when I came out, I didn’t get nothing.  No clothing grant, no grant to buy things in the house that I need, I’d been away for 5 years, I would have expected a little something, I didn’t get nothing.

So kind of support to settle in.  They gave you your own accommodation but not enough support to…

No, it’s not my own accommodation, they didn’t give me anything, the accommodation that I’ve got now, I had before I went to prison, so I didn’t get nothing from probation, nothing at all.  Apart from curfew that’s it.

So I completely understand the curfew and the challenges around employment and those restrictions, is there anything else that probation could have done to help with that condition?

How I understood it, that probation, or they had some charities that had grants to help out prisoners and that, I mean they could have helped me get in touch with charities or get hold of this grant or stuff like that, but none of that was ever mentioned.  I told them what my situation was and blah blah blah but it wasn’t really highlighted at all.  All they were interested in was me following my curfew that’s it.

So they focused on the curfew and meeting those restrictions, but not enough on the support you needed to settle.

No

Yeah, thanks that’s really helpful. And kind of thinking about keeping in touch with probation, because I suppose you must have started a relationship, just by talking on the phone, how have you found that?

Over the period, different types of communication, we have had video call, we’ve had, I’ve had the probation come to my address, I’ve had phone calls and I’ve had texts as well.  There were 2 times when I actually caught COVID, we had to do everything by phone and video.  Then obviously, just the other day I started a new job in [place], but because of the restrictions, that made a problem, so I was given, work gave me a few weeks grace to sort out my probation, but probation couldn’t lift my restriction, so in a sense they started video calling and told me that they could only do that once after that, I had to literally finish my work and told them that I had to leave because of my probation restrictions and stuff like that.  

So you had a job, but…

I had to leave yeah.

How have you found just communicating with them, how have you found video communication and text and that, what have you felt about that?

Video communication was ok because obviously they can see me, they can see my surroundings and see that I’m at work, what I find hard to believe is the reason they can see where I am, they can see what I’m doing, but they still want me to come in a jeopardise my job, when I’m trying to do something positive.  It just didn’t make any sense to me.

So you could show them that you were at work, that you were doing these things to work but even with that, they still didn’t give you the flexibility to continue with that.

Yeah.  The whole point is to integrate into society isn’t it.  So if someone is trying to do that and you are doing everything to block it then what is the point.

I absolutely agree with you that getting into work is really important, but they these barriers, yeah, absolutely, I share your frustrations there.  It’s the amount of communication that you’ve had with probation over this time, has that worked for you?

It’s worked for me.  It’s alright.

Do you speak to them often enough?

Yeah, I speak to them often enough, I’ve got both numbers the office number and actually mobile phone so if there’s an emergency then I can always pick up the phone and ring in.  So yeah, I think I’ve got, yeah, the communication that I’ve got between us is enough.

Yeah. In terms of the, you mentioned they’ve got different types of communication, so you have the video calls, the phone calls, texting and then they come and visit you at the house, what has worked best for you?

I haven’t had a problem with any of them.  Obviously the video one is the best because I just felt with the few weeks grace that I was given, and I was getting the video calls at work and they could see me at work, I thought that was a lot better than leaving work or leaving wherever I am to travel.  I was journeying just to see them for them to say oh it’s alright, everything is ok, when I could be working and just spend half an hour on a video call and just say yeah I’m working, everything is ok.  That extra journey, that extra inconvenience is not nice.

Like you said, it’s easier to have an half hour call at work and that could be done over a lunch break,  but if you are asked to travel there, then work could then be saying look, there is too much travel time, its breaking up the day, I can completely get that.

I mean, I would advise that obviously, because of the pandemic, a lot of people have been using the video call, like the team and all of that I think that’s the new way forward.  For people like me who have just come out, people that have the same kind of situation as me, I think that is the best thing for them.  Instead of having them come into the office all the time, you can actually do a video call and see exactly what they are up to, whether they are fine or not, you know, I think that’s the best thing, video call.

So if, let’s say restrictions are changing over the next couple of months and let’s say that going into the office in person becomes possible, would you still prefer video calls, how would you feel about that?

Videos are cool.  It depends on what you are doing.  If you are just at home then there’s no problem, but if you are sick or if you are at work, video calls are good, because obviously before the pandemic, I would imagine if you had flu or something they would have told you to come in anyway, but because of COVID obviously, yeah, but when I had COVID, we just did phone calls, but video calls would have reassured them, get them to actually see me, see that I’m not on drugs, see that I’m not on anything, I am where I am supposed to be.

So the benefit of video calls from your end is you can prove to them that you are doing ok, that you are at work or so on.  It’s more that than helping you to build a relationship or anything with them?

Yeah, yeah.  You can prove your whereabouts and your demeanor or whether you are ok or not.

How do you feel about your relationship with the probation officer you have now?  Is it a positive one?

I don’t know how to describe it.  One minute it’s good and one minute it’s bad.  The only, it’s ok, the only problem that I keep, I sound like a broken record, that I keep on going back to this curfew, because this curfew I’ve been fighting about it for the last 3 months, I’ve had jobs and I’ve lost jobs, all down to the curfew.  If didn’t think that when I got released, I had all this energy bursting out and to get on with life, to forget about the past and just get on with things, but I’m sure this curfew has been dumped on me and whatever positive stuff that I am trying to do, it’s just blocking everything.  Then when I’m asking probation to do it she’s not, er I don’t know how to say it, she’s not helping out like she should be or she’s not trying as hard as she should if you understand what I’m saying.

Ok, you kind of feel that she could do more to be on your side to fight your case.

But I’ve heard certain comments like, it’s not me that committed a crime, comments that make you think like, yeah I understand I committed a crime, but I’m trying to do something positive, I’m trying to move up from that, you don’t have to keep on reminding me about my crime.  It’s good sometimes for them to remind you about your crime because you need to acknowledge what you did and that, I understand, but if I’m trying to move forward then you are supposed to help me move forward and not be ignorant about it, be nasty about it.

