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I have been the Chief Executive of PBNI since 4 October 2021. My predecessors 

were Cheryl Lamont who was Chief Executive until 20 June 2021 and Hugh Hamill 

who was Interim Chief Executive until 3 October 2021. Given the timing of my 

appointment, I have limited first-hand knowledge of the events and issues set out 

prior to October 2021 and in preparing this statement, I have relied on my staff who 

have carried out a thorough review of the documentary evidence held by the 

Probation Board for Northern Ireland and I have discussed the substance of this 

statement with senior colleagues who had first-hand experience during the specified 

time frame. 

(DoJ), Naomi Long MLA was Justice Minister from January 2020 until the color 

lapse of the Northern Ireland (NI) Executive on 28 October 2022. Within the De-

partment of Justice, the Safer Communities Directorate is the Sponsoring Branch 

for PBNI. Julie Harrison was Director of Safer Communities from January 2020 

until 31 March 2022 and Mark Goodfellow was Director of Safer Communities 

from 4 April 2022 until June 2022. The Chief Executive in PBNI is the Accounting 
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• Community Service Orders 

• Custody Probation Orders 

0 Determinate Custodial Sentences 

ffi Indeterminate Custodial Sentences for Public Protection 

a Juvenile Justice Centre Orders (the community element of custodial Juvenile 

a Article 26 Licences 

• Life Sentence Licences 

.0 Other Orders (for example, Enhanced Combination Orders, Supervised 

Activity Orders) and 

Report of the Review Group on Legislation and Services for Children and Young 

Persons in Northern Ireland (1979), that the Probation Service in Northern Ireland 

6. The vast majority of people that probation supervise are over 18 years of age. By 

way of an example on 31 December 2019 PBNl were supervising 22 children 

aged under 16 (1 % of all service users being supervised); and 874 young people 

aged 18-25 years of age (21 % of all service users being supervised). 

1982. In addition, other legislation relating to probation activities is included in the 
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10. Probation staff work in all three prison establishments in Northern Ireland 

(Maghaberry, Magilligan, and Hydebank Wood College and Women's Prison), 

Probation staff are not based within Woodlands Juvenile Justice Centre which 

works with 10-17-year-olds who have been placed in custody. Probation works 

closely with the Northern Ireland Prison Service through a Service Level 

Agreement (SLA) Exhibit AS/03 (INQ0005 3018). Probation and Prisons use the 

SLA as the basis for the provision of PBNI services within the establishments. 

Probation and Prisons are committed to work collaboratively in the provision of 

services for people in the justice system, specifically people who are serving all 

or part of their court sentence in custody. This means working in partnership to 

address offending behaviours, managing the risks and needs of individual 

prisoners, identifying their strengths and assisting people as they reintegrate into 

the community on their release from custody. 

11. In addition to its core responsibilities, PBNI delivers a number of projects which 

include Enhanced Combination Orders; the AspireYoung Men's Project, the 

Substance Misuse Court, the Inspire Women's Project and the Domestic Violence 

Non-adjudicated programme Promoting Positive Relationships Programme 

("PPRP"). 

12. It is worth highlighting the work of the Aspire Young Men's Project as it is relevant 

to this module. PBNI set up the `Aspire' Project in September 2017 following a 

recommendation made by the Fresh Start Panel Report on the Disbandment of 

Paramilitary Groups in Northern Ireland in 2016. The aim of Aspire is to reduce 

criminality and risk-taking behaviour in young men aged 16-30 who are 

marginalised from communities and at risk of becoming involved in 

paramilitarism. It is a collaborative project led by PBNI and delivered in 

conjunction with the Northern Ireland Association for the Care and Resettlement 

of Offenders (MACRO), Northern Ireland Alternatives (NIA) and Community 

Restorative Justice Ireland (CRJI). In January 2020 there were 91 service users 

within the Aspire Project. 

13. Aspire aims to address the experiences and needs of these young men by 

combining restorative practices and peer mentoring with targeted support and 

improvement in relation to employment, training, housing, health and social 
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Restorative Justice Ireland for up to 16 weeks. PBNI is not involved with this 

cohort. 
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The aim of Parenting Now is to reduce the impact and trauma of parental 

offending on children and families in NI and strengthen family relationships. This 

is carried out by exploring issues relating to parenting including the impact of 

parents own behaviour on their children and families and to support parents in 

maintaining or establishing a meaningful relationship with their children. 

