
 

 

Briefing for the Public Petitions Committee 
 

Petition Number: PE1073 
 

Main Petitioner: Tom Minogue 
  

Subject: Calls for the Parliament to investigate and establish the reasons for 
the apparently disproportionate number of Catholics in Scottish prisons  
 
This briefing has been prepared to assist the Public Petitions Committee in its 
scrutiny of petition PE1073. The briefing contains background information 
relating to the petition and a summary of correspondence which has been 
received. A previous SPICe briefing was produced in response to the original 
petition and was published in September 2007.  
 
Background 
 
In the 2001 Census for Scotland, the total population in Scotland was 
5,062,011. The number of people who declared themselves to be Roman 
Catholic was 803,732, representing 16 per cent of the population. The most 
recent Scottish Government statistical bulletin providing information on the 
prison population in Scotland shows that, on 30 June 2007, from a total of 
7,154 prisoners, the number declaring themselves to be Roman Catholic was 
1,697 representing 24 per cent of the prison population1. 
 
It should be noted that, using the above example, the number of Muslims in 
prison in Scotland could also be considered to be disproportionate. The 
number of people declaring themselves to be Muslim in the 2001 census was 
42,600, representing 0.84 per cent of the total population. On 30 June 2007, 
the number of prisoners declaring themselves to be Muslim was 133 
representing 1.85 per cent of the prison population. This issue was raised by 
John Wilson MSP during the Committee’s deliberations on the petition on 2 
October 2007: 

John Wilson: I suggest that we widen the discussion. The petition 
suggests that the number of Catholics in prison is out of kilter with the 
percentage of Catholics in the population, but the figures that are 
before us show clearly that the same is true of other ethnic groups. If 
we are to make approaches to anyone, we need to seek responses 

                                            
1 This figure has been rounded up from 23.72%.  
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that address the wider issues that relate to those categories of 
prisoners and to investigate why the differences that have been 
identified exist. The Muslim population of Scotland is 0.8 per cent of the 
total, but Muslims make up 1.7 per cent of the prison population. 
Clearly, the number of Muslims in prison is out of kilter with the 
percentage of Muslims in the general population. Instead of confining 
the discussion to one religious group, we should widen it out and ask 
whether any research into the issue has been done, what its findings 
were and what impact the phenomenon has on society in general. 

An Analysis of Religion in the 2001 Census was published in February 2005. 
The report includes detailed information from the 2001 Census for each of the 
main religious groups in Scotland. The analysis covers the policy areas of 
housing, education, labour market and health, but does not include analysis of 
any particular relationship between religious groups and the criminal justice 
system.        
 
Correspondence 
 
Since the original petition was raised, the Committee has received 
correspondence from the academic community, the Cabinet Secretary for 
Justice and the petitioner. This is summarised below.  
 
For example, Professor Andrew Coyle at the International Centre for Prison 
Studies wrote: 
 

There are a number of potential explanations for the apparently 
disproportionate number of Catholics in Scottish prisons. In respect of 
factors within the criminal justice system, one might wish to consider 
whether Catholics: 

  
 • commit a greater percentage of crimes and offences than people 

of other religions or Christian denominations, or  
 • are targeted disproportionately by the police, or  
 • are prosecuted more rigorously, or  
 • are punished more severely by the courts, or  
 • are less likely to be given early conditional release.  

 
 One could only begin to answer at least some of these questions after 
making inquiries of the police, the prosecuting authorities, the judicial 
authorities and the Parole Board. The reality is that it is highly unlikely that 
religious affiliation will be a factor in any of these matters. Most of these 
authorities will be unaware of the religion of the persons they are dealing with. 
  
When arresting a person, for example, the police are unlikely to inquire as to 
his or her religion. If the person is a detained, he or she may be given an 
opportunity to state religion in case of emergency. The procurator fiscal is 
unlikely to be aware of the religion of a person when considering whether to 
pursue a case, as is a jury or a judge. The religion of a person may or may not 
be included in papers prepared for consideration of early release. The 
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reasons for the disproportionate number of prisoners who are Catholics are 
likely to be found elsewhere2.  
  
