Interview – 23.03.21
…Just started the recording and as explained we are interested in kind of what it has been like to access healthcare during the pandemic, so thinking before this past year, do you normally get support from probation to improve your health or access healthcare

With probation, when I was on probation – yeah, but cos I had put a lot of stuff in place in terms of health and stuff sorted they didn’t really delve in.
Probation didn’t really delve in?

No

Is there a reason for that? 

No

Consequently you mentioned there before about how probation didn’t really delve in – is there anything that has really changed since?  In this past year?

Erm, really my probation officer, she was really good so she would like phone me just to check up and make sure, but the minute I came out of prison I think I visited probation for about 2 months and then it was telephone calls

Yeah… and how did you find that kind of change, seeing them for a couple of months and then changing to telephone calls?

Erm, it worked out better for me cos I was working.

Ok….

So I noticed that when you come out of prison and then you have a job, probation is like a little bit laid back because they just see it as they don’t need to do anything with you cos you have a job.  And because my dad wanted me to come back home, like housing was my issue, housing is still my issue…. The council I guess, the council heard that I was staying at my dad’s erm they didn’t bother with me either.

Right….. but did you kind of say, although you were living with your dad there still was an issue with housing?

Yeah, yeah there still is an issue with housing, although I’m still living with my dad.
Oh ok right so living with your dad, but wanting to find your own accommodation?

Yeah.
Ok have you raised that with probation or are they aware of it?

So I did, I told them, and my probation officer bless her heart she did try but because when …..When I used to live by myself before I had a lot of mental health…. So it led to a lot of violent stuff occurring within the properties, so I made her aware that look, like I’m worried that if I go back into shared accommodation erm, I would end up just getting recalled.

Yeah

Erm but because I was at my dad’s and then the whole pandemic sort of occurred, it just got left.  The council never got in contact.   They told probation that they did try and contact me and we tried to contact them, but nothing’s happened ever since.
Ok, so the issue with accommodation is it more with the council and probation are doing what they can?.... but the issue is with the council is that right?

I don’t think probation did enough.

Can you tell me a bit more about that and you know what more they could do?

I feel as though they didn’t take the time to get like any risk assessments done, like try and at least… they just gave me places to contact but it was like you’ve given me all these places to contact, is it really…. It’s help but its not help if you get my drift?  Support having a probation officer…. I would look at a probation officer like ok they will sit down with me, we will go through applications and things together so I know what on earth I’m doing.  But because again, I’m guessing they thought because she’s got a job she’s pretty confident with these types of stuff and it was just a process that really just put me off.  I just said ‘look’ there are lots of people in a worse off situation than I am, I’ve got a roof over my head and it kind of deterred me so I left it.
Right.  Is there anything… so you mentioned there that you would have liked more maybe proactive support from probation.  Is there anything that would have made you more confident in questioning that… or is there anything that could be done there?

I feel as though probation and the councils or housing agencies need to have a better relationship.  Like……... I know that the councils have placed liaison officers in erm the probation offices and then they removed them because the ones that were at my probation were removed.  So we was stuck… it was like when I went into probation it was at a really crap time erm you wasn’t really able to get the help you wanted to because the council was reorganising I guess what there plans and what they were gonna do in terms of people coming out of prison.  But as in other areas that are not [place] it seemed like it would be a lot easier if you came out of prison and you was looking for accommodation because they had these accommodations of  ex-offenders erm then after a few weeks or whatever it may be you would get your council place.  And in my case, coming back to [place] that surfaced.
Yeah so there’s a particular issue with accommodation in [place]?
Oh yeah

And you mentioned there about how you wanted more support from probation but kind of didn’t ask and there are different barriers to that.  Was there anything else particularly kind of related to your health that you didn’t speak to probation about or didn’t get as much support as you would have liked?

Say that again sorry…

So you mentioned there about housing… were there any other issues related to your health where you would have liked more support from probation?

Erm…. I’m a diabetic so I didn’t really think at the time that they could assist.  I saw them like have a lot of adverts and stuff for mental health but at that time I had gone through a pretty lengthy period of my sentence where I was seeing a therapist for quite some time so I didn’t want to come out of prison and then have to delve back into some dark times with somebody else…

Right okay.

… in terms of that but I didn’t really see any or hear anything about like… in probation therapists or mentors.  I asked about mentors and things like that but they didn’t have those in place erm so it was pretty it was like there was no help.

