
Interview – 22-2-21


So the first question is thinking about, we are interested in what it’s been like to access health care during the pandemic, but before we kind of think about how things have changed, do you normally get any support from probation to improve your health or access health care?

Yeah, what normally happens is that I’ve been released now, goodness how long have I been out of prison? 3 and a half years, and I went to a hostel when I first came out and they sorted out with me a doctor in [place] and when I moved back to [place] back to my mother’s house, I went to a [place] Doctors, and also if there was anything that’s major or anything such as that, my probation officer has authorisation to talk to my GP…

Okay

… and what they would do, [name’s] the name of my PO, if she’s got any problems or anything, she will have a word with the Doctor, she has done that before.  So really they are on top of it mate to be honest, with probation and health care.  And they’ve also put me forward for treatment, but as you can appreciate with COVID it’s mental health…

Yeah.

… we’ve been a year and bit now, knocked back, no health care, for mental health.

Right so you were put forward initially by probation in collaboration with your GP for mental health care but you’ve been on waiting lists for all of this time?

Yep, yep, we we’re on the waiting list for the first care now, we sorted that out with the professor up at [place], one of the hospitals…

Yeah.

… and he put me forward, and we’ve heard, because I’ve just had to write to them last week…

Yeah.

… we’ve heard nothing in a year and a bit but that is purely because of COVID and I know that there are other people that it would be more beneficial, because I’m on tablets and I’m not having any episodes, so I understand that.

Right

… it’s put it on the back burner mate for a year and bit, with mental health.

You mentioned earlier that when you are in the hostel, coordinating the access to the GP was that more by the hostel or by probation or?

That’s a very good point because [name and name], they are hostel workers and probation officers, probation officers they are the ones that sorted it all out for me when I first came out.  

I’m with it yeah.

I didn’t know what to do and they got me into somewhere in [place], because that was where the hostel was, then when I came back to [place], I went to the one I had years ago, but provisionally it was probation that set everything up for me at the hostel.

Right, yeah because I presume it was an approved premises.

Yeah, approved premises yeah.

Ok.  I wasn’t sure if it was like a homeless organisation or something.

No it was, I came out of prison in July 2017 and I went to an approved premises first, I should have said that.

Yeah, no that is really helpful.  Is there anything else that before this year that probation has helped with, with your health, accessing health care?

We got in touch with Mind as well, you’ve heard of mind, and again we’ve heard nothing because of the fact it’s COVID, everything has just been knocked on the head to be honest, so we are just treading water.

And have you spoke to probation about not hearing back, have they been able to do anything to help on that side?

[Name] is quite concerned, well she’s not concerned, that came out wrong, she’s a little bit upset shall we say, because I’ll have been out 4 years in July, I’m also an ex squaddie, so even the Doctor said I should be because of my ex HM forces, I should be pushed near the top of the queue, and which is not good anyway mate, and it really didn’t help with COVID, it didn’t, or it hasn’t should I say.  What we’ve done now is we have just sent a letter, I’ve sent a letter and given a copy to [name], [name], my PO, and I’m asking where I am on the list, for mental health.  But normal physical health, once I got myself into the [place] Doctors, everything is OK.  

Ok so the GP and the physical side, that’s been quite smooth for you?

Yeah but I’m quite lucky that I’ve got a smart phone and I can use it.

Ok.

Because what I was saying to [name] is the fact that I’m on the Service User Group, as I’ve explained to you [name], what I was concerned about is certain individuals, because of their license restrictions, cannot have a mobile phone, and I didn’t know how they would engage with health care because you can’t get an appointment now, it’s all over the phone.

Yeah

And there’s a bit of concern about that.  So that would be one negative for the health care if you don’t have a mobile phone, and let’s be honest that some people, whatever age you are, can’t use a mobile phone anyway.

Yeah, those are really important.  Is it fair to say that those aren’t barriers that you’ve faced in accessing health care?

Yeah, I’ve not a challenge with it, but there are certain individuals that I’ve met and they would certainly have a challenge not having face to face.

Do you have any challenges around it not being face to face?

To be honest with you I can use all of the technology and all of that, but I would rather be sat in front of somebody, because I don’t know why, I just don’t like phones, I never have done.  That’s one of the things that [name] said to me about having an interview with you, would I be alright on the phone?  I said yeah, I’ve already spoken to [name], I’m ok.  I just don’t like phones, so when I have to ring the Doctors up and that, I’m stressing like mad, and then it’s a nightmare.  That’s just one of my, that’s nothing to do with health care or probation, it’s just me.

It’s about having to be on the phone.

