Interview – 26.03.21 (1)
So as I’ve said, we are interested in thinking about accessing healthcare during the pandemic. So do you normally get any support from probation to improve your health or access healthcare?

Not really, no.

Have there been things that you would have wanted help with and haven’t discussed?

It’s not something I’ve discussed with probation.

Is there a reason behind it? Not feeling comfortable talking openly with them or?

I’m not there for healthcare.

Ok, can you tell me a bit more about that and why you think that way?

I’m there because I’ve committed a crime, I’m not there to discuss my health. So it’s not something I’ve been (inaudible).

Ok, is it because you don’t feel probation can help with that, or is it an issue that you don’t feel comfortable discussing it, or …?

No it’s just not come up I don’t think. I can’t remember to be honest, I don’t think I’ve ever talked to them about healthcare at all.

And can you remind me, are you currently on supervision or when were you last … ?

I live in supported housing.

Oh, you live in supported housing?

Yes.

And when were you under probation supervision?

I’m under it all the time, I’m a lifer.

Oh right ok. So within all that time, health hasn’t come up?

I don’t think so. Generally probation will help you with anything you ask though. 

So have there been health issues?

I suppose they have in a way, because I’ve got mental health problems, and I’ve got addiction issues, and I had to put it to probation that I was moving out of my flat in the first lockdown and going into supported housing. So I suppose you could label that as health.

Yes talking about the moving to supported accommodation with them. Were they helpful when you had that conversation?

Yes it was, yes helpful.

What kind of things were they helpful for in thinking about that move?

Well, they’ve been helpful since I’ve moved in. I’ve actually changed probation officer in this period, so there was a little bit of scepticism from some probation at first because I think they didn’t really understand my addiction. And then obviously they want to recall you because you’re drinking and taking drugs. But yes, they listened to what I was saying and then accepted it and then obviously did what they needed to do to support my probation. With the support of my support workers I moved in.

Ok, so they’ve been supportive of the move and the reasons why you’re moving to support accommodation.

I’ve been clean for the last 10 months.

Brilliant. And probation, have they offered any support around staying clean for that long?

Well, I’ve talked to probation officers. I used to live in a different town and when I moved to this town I got a new probation officer but I got a temporary one for a bit, then I got this man and he was brand new to the job so he was difficult to work with.

What made him difficult to work with?

He didn’t really know what I was entitled to and stuff. 

Right, ok. So he didn’t really know enough about probation?

Yes, he didn’t really know enough about what services and stuff, so every time I spoke to him he’d always have to take it upstairs sort of thing. But now I’ve got this woman back, she’s really good she rings me every two weeks and she’s been coming to see me now and again. 

Ok. Through the pandemic?

Yes, standing in the garden. So yes, she’s really good and she’s really happy with my progress which is good.

And what kind of things have made her really good?

Well, just more contact and she knows her job. Coming to see me, it feels more personal.

Compared to speaking to her on the phone?

Yes she speaks to me on the phone but it’s good to ring her up every couple of weeks and I’ve got a Whatsapp number, I can send messages and stuff. And she’s got me some support from Shelter about funding for courses. They had to hold it up for a bit but yes, she’s better. You get that, some people are better at jobs than others.

And what kind of things makes her better than the man you described earlier?

You feel more of a connection, more like she’s looking out for me and trying to steer me in the right ways, where the other guy seemed like he’s just following the book and if I don’t do something he likes then there’s a chance of recall, do you know what I mean?

Right, ok. But it feels quite differently with this lady.

Yes it feels more personal and it feels like she’s really interested so I can talk to her about anything and I don’t feel like my guard’s up so much. But I was drinking a lot with the other one so I wasn’t in the best place anyway. And now I’m totally sober with [name] so it’s different, I view things differently. I was smoking a lot of weed as well before, so paranoid, and that doesn’t always help you know in your relationship and going into new situations because you’re paranoid.

Yes, absolutely.  

And I can’t criticise him and say he was bad at his job you know, he had me in a different head space. 

Right. So is there something differently that probation did to support you there, or was it because of the head space that you were in?

Well the thing is with the last one is that once this lockdown stopped they only called me into the office once and said that I was addicted and then he didn’t phone me up, so it went like from seeing him weekly it went to I didn’t hear from him for a month. To be quite honest I was quite pleased with that, I didn’t want to interact with probation because I was in addiction and I was full of lies. An addicted person is blagging all the time and is lying, so it was good for me that he wasn’t contacting me and didn’t want to know what I was doing because I was trying to just sort myself out. And then I always feel because I’m a lifer that they can just recall me to prison when they want. It leaves a little bit of a trap door I suppose. 