Right – and you mentioned there about speaking to someone …. There’s something about the transition as well that was hard?

Yeah because erm as much as I erm … as much as I appreciated the experience that I had within prison, coming out of prison is a whole different experience you know?

Yeah

Erm and its like you get thrown out into the deep end.  You get your appointment times to go to probation, you go to probation for an hour or two and then you leave and then you feel like ‘ok’….. they see it as I’m working, I’ve got a roof over my head, my mental health isn’t playing up, my diabetes isn’t playing up so there isn’t much support they do at that stage or offer.  Whereas in housing was the big issue cos my main concern was that ok, I’m fine for the next couple of years but what if now it gets to a stage where I need to move out?  And it’s got to that stage where I now need to move out and I’m not with probation anymore so I doubt there would be anything they could do for me you know, so I need to go to the council now and say yes I’m an ex offender.  I was an offender two/three years ago and I’m no longer an offender so they would se it as your licence period has finished, your probation’s finished, there’s nothing we can do its shared accommodation.  
Right ok so it’s kind of like probation needs to take a longer term view?  Its not just that you’re ok for the time being but its that planning ahead for kind of.. almost like sustainability after you are with them?

Uh huh……

That’s really helpful. You mentioned also like that when you first came out, it was for a couple of months that you saw probation face to face and then that changed to over the phone and did that work for you – were there any challenges as a result of that?

Erm so there wasn’t any challenges… I feel as though… again because I had a really good probation officer erm I think she also wanted to see me… [laughter] she also wanted to see me rather than the phone calls cos we had a really good relationship and if there was anything she could do,…. Who was more concerned that I wasn’t erm able to get into the work that I wanted to do so the stuff that I’m doing is Revolving Doors now erm she was trying to give me, to find me opportunities to do mentoring, peers support and things like that.

OK

So I guess that’s where the housing side of things fell to the side a bit but either way I was still grateful for the work she was doing with me but I’m guessing again because I had a job I didn’t need support in that aspect.  I had a roof over my head, my health was being taken care of erm so there wasn’t anything that she could bring to my knowledge.

Ok – so what helped you build a positive relationship with this probation officer ?

Oh you know what… I think after I had like I had… I had been to so many different probation officers before I actually came home and met my probation officer.  The first day I met her we automatically clicked off.  It was like we had a friendship you know?  And throughout the years of her being my probation officer I think we built like a bond and then she left and went to work elsewhere, so then I had a different probation officer but she was pregnant and knew that she wasn’t gonna be with me for long.  Then I had somebody else who then wasn’t gonna be with me for long.  So you keep having like different probation officers that don’t know you.  Thank god my original probation officer actually left her job and came back and she actually requested for her to be my probation officer again.  

Uh huh

Erm so I just then got moved back to her.  But my me getting moved back to her I only saw her a couple of times and then erm Covid hit and so then it was straight telephone calls and by that time it was every 2-3 months I spoke to her, you know?  So it wasn’t really anything that she had [12:41 inaudible] ? 
So was it an issue that there want from their perspective any red flags because you know you were living with your dad, your health seemed ok, but there was essentially other things where you wanted help but for different reasons didn’t talk to them about it?
Yeah – the main thing was housing

Is there anything more that probation could have done to explore that, or to kind of think about how else they could help?

Yeah cos I’m sure like there has to be an association or a council that works directly with probation, housing ex-offenders.  I know that the typical route of getting into your first council is to go through the shared accommodation but my way of thinking is ok, so say if someone is high risk – they’ve come from prison and their file says high risk, you are not gonna put that person in shared accommodation.  You’re gonna put that person in their [13:51 inaudible] council right?
Yeah

So now me as a low risk offender I have come out I don’t pose any risk to the public but my mental health with borderline shows that I could pose a risk to other people that are in close proximity of ….. you know if I feel that I being targeted or whatever that allows me to lash out.  So are we not trying to prevent those things from happening or are we like …. In the fact that we can recall an offender cos they’ve now committed another offence because potentially something that probation or the council have caused?

Mm mm.
You know?  And that was where I was a little bit mind boggled cos people have different risk factors and I don’t believe that that the right risk assessments are being taken when it comes to people being released into probation.

Uh huh – I think that’s a really good point there around how, when you think about what is suitable for people, not only thinking about someone’s risk score but other things within that, thinking about mental health, thinking about previous experiences with shared accommodation or whatever it might be.  Being a bit more… taking a bit more into account …..