The Committee also invited Professor Gill McIvor to respond to the issues 
raised in the Petition: 
 

Prior to responding I have tried to ascertain whether there was any 
relevant research in this area that might inform consideration of the 
issue but have been unable to do so. This is not, as far as I am aware, 
an issue that has received academic or other scrutiny, possibly 
because publication of prisoners’ religion is a relatively recent 
development in Scotland. I would, however, concur with Ros Micklem 
from the Equality and Human Rights Commission that that a useful 
starting point would be an analysis along the lines of that previously 
undertake by Roger Houchin at Glasgow Caledonian University that 
examined imprisonment rates by levels of deprivation.  
 
This research mapped the prison population onto descriptions of local 
government wards in terms of the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation 
and found that the imprisoned population comes disproportionately 
from the most deprived communities. Including religion in such an 
analysis would enable an assessment of the relationship between 
deprivation, religion and imprisonment: that is, are Roman Catholics 
over-represented in prison because they are also over-presented in the 
most deprived communities or does the over-representation of Roman 
Catholics in prison reflect other, as yet unknown, factors?  
 
This would, of course, require further research and analysis to establish 
what these factors might be or, put another way, whether (and, if so, 
why) different religious groups are more likely to offend, be convicted 
and be imprisoned. Untangling these issues is a complex matter, as 
research into race and ethnicity in the criminal justice system in 
England and Wales has shown3.  

  
In October 2008, the Cabinet Secretary for Justice wrote to the Convener of 
the Committee and commented on the correspondence received from 
Professors Coyle and McIvor: 
 

I have had an opportunity to consult with the Scottish Prison Service 
and the review of the letters submitted to the Committee by Professor 
Andrew Coyle and Professor Gill Mcivor. 
 
As has been confirmed previously neither Scottish Ministers or the 
Scottish Prison Service are aware of any specific reasons to indicate 
why there are disproportionately high numbers of Roman Catholics or 
Muslims in our prisons.  However I am persuaded by the arguments put 
forward by both Professor Coyle and Professor Mciver that the 

                                            
2 University of London correspondence 18 September 2008.   
3 University of Stirling correspondence 18 September 2008.    
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apparent disparity may be related to the proportionately high number of 
prisoners in our jails coming from areas of urban depravation and that 
these minority populations are disproportionately higher within these 
urban areas. 
 
As Professor Coyle remarks in his letter, prison statistics show that 
21% of prisoners come from within the Glasgow Community Justice 
Authority area. Professor Coyle then indicates the disproportionately 
high number of prisoners coming from other urban areas. I have also 
had an opportunity to look at the research produced by Roger Houchin 
at Glasgow Caledonian University and am minded to accept Professor 
Mciver's conclusion that it is likely that Roman Catholics are over 
represented in prison because they are also over represented within 
the most deprived communities, which in turn contribute 
disproportionately to the prison population. 

  
In further correspondence4, the Cabinet Secretary for Justice restated his 
view that he was persuaded by the arguments put forward by both Professor 
Coyle and Professor McIvor and also by research carried out by Roger 
Houchin at Glasgow Caledonian University, that the apparent disparity 
referred to may be related to the proportionately high numbers of prisoners 
coming from areas of urban deprivation and that minority populations are 
disproportionately higher in these areas. He concluded that, given the above 
arguments, he could see no need for further research in this area. 
 
The petitioner has written to the Committee on a number of occasions 
expressing his concern over the Scottish Government’s responses to the 
petition and those submissions received from academics. In his most recent 
letter5 he states: 
 

With regard to the representations made by Professors Coyle and 
McIvor I would make it clear that I am in no way supporting their views. 
As a matter of fact I think that their submissions are poor considering 
that neither one specifically mention Muslims—thereby only half 
answering the question put to them—which diminished their views, and 
they were less than authoritative, but they did not say what Mr 
MacAskill says they “argued”. Nor does the report by Roger Houchin 
deal with religion in any way shape or form.  
   

He goes on to say: 
 

I do not think that I can do more than refer the committee to my letter of 
11 November 2008 on Mr MacAskill’s distortions and ask that they 
consider my concerns in a serious manner. If Mr MacAskill chooses to 
treat me as a petitioner and the PPC in a breathtakingly arrogant and 
contemptuous manner then there is little more I can say.  
 