Yeah I would rather be face to face but I understand that that’s not possible at the moment, I understand.

Can I just ask a bit more about what difference it being face to face makes to you?

I feel a lot calmer.  I think it’s also the fact that I can look at people’s face when I’m talking to them, I don’t know how to put it into words to be honest, I just feel a lot calmer when I’m talking face to face if I’ve met them before.  Yeah, phone is just impersonal to me, I just don’t know what it is.

Yeah.  Is it particularly bad if you’ve not met them before?

Oh that would be a nightmare [name], yeah, waiting for you for ringing up, when I was advised that someone was ringing up, I thought what am I going to say and all that, so when I said about 22nd March and things like that, I remember the conversation, it was just I was panicking like made, because I just didn’t know what to expect.  So, I’ve had a word with [name] and I’ve spoken to you before so I’m ok now.  I’m like that if I go other places as well, it’s not just on the phone.
 
Presumably with [PO] that’s been on the phone, how have you found that?  Well, mostly been on the phone.

Right, I’m glad you’ve asked me that.  What they have done is, they’ve kept me at a certain risk because then I can still go into the office.  

Okay

So what I do now, they’ve gone way above what they should do really.  I go, let me think what happens.  They ring you up once a week which is fine, then the second week I go actually to the [place] office.  

Okay

Because I like going in and I’m ok.  Things will be changing, definitely when COVID come back on board, because there will be more people going into probation,  if it has been bad weather or [name] is around this area, she does a door stop visit, so I’m always in contact with probation, all of the time.  

Okay

So it’s once a week that I ring up and on the second week they come and see me or I go into the office to see them.

Is that different to how it would usually be before COVID?

Yes, because I was going in every week.

Right ok.  So this is almost like a compromise that it’s every couple of weeks.

Yeah, as I say they’ve used the system as such that I can go in once every two weeks, because otherwise it would just be, as far as I am aware, once a week telephone call and then one doorstep every three months.  I wouldn’t be used to that at the moment.

It’s interesting that you say that, because you mentioned there that they’ve kind of kept you at a certain risk, were they thinking about before COVID reducing your risk level and now they’ve decided not to because of these reasons?

Yep.  But it’s getting reduced the middle of this year anyway, [09:34 inaudible] COVID.  We had a discussion about this a few weeks ago and last week she was concerned ?????? Well it will be, that I will go down a level of risk, then that’s when it will be once every two weeks to ring me and they will come and see me every 3 months.  

Okay

So I don’t really have to go to the office as such, which I don’t mind, I don’t mind going in because I know what I’m doing, but could of impacted on accommodation etc. if I was [10:03 inaudible] Because my risk would have been higher than what it should have been to be honest, but it hasn’t because of COVID.  

Yeah.

It’s a double headed sword [name].

Yeah, I appreciate that.  You mentioned there about doorstep visits, how have you found those?

Right, well that’s another direction, gone out the way for me. Because one of the things they were saying is they can come up to the door step and sit outside in the car and I open the door, wave to them and then get them on the phone and talk to them on the phone, when they are outside my Mum’s house, so no I don’t want to do that, to be honest, so at the bottom of our road, we just meet up down there.  So I can see them face to face again.

Right, so rather than it being directly outside of the house, and on the phone.

Yeah where they are just sat there on the phone talking to me, which I think, especially with bad weather, so I said can you meet me at the bottom of the road, so that’s what they do now.

Can I ask what was the reason in preferring to do that?

Again, so I can see people face to face.  

Yeah.

Because I’ve had [name] for a probation officer for 9 years now, but I got used to her to be honest and yeah, again it’s that non personal contact.

Yeah, it’s physically seeing someone, face to face.

It is for me yeah.

Yeah. And even if you are seeing [name], you are not talking to her face to face like if she was on the phone.

Thanks why they allowed me to come into the office.  But I said that will be changing anyway shortly, but I’ll cross that bridge when it gets to it.  But going back to probation and health care [name], there hasn’t really been a bit up upset for me at all.  Everybody has gone out of their way for me.

That’s really helpful to hear, because some good things there, thinking about to be shared more widely as well.  Has there been, can you mention about some of the other, some of the things that have changed like the way you communicate with [PO] and so on, have there been any other changes in the last year with the different restrictions?

Well normally we have a service user group which we used to have that every 2 months, which we used to have that every 2 months which is for putting ideas forward, really just [place], [place] etc, things that can improve service users when they come out of prison, so that’s a really massive big step, induction book etc., etc., and then once every three months we then have a regional where one of the Directors and Senior Managers turn up, and they put it down and then it moves forward from then, and that’s all stopped.

That’s not moved on line or anything?