Yeah

Thanks I think that’s really really helpful.  Erm…..has there been kind of.. you mentioned there about  the pandemic coming in, was there anything that kind of happened as a result of that and working on the phone that changed the way probation worked with you, compared to before?
Sorry say that again.
Sorry so with the move to … having meetings on the phone rather than face to face has anything in terms of what probation has offered you particularly around health changed as a result of that compared to before?
My health isn’t in the greatest state at the minute.  I saw like… if probation had communications with whether it be doctors or… or something like that which would help assist an offender who doesn’t know about their health conditions, like when people are in prison there is a lot of mental health, a lot of mental health and rehabilitation isn’t seen outside you know?  Like you don’t have the… the… the…. support and assistance that you would have in prison…..where people on the outside who have never been in prison fail to realise there is a lot of structure and routine in prison.

Uh huh

Now when you are in prison for quite some time.  I was in prison for quite some time, I was in prison for just over two years, I got into the routine and I got into the structure and as soon as I came home that all fell apart, there was no routine, there was no structure there was no support, especially in terms of my mental health.  I had to cope with it and remember the techniques that I was taught in prison where I feel as though if you put …. If you have mental health or any health conditions that are needed support within prison there should have been a follow up on the outside.

Yeah

There should always be a follow up and that’s another reason why I believe that people are always going to be continuing to be in the revolving door of committing offences and ending up going back into prison because they are not getting follow ups.  And its just the smallest things that count – the follow ups.  Probation are looked at as people that literally have your life in their hands if you mess up by the smallest… doesn’t matter how big or small it is you’ve got that recall red light hanging over your head

Yeah

Like… so people don’t wanna step out of line they try to conform to what probation is asking them to conform to, but how can you ask someone to do something when you don’t even know their risk levels.  You just see what’s written on paper from the prison.  There’s no [18:31 inaudible] also from the prison, there’s no reasoning to any type of health information with the probation, they don’t look at that stuff.  Well for me they didn’t look at that stuff.  Because if they did they would understand that my mental health at the time was very important and housing was a big fat part to that you know?  Things like housing, like family living… things… generally things that you wish you had that support to…

Uh huh

When you come out of prison you don’t have…..  In prison you do have…you have that support you know there is always somebody you can go to.  But with the stigma that surrounds probation not many people want to open up to them because you feel like ‘I’m at the risk of erm taking drugs again’ or whatever it may be, you get that ‘oh’ I might get recalled, I’m definitely not saying something you know?
Yeah so there a barrier… a thing where if you are too honest then there is that threat of recall so that’s something that prevents honest conversations.  But I think a really important point that I think you also mentioned is that you had kind of a therapist in prison and that wasn’t continued but also you didn’t necessarily want to build a relationship with someone new?  You wanted some way to continue it and that being quite a challenge when that didn’t happen?

Yeah yeah….. I won’t lie at all I’ve been home for probably …..being in prison affected me….. I have still been in a situation where I have had suicidal thoughts, I’ve been so depressed and it’s just me having sit back to two years agio when I was locked up and I had a therapist that was helping me and giving me techniques and things to do… it is mentally draining again because it’s just you that you have, you don’t have any body else.  I feel like there should be a period of time after your probation period where you are still able to access certain things.

Mm mm.
Definitely, definitely.
The continued… the continuity of it….

Yeah.
I mean would it have helped kind of when you were released to still have been able to speak to that same therapist that you were speaking to in prison?
Yes or even the opportunity to speak to somebody who has read up a report from the therapist or whatever it may be so then that person reaching out and helping me find the right people.  You know?  As somebody who has grown up in certain situations I don’t want to speak to somebody who hasn’t walked a day in my shoes.
Yeah uh huh

I mean you don’t really want to speak to somebody who hasn’t experienced certain things who can actually tap in and say you know what I completely understand where you are coming from and I have been there.  There’s a part of ex-offenders, they are angry, they are angry because they are not being treated how they are supposed to you know.  We are all human beings at the end of the day and anybody can get into trouble.  Prison doesn’t have any type of people that it accepts, it accepts anybody you know.  And just because you might have made  a mistake in your life doesn’t mean that you are not supposed to get the right support that you need.

Mm mm.
It’s about the right support, there might be support out there but it’s not always the right support that somebody needs.

I think that’s really helpful and its that forward planning which didn’t necessarily happen but that can improve things.  