And you mentioned you’ve got quite a different relationship with this female probation officer. It is because of something she’s done or something she’s said – what has made the difference?

She’s more consistent, she’s consistent talking to me every couple of weeks and ringing me up and she’s been really nice with me and really pleased that I’m staying clean. She knows when she talks we’ve got on well because she’s been in the job a while, so she’s come across them before so she knows them. It’s like I’ve got a friend at the end of the phone, if that’s the way of putting it, it doesn’t feel like I’ve got lines I’ve not got to cross and stuff.  

Yes, that sounds quite different to the male officer you described earlier, with the risk of recall.

The big difference is me – I was in a different head space when I had the male, so everything he did I viewed as from a paranoia point of view. He’d ring me up and I’d be paranoid: what’s he ringing me for, what does he know? Because I got quite bad on the drugs, doing crack and I was in a bad state. My crime was on coke and alcohol so in theory he was a high risk firm. But the probation of me where I live is quite good.

Ok so there’s something about your circumstances and that can affect how you work with probation as well.

Yes, because if I’m taking drugs and I’m paranoid and I’m going into somewhere and I’ve been changing and not being totally honest, like with the last one I didn’t really tell him how bad I was, it ended up being a service that I went to see that told him. And then he accused me of lying to him, but I wasn’t lying - I told him I had problems, I just didn’t go into the total depth of it. Because it was a risk of being recalled so I can’t go in an office and say I’m shooting up heroin because they’re just going to go right, we’re recalling you.

And even if that’s now what they’ll do, it’s what I believe they’ll do, so it’s my belief when I go into that. But I’ve been changing, now I’m being honest because I don’t think like that anymore. There’s a taxi firm around here and every time you go out one of these taxis will pass you. There’s no shadow of a doubt that that’s what will happen because it’s a small area and it’s a taxi firm, but I was convinced this taxi firm were police. 
Right.

So just walking to the shop I’d be paranoid that I was being followed and watched and, you know. You get a life sentence and you can imagine the chaos it can create in your own head. And then to take that into dealing with people, it’s difficult.

As you said earlier, one of the challenges is you can’t feel you can be that honest with probation because if you do, there’s the risk that you could get recalled.

It’s not about not being honest, it’s about what you’re doing. For instance, me taking cocaine and drinking heavily was what happened when my crime happened, so they are obviously going to view that as a danger. The nature of that world is that you hang around with a lot of criminals to get drugs and then it costs money, so what else are you doing. You should see the risk in it and as a person you can know that risk. You can’t go in and say I’ve just spent £600 on drugs, all my money, because they’re just like well you’re getting really unmanageable now. And you think they’re going to recall you so you’re not going to go in and say this is how bad a state I’m in.

Now, because I’m ten months clean [name] rings me and I’ve got money in the bank, I’ve got this going on, thinking of doing this, and you can just be honest about your thinking because you’re not doing anything they can recall you for. You’re just living life. And they’re not going to recall you for that. So it’s just difficult. It’s the most important relationship I think I’ve got really, because I can’t really do anything without probation: I can’t go on holiday, can’t get a job, can’t do things, I’ve got to ask probation. So it becomes a really difficult thing. Even with relationships and stuff. So I see it as like the most important relationship I’ve got going, I’ve got to keep it healthy and strong. 

And in that situation you described earlier, is there anything more that probation could do differently to change that relationship?

I don’t know, it all becomes about what I want doesn’t it. I can’t go and stay at other people’s houses without getting authorisation and stuff, it’s difficult, it is part of my offence, it’s part of my punishment I suppose. Or it’s part of how they are managing me in society because they don’t want me to do what I did again. But could they do different? Yes, they could provide me more and give me money and stuff and that would probably make me feel better, but I don’t know, I think it’s quite good. The contact’s not overwhelming and it’s not heaping loads of demands on me, it’s sort of I’m left to live my life and they just pop in and say how are you. 

She always leaves the door open if I need anything, or if I need to ask her anything, just to ask. And I suppose there’s a lot more avenues I could go down asking, but I don’t. I’ve got a support team and they’re there for me and the first people I ask. I think if I didn’t have that then probation could provide that, or would. 