No, that’s stopped completely.

And how do you feel about that stopping completely?

Even when I was in prison, I don’t mind helping people out and the fact is, I only had a few years in prison, but I know people who have done 28/30 years in prison and when they come out, it’s completely different.  I said, I only did a few years, but when I was at the approved premises, I had to get somebody to show me how to answer the phone, the green and red button, little things like that.  

Yeah.

If you are coming out now, especially with COVID, how are they going to move forward?

Yeah, I think that is really interesting.  So if there have been some positive things around them continuing contact and being more flexible I suppose and doing what they can to see you face to face, not having that service user group is a negative thing.

It is yeah, I’ve said, I don’t know why we didn’t go on line, I haven’t asked that question, I thought it was for data protection, but I didn’t like to say anything.  I think they are now bringing it forward where we will be meeting up a little bit because I am starting doing this survey this week for service user group.  

Right okay.

But I was just concerned about people that come out, like for health care etc. etc., how are they going to handle it when you can’t go into the probation as such.  

Yeah. So it’s particularly, I know you say you were released a few years ago, but for those who are released now it’s…

Well that’s just it because they come out now, it’s a big, big step, I don’t care how many you’ve been in, if it’s a month or if it’s been years, it’s good that you could go and see your probation officer and then you go to your group premises, then you can go and see Doctors and sign on and things like that, all of that is different now, it’s not face to face and I do know certain individuals in my time in custody, that would struggle with that.

So, as you mentioned there sometimes license conditions where they are physically not able to use the internet, and obviously that is a barrier in itself, and then there’s the other one of not being able to use a smart phone or everyone assuming you can use it, and that being a challenge.

I thought yeah, no problem, because I used to sell phones, mobile phones until I went into custody, and when I came out I couldn’t use them, I just thought, what is this all about?  

Yeah, I was just thinking about how small things can change quite quickly in a short period of time.  Thanks for that it was really interesting.  Do you usually feel you can talk quite honestly with [PO} and probation about your health?

Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah.  To be honest with you, when I first started for first couple of years in custody, I wouldn’t talk to her, and that’s just with going into custody, the shock of it.  Yeah, [name] is now, retiring as such, and I am now working with another lady [name], and we are just moving slowly but surely, so I go on with them, when [name] moves, when we have home visits, [name] is there with me.  When I go into the office, [name] is there with me, because [name] is not there because she is having time off, so everything’s perfect mate for me.

So a positive thing there is they are doing some forward planning for when she is away.

That’s right yeah, the problem is my head would fall off, because I’m so used to certain things.

Just making sure that [name] is on the same page as [name] by doing it together.

Exactly, that’s exactly what it is, that’s why my risk is not going down until June/July, because it’s when I start working with [name].

I’m with you.  That’s really helpful.  You mentioned there about initially not being quite honest.  Was there anything in particular that helped you to speak more honestly with probation initially?

That’s a good question.  No I don’t think…there are a lot of people, I can’t speak for everybody, but going into custody is a massive shock, I mean a massive shock.  

Yeah.

Whether you are guilty or not guilty.  I was guilty so I can’t complain about that, that’s one thing that I can’t complain about, it was just, I think it’s because you get a little bit older, or you get into the system and you just think well, you just fall out with everybody [name] when you go into prison, you fall out with everybody.  But it just took me a little bit longer to work with [PO].  Now when we’ve talked about it when I’ve come out of prison, she expected it anyway, and that’s why she stuck by me.  I was very, very lucky she said because it was quite, to me it was an hefty sentence and she expected somebody with that, because it was in double figures, that’s what happens, it’s the shock and etc., you blame everybody apart from yourself.

Right so she recognised it was going to take a while because particularly because of how long it was…

Most people that [name] deals with are high risk and they have years in custody I found out, so that was good for me because she could see through what I was doing and when I went to a Cat D, which is an open prison, from a high security prison, I’d done a few years at high security and then I only did a few months at Cat C and went to Cat D and my head fell off in Cat D, because you could just do whatever you wanted and people would talk to you different, I didn’t like that.  Because I was still used to closed conditions.  But they had a word with [name] and they kept me on.  They kept be in the Cat D.

Brilliant.  Has anything around how open you are, [name] changed over the last year.

No, as I was saying, they have gone over and above with me so I can go into the office and they come and see me and we have phone contact which I don’t really like, so everything is there for me.  I was more concerned with some of the other service user groups, server users to be honest.

Yeah so you were also, I suppose because you have done work on the service user group before you were thinking about well, I’m doing relatively ok, but what about other people?