Yeah

That’s really helpful.  And so thinking about… you had the few months where you saw probation face to face and then a period you know, how long were you speaking to probation just on the phone during the pandemic?

During the pandemic… erm was probably from the beginning of the first pandemic till I finished my probation which was May last year.

So a few months speaking on the phone?

Yeah

And in that time do you think probation did enough to help you stay in touch with them?

No and that was particularly because everywhere was locked.  The offices were closed down, so it was really just you waiting for your probation officer to reach out and tell you what needed to happen, so when she did reach out for me we did continue the every 3 month phone call or whatever it may be because she had just come back into work as well.

Right, and so did you feel able to.. you mentioned there about waiting for them to call… did you feel able to reach out for them if you wanted to speak to them or…..?
Not really cos the office was closed.

Right.  Ok that’s really helpful.  Erm… is there anything that worked or didn’t work about that period of time when it was just speaking on the phone?

Erm I think because I was able to build the bond it was a lot easier for me.  A lot of people found it a daunting experience, probation and at the beginning I definitely had a [25:01 inaudible] experience, because I was being bounced from person to person , so I never really understood what was happening I just knew that I had to apply….

Uh huh

So I feel as though probation officers need to have like more training definitely in aspects of helping the community with people who have been in prison or customers in the sense… its just not looking at everybody as just a criminal.  And a lot of probation officers that I spoke to before I got my final probation officer, a lot of them behave that way.

So attitude being really important?

Yes, yes, oh definitely.
And yeah for you its not only that your probation officer not only had the right attitude towards you but the fact that you knew them from a few years ago and was able to see them again, that helped?

Mm hm.
Yeah that’s really helpful, erm in kind of thinking back to those few months when the pandemic started and up until May when you finished with probation kind of how did you feel that the changes that happened in probation at that time?
I just didn’t know who to speak to.  

Mm hm.
Cos there was a period of time where I had no probation officer trying to see me.  There would be times when I had an appointment and show up for probation and there’s nobody there to speak to me so I had to go, bearing in mind that I was going to probation during my work shift so it really frustrated me.  It’s one simple phone call you can make to let me know not to come into the office you know?  I feel like they don’t really… cos they have so many caseloads as well they don’t have the time to look at people’s files and stuff like that

Yeah so it’s, the reaching out to you, explaining what might happen

There was a lot of inconvenience stuff that occurred during my probation time, I can’t lie about that.
Yeah that’s really helpful to learn from and build on how it could be improved.  I think cos we have covered a lot of the other questions earlier on, I have just one final question if that’s alright?

Yep.
So the question is if you were speaking to someone from probation and you had time to kind of tell them one thing that could help them making accessing healthcare better what would you tell them?
That they need to have a deep understanding of the things that a person would require when it comes to seeking support with health.

Mm mm.
Because you can have somebody that has got major breathing issues for instance and you haven’t taken that time to consider this person’s health issues that have come down to your probation office and their probation officer is not there and they collapse.  You don’t know what’s happening with that person, you don’t know anything you know, you haven’t got a health official within your office that can support that person.  If I had a hypoglycaemic fit within their office there isn’t medical assistance on the premises you know?  They don’t do risk assessments, health assessments, you know.  I feel like that main concern could quite possibly be a person’s mental health but its not just mental health that is important it’s other factors of a person health that you don’t know, like there’s so many people out there that don’t have a GP, don’t have a dentist, they don’t know how to register, erm to get these types of things.  Whereas in prison you have an assessment when you first go into prison you see the nurse they ask you your health and blah blah blah, you are made to take your medication, even if you don’t want to take your mediation you have to take your medication.  
When people come out of prison especially people that have been on drugs they go to seek … they go to seek the methadone programme and all of those types of things but if somebody doesn’t have a roof over their head then they are just bouncing from place to place, to place to place, to place.  So they might not be able to make it to this one appointment to go and get their methadone and then they end up taking heroin because of certain things, because they are not getting the right support that they need.
So I definitely think initial health assessments need to be taken.

Ok ... at first probation meeting?

At the first probation meeting, it feels as though files, and documents for probation should be sent from erm the GP within the prison so probation has an understanding of a person’s health.
Right – so the co-ordination and maybe to avoid asking questions that their GP and the prison already knows, just sharing that information.  Yeah ok I think that’s really helpful and really important, thanks for that suggestion.  Is there anything else that you would like to share that we haven’t spoken about today?

I think that’s it really.

Brilliant, I’ve just…..