There’s a rule by the probation office that they have put you under, and you feel that she’s not as much on your side and seeing the benefits for you and pushing for it.

I just thought they were there to help you.  When you said probation office, I thought they were supporting you every step or your journey and help you and make sure you are not doing things that you are not supposed to be doing and this and that.  I mean the  way I feel, I feel like the probation officer is just sitting like this and waiting for me to mess up, but I don’t see them give the help that I needed.  

Yeah, well that’s really helpful.  So you mentioned there quite strongly, and I absolutely agree with you the curfew is a challenge, is there anything else that probation could do to build a better relationship with you or to help with anything else you might need help with?

Each situation is different isn’t it, because we’ve all got our own personal problems and whatever, with me personally, I just feel that with me, when I came out I didn’t have any support from friends or family or nothing, I was just literally by myself and the little support that we were supposed to get before the pandemic, like charity things, clothing grant this and that, all of that would have really helped me, but I didn’t get any of that, I don’t know if it was because of the pandemic but, it’s been very difficult, very difficult, if I had a bit of help, it wouldn’t have solved all of my problems, but it would have made life a little bit easier.

Yeah, in particular when the pandemic made things just that little bit harder.

Twice as hard, twice as hard.

Thinking about health issues, with healthcare, are probation doing anything to help you access the healthcare that you need?

No not really.  With the health care, like I said I suffer from mental health and that, the only question they asked me was are you on any medication? But nobody really took notice.  I went to the GP myself and got myself booked a few appointments to do with my mental health and get my medication, but apart from them asking how I am and if I’m still taking my medication, that’s all I got from them, nothing else.

Is there anything else that you would like them to help with?

They could have directed, obviously because of COVID and all of that, you know how it is when you suffer from depression and you are locked down and you are indoors all the time with the curfew as well, it could make a hinderance to your mental health as well, especially when you suffer from depression.  I live on my own in a one bedroom flat, I don’t really see anybody.  To be more effective I feel they could have taken that into consideration and maybe offered me, whether I wanted it or not, they could have offered me support, and it would have been my choice whether I wanted it or not, whether I wanted to use it or not.

What kind of support could they have offered?

I don’t know. Umm maybe someone to talk to me, or maybe numbers that I could phone people and talk to when I’m depressed.  Or you know like when I’m feeling down or something like that, just little things like that.

Yeah so signposting you to different places.

Yeah

Yeah that’s really helpful.  Is there anything else about the planning for the release and the immediate few weeks after that was made more challenging because of the pandemic?

I think everything to do with release was made more challenging, because even the resettlement, the resettlement office in jail was actually closed.  This is the office that helps you to resettle outside, that goes with all the little things that you need to resettle back in the community, that was closed.

Was there anyway of contacting them?

There was a phone call, but they wasn’t really forthcoming.  All you got is some little slip, like a little leaflet or something like that or with some information on it, but, you’ve got to remember that in prison there are people there that can’t read, that can’t do things for themselves, I was just fortunate enough that I can read.  Some people need more support than what they were offering.

Did you get much contact from probation in those last couple of months before  release to start doing some more planning?

None of that. I didn’t get any of that.  I got my, I was contacted by probation 3 weeks before I got released and basically they gave me the date of release and my license conditions like this.  Nothing else.

You didn’t have a conversation or anything with them?

I had a conversation with them but it was just to deal with my license conditions and what to expect when I got outside, that’s it, nothing else.  That we are going to do this for you we are going to help you like this, none of that.

Was that the first time that you met that probation officer as well?

I didn’t meet her but I was talking to her a few times.

Is there anything else around that planning process that could have been improved?

Oh mate, I just feel that a lot of the prisoners that are coming out, they could do a lot more to help, ??????? Cause obviously, if you are doing everything to stop the progress and you are not doing anything to help them, you are going to put them in the situation where they might start reoffending because they feel like they don’t have any other choice.

Yeah, particularly as you said if jobs are harder to come by in your case, if the restrictions make that much harder.

You’ve got to imagine as well yeah, obviously I went in for a serious crime, but when I came out I was so lucky to get the jobs that I was getting.  I was applying for jobs everyday, everyday, everyday, most of them would come to me and say no because of your DBS no, no, and when I do get the job, ah mate you can’t do it, you are high risk and we are not ready to take you off your high risk and so I said, what’s the point?  But still carry on searching for jobs, so what’s the point in searching for a job and if I get the job, you are not going to let me take the job and none of it made any sense (laughing).

Yeah, so the frustration that you both know that getting a job is really helpful for rehabilitation, but there are these barriers that they just will not be flexible around to support that.

I’m more high risk if I sit at home and left alone to my thoughts and depression and stuff like that than me going to work.  I’m more productive, I’m more positive at work than sitting at home and not doing anything and letting my thoughts and I just don’t understand the logic in that.

Yeah absolutely.  I’ve got one final question which is quite a big question, so take your time if you want to think about it.  So if you were speaking to probation today, and you had the time to tell them one thing that could make accessing health care better, what would you tell them they could do?

The way I see it, obviously not every prisoner that comes out has got the intention of changing their life and being positive and moving forward and stuff like that, I get that, but I think they should look at prisoners individually and see what the prisoners have been doing to progress and to do positive stuff and to move along in the community and then do it by prisoner rather than doing it as a collective.  Individual cases, that’s what I think anyway.

So taking the individual, think about what they need, how you can support them.  Yeah, I think that’s really helpful.  I think that’s it for questions from me, is there anything that you would like to speak about that we haven’t today.

No that’s it.

Brilliant so I will just stop.