Thanks for sharing that, that’s really helpful. You mentioned there and before about the phone calls every couple of weeks and the visiting in the garden. How have you felt about that communication?

I actually like it better than going to the office. I was thinking about that question when I decided to do this. The way that probation works now, it’s more on my terms instead of on their terms. 
Okay

You show up at an office and you’re mixing with other criminals in the foyer or sat there. I’ve bumped into people that I was in prison with that I didn’t particularly like while I was in prison, you bump into them so they know. And when you go it’s a probation office – you might as well put a sign on your head saying I’m here because I’m a criminal. 
Yeah.

Where at this moment it’s just somebody turning up, it could be my friend, and the neighbours don’t know your life from that. But If my neighbours see me outside the probation office going in, they know what I’m in, but here they don’t. So I actually like it a lot better.

Yes, I think that’s a really important point. And how have you felt communication has worked over the phone?

It’s alright. I suppose they don’t get to see you as well so if I’m out of my ****ing head I can still talk. It’s like you can’t tell now. Obviously you picked up I’m a little bit tired, I just got up, but you’re not seeing my eyes rolling around because I’ve taken drugs or anything like that. I suppose in a following sense it could be worse for probation than it is for the person that is on probation. 
Right.

But I personally like it better, it just feels more like I’ve got a friend down the phone instead of somebody that’s there monitoring me.  That’s essentially what they’re doing, they’re monitoring you to make sure that you don’t get into states where you might up end up committing a crime. I mean that’s what they’re there for. The relationship seems more – I can use the word solid but it’s the wrong word – it seems just more better, it doesn’t feel like I’m being judged as much in a sense. 

When you turn up at probation it’s all about you walk in and you’re being judged, you’re on camera, you’re going into these little rooms. It’s like an interview rooms with some (19:20 inaudible). It’s not a nice feeling. Whereas [name] came to my house the other day, we were in the garden with my dog and we were sat talking and it was fun, apart from it being cold.

So you mentioned there about how it feels, there isn’t that judgement if you went into the office. Has that affected what you have spoken about with probation, how has that impacted?

I feel more at ease. Honestly, sat outside in the garden having a chat about girlfriends and stuff and it just felt like I’m talking to a friend, it didn’t feel like I’m being judged. Honestly, that’s what she’s there to do but it just doesn’t feel that formal anymore, it feels more poetic. And then I told her I’ve got this work (20:33 inaudible) and we just having a bit of a laugh about it. In an office setting it’s like what are you doing, who are you speaking now. It just feels a lot nicer. I don’t like dealing with probation officers and secretaries and being filmed and going in and talking to lads that have been in jail with you. I don’t like being a criminal and you don’t feel it this way, whereas before you felt it.

I think that’s a really, really good point. You also mentioned how you’d had some phone calls and some visits in the garden, but you also mentioned about Whatsapping. Can you tell me a bit more about what you use that for and if that’s been helpful.

A phone number has got a Whatsapp thing with it so if I want to send a message I can send it on Whatsapp and then I can see that it’s been read. And I’ve left a message and I have an idea at stupid hours and so I won’t ask it then. I’m really bad at doing things, like I’ve got to go and do something for my driving test and it’s just taken me weeks to do it. But at 2 o’clock in the morning I’ll remember it that I’ve got to do that. So it’s just easy to send a message at any time. Before you had to ring the probation officer, speak to a receptionist, and it’s very hard to get through to your probation officer because you’re going through a few layers. So it feels like I’ve got her number at the end of my phone. I’ve not got her in as probation; the other guy was in as probation, she’s just in as a name. 

And is that because you just feel you have a different relationship with her?

Yes I do, yes. Can we end it now, I’ve got a bit of a headache.

Yes, I’ve got a couple of really quick questions if that’s alright. Just for a couple more minutes. Two quick questions and then I’ll let you go if that’s alright. So you’ve obviously been in probation before, how do you feel overall about the changes that happened with probation over the last year since the pandemic?

For me it’s better, it’s a better relationship. It’s a better dynamic I don’t feel as much shame being on probation as I did before.  It just feels a little bit more personal than it did.

Yes it’s just a different dynamic I suppose.

Yes.

Brilliant, that’s really helpful. And one really quick last question – if you were speaking to someone from probation and you could tell them one thing that could make accessing healthcare better, what would you tell them they could do?

I don’t know the answer to that.

Ok I appreciate it’s quite a big question. So that’s it from me. Thanks a lot for taking the time today, it’s really helpful.