                                            
4 Letter from the Cabinet Secretary 9 January 2009.  
5 Letter from the petitioner 2 February 2009.  
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For the record however I would ask the PPC to write to Mr MacAskill 
and ask him to clearly state what he implies. Namely, it is his view that 
Roman Catholics and Muslims are twice as likely to be imprisoned in 
Scotland because they are twice as likely to live in slums.  

 
You may also ask him if his stated aim of having a Scotland that is an 
“equal and fair society of which we can all be proud” can be reconciled 
with his statement—as Justice Minister—that he is satisfied that there 
is “no need for any further research on this issue”?  
  

Further action 
 
The Cabinet Secretary for Justice has restated his view that, in the light of 
academic submissions to the Committee, there is no need for any further 
research in this area. However, the petitioner feels that the academic 
submissions to the Committee and subsequent correspondence from the 
Cabinet Secretary do not address his concerns adequately.  
 
The Committee may wish to write back to the Cabinet Secretary for Justice 
asking him to confirm that the Scottish Government does not intend to carry 
out further research in this area. The Committee may also wish to speak to 
those academics who have already commented on the petition and others 
working in this area to ascertain whether, in their opinion, further research into 
this issue is required; what any research would be likely to entail; and whether 
any such research would be likely to address the concerns raised by the 
petitioner.  
 
The following list contains information on those academics who have already 
commented on the petition and others whose experience and research 
interests may prove to be useful for the Committee in any discussions on the 
efficacy of further research.  
 
Professor Andrew Coyle – Professor of Prison Studies, International Centre 
for Prison Studies, King’s College London.  
 
Andrew Coyle had 25 years' experience at a senior level in the prison services 
of the United Kingdom. He was Director of the International Centre for Prison 
Studies between 1997 and February 2005. He has a PhD in criminology from 
the University of Edinburgh. He is the author of a number of books and 
articles on issues concerning criminal justice and has extensive international 
experience on prison matters, having visited prison systems in many countries 
as an expert consultant for bodies such as the United Nations and the Council 
of Europe.   
 
Professor Gill McIvor – Professor of Criminology, Lancaster University. 
 
Professor McIvor’s research has focused primarily on criminal justice social 
work with particular interest in alternatives to imprisonment (including 
specialist courts), young offenders and women who offend and includes 
comparative research on drug courts and alternatives to imprisonment. Much 
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of Professor McIvor’s research has been directly policy related and she has 
been a member of Getting Best Results Steering Group (Scottish Executive), 
Scottish Prison Service Accreditation Panel, Community Justice Accreditation 
Panel and Scottish Executive Short-life Working Group on Female Offenders.  
 
Roger Houchin – co-Director Glasgow Centre for the Study of Violence, 
Glasgow Caledonian University. 
 
Roger Houchin was a prison governor for 29 years and is now co-Director of 
the Glasgow Centre for the Study of Violence. He has specialised expert 
knowledge in the area of human rights in prisons and the public supervision of 
prisons. He is an Associate of the International Centre for Prison Studies.     
 
Professor David J. Smith – Honorary Professor (formerly Professor of 
Criminology) at the School of Law, University of Edinburgh.  
 
Professor Smith’s research interests include life course transitions and crime; 
criminal careers; explaining crime trends; crime prevention; police and 
policing; and ethnic minorities, crime, and victimisation. He has published 
books on racial disadvantage, inequality in Northern Ireland, policing in 
London, and democracy and policing. He has also published articles on ethnic 
minorities and crime.     
 
Dr Jane Mooney – Lecturer in Criminology, University of Kent. 
 
Dr Mooney’s research interests include patterns of violence, domestic 
violence, crime and the inner city, victimisation surveys and the experiences 
of the Irish community in London. She is Director of the North London 
Domestic Violence Survey and various local crime surveys including the 
Islington Street Crime Survey and the Miranda Crime and Community 
Survey.      
 
Graham Ross 
Senior Research Specialist 
08 June 2009 
 

SPICe research specialists are not able to discuss the content of petition 
briefings with petitioners or other members of the public. However if you have 
any comments on any petition briefing you can email us at 
spice@scottish.parliament.uk
 
Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in petition 
briefings is correct at the time of publication. Readers should be aware 
however that these briefings are not necessarily updated or otherwise 
amended to reflect subsequent changes. 
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