That’s it, because when I was in custody at [place], I was there for 4 years, I had part of a group, once a week met Directors and well the Governors but the Directors in the private prison and you had one from each wing and you had to discuss things that weren’t easy for inmates, for people in custody, so that’s just carried on when I’ve come out for me.

Yeah.  I think that’s really, really helpful.  

Thanks.

I’ve got a few more questions.  Do you feel like probation is doing enough to help you stay in touch with them?

Yes.  Over and above, 100% yes.

So it’s that flexibility and working with you.

Flexibility yeah.  I’m speaking purely for myself, I’m hoping it’s like that for every service user.  But I’ve been with [name] for 9 years and I don’t know if it’s because she knows we really well or there might be issues with other offenders, that they can’t do as much as they do for me.

Yeah and as I say, today we are focusing on your experience so it’s to other people, but useful to hear about your experience too.  Brilliant.  How do you feel more generally about the changes with probation and health care during the last year?

It’s been a nightmare healthcare, it really has, because I haven’t been able to see somebody.  Well, I actually went to see somebody, they let me go into see one of my GPs to have a chat and a face to face but now you take pictures and you send them in and then they have a chat with you etc. etc.  I don’t like that, so that’s a bit of a negative.

So not being able to see your GP face to face very often.

No I would rather go and see them face to face but that’s what we have to do because of COVID.

I suppose there is also the issue of the waiting list for…

Tell me about it.  It’s really bad, yeah.  I was talking again to probation, I think it was last week, The antidepressants and that have doubled during the pandemic, and you can appreciate people’s mental health is waning can’t you with the restrictions that we’ve got, and not knowing what’s going on, it’s not as if we are up to date with the things that er, because I’m quite regimented that I like to know days and times and things, and this is just not happening with this COVID.

It’s the regularity of it.

That’s exactly it [name].

Perhaps just the same to access medications, but any other kind of help, like talking therapies and such that have been a challenge.  

Trying to talk to MIND, it’s been 10/11 months, and even we spoke to them, nothing has really happened, and I know, as I said to you before, I’m presuming it’s because there are people who currently, that actually do need help and support more than I do, however, that is not the point.

The point is you still…yeah, still need that help.

Exactly.

I think I’ve just kind of got one last question before I ask if there is anything else you would like to say.  If you were speaking to someone from probation, and you had the time to tell them one thing to make access and health care better, what would you tell them?

Hm, that about mobile phones, that’s my biggest concern because that’s what concerns me, but I can’t think of anything that’s needed to change to be honest with you [name] with me.  Mines just been a smooth continuation as such.  I think health care and probation have gone out of their way to help me, even though I struggled with because of not being able to see them face to face as much as I normally do.  I can’t think of any that they could, as I said COVID and attending GPs and that is out of probations hands isn’t it?  It’s their system, the GP.

Right ok.

I also had like a support worker funny enough and that’s been kicked into touch because of COVID and before COVID they would come to the GP with me, so I’m missing that as well.

So this is a support worker from a charity or somewhere is it?

Yes.

Right, but because of the restrictions they are not able to go along with you anymore?

No, no, so that’s been one of the…but fortunately I haven’t had to go anywhere, you know if I had to go to a big interview somewhere for health care reasons, that’s when [name], who works for the agency would actually come with me and sit outside but it’s all been kicked into touch to be honest.  But going back to your question about how they could help, I don’t think there is anything they could have done for me, more, probation.

I think that’s helpful to know.  So if you were speaking to someone from probation and they were thinking what has made the biggest difference to managing this, what has probation done that has made this period a bit easier to manage, what would you tell them?

Mine is flexibility [name] it really is.  They have actually let me come into the office, they’ve kept in contact with me, they’ve really gone over and above for me, they have.  They could have just said to me look we will come to see you every two weeks or you come into the office once a month or something like that, but no, they went out of their way.  Whether that is as I said to you because I’ve known [name] for 9 years, or whether that is standard practice, I couldn’t tell you that.

Yeah, but that conversation where she said, look we are thinking about reducing your risk, but that means we won’t be able to see you as often, what would you like to do, that was different.

You see with that, I was thinking about that, I thought well, I’ve been out for 4 years in July and that and we need to move forward anyway and I think it’s about time that we did move forward with the meetings and that and bring that down a little bit.  Because nothing has happened in the 4 years or 3 and a half years I’ve been out and I know they are there for me anyway, and I’ve got a new PO that’s been brought on board that works just like [name], so I’m ok.

That’s really helpful.  Is there anything else that you would like to talk about that we haven’t talked about yet?

No, no everything’s tickity boo now.

Brilliant, so I’m just going to stop the recording there.