16. The Children's Services Co-operation Act (Northern Ireland) 2015 (the Act) came 

into effect in December 2015. The Act's stated purpose is "to require co-operation 

among certain public authorities and other persons in order to contribute to the 

well-being of children and young persons." PBNI has a responsibility under the 

Act to contribute to the delivery of the Children and Young People's Strategy 

2020 — 20301 (CYPS) which was adopted by the NI Executive on 10 December 

2020 and published in January 2021. The Northern Ireland Children and Young 

Peoples Plan 2021 — 2024 ('the Plan') is developed on behalf of the CYPSP and 

aims to improve wellbeing and realise the rights of children in Northern Ireland, in 

relation to the eight outcomes as set out in the CYPS. PBNI as a member agency 

of CYPSP was involved in the development of this plan. 

17. PBNI's responsibilities in relation to the matters within the scope of module 8 did 

not change during the specified period. 

Part B — Planning prior to the pandemic 

18. PBNI had developed a Pandemic Flu Contingency Plan Exhibit AS/04 

(1NQ000543019) which was issued to staff in February 2019 in respect of how 

PBNI would discharge its responsibilities to all its service users during a 

disruption to business caused by an influenza pandemic. This plan included the 

establishment of a pandemic flu command team chaired by the Director of 

Rehabilitation. In planning and preparing for a pandemic, PBNI's objectives were 

to: 

Prepare proportionately and flexibly in relation to the risk 
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23. As the situation became more critical, the PBNI Incident Response Team met on 

Thursday 5 March 2020 and agreed a number of immediate steps in order to 

minimise the spread of infection amongst PBNI staff and service users Exhibit 

AS/O6 (IN 000543021). These steps are set out in the Covid-1 9 Response and 

Communications Paper dated 6 April 2020. Exhibit AS/06 (IN 000543021). On 

6 March 2020, PBNl provided a return to Mr. Peter May, Permanent Secretary of 

the Department of Justice on the key risks to service delivery within PBNI over a 

3-4-week period based on an assumption that 20% of staff would be unavailable 

for work. 

24. From mid-March there were initially daily meetings of the SLT Incident Response 

Team and later weekly meetings to assess risks and agree mitigations. PBNI 

also participated in regular teleconference meetings with Justice partners 

including the Police Service of Northern Ireland, the Youth Justice Agency, the 

Northern Ireland Prison Service, Northern Ireland Courts & Tribunal Service and 

the Department of Justice to consider impacts across the wider justice system. 

PBNI did not plan specifically as to how it would discharge its responsibilities 

towards children and young people at this time as they would have been included 

in the general planning for the delivery of services to all PBNI service users. 

25. On 16 March 2020, PBNI instructed staff to minimise travel to other probation 

offices and where possible speak to colleagues on the phone and conduct 

meetings via video-link rather than travelling between offices. The following day, 

17 March 2020, instructions were issued that PBNI offices would have restricted 

opening hours and those who were at increased risk of severe illness from Covid-

19 should work from home with immediate effect. 

26. A number of measures were then introduced by PBNI in March which are set out 

below including introducing interim operational guidance to temporarily replace 

PBNI Practice Standards addressing contact with PBNI service users, opening of 

operational hubs, introduction of new technology, sourcing PPE and enhancing 

communications. 

Interim Operational Guidance 
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27. On 18 March 2020 PBNI issued 'Interim Operational Guidance' Exhibit AS107 

(INQ000543022), Exhibit AS/07a (INQ000543023), Exhibit AS/07b 

(IN0000543024) to all staff which temporarily replaced PBNI Practice Standards. 

PBNI Practice Standards provide clear expectations of what is required, and by 

whom, in relation to all aspects of Probation practice, however these needed to 

be quickly adjusted in light of the pandemic in order to comply with Government 

advice and restrictions. 

28. The following principles underpinned the interim operational guidance: 

. As a public service we will strive to continue to deliver our probation services 

albeit in a different and innovative manner 

• We want to keep our staff, service users and members of the public safe 

. We need to continue to deliver essential services 

. We want to prevent the spread of infection 

We want in particular to protect the at-risk groups in our staff, amongst service 

users and wider society 

29. This guidance was reviewed and updated regularly from March onwards 

throughout the pandemic. Children and young people within the service user 

cohort were not specifically referenced in the operational guidance or public 

health advice. 

Opening of Operational Hubs 

30. Seven probation operational hubs were opened throughout Northern Ireland to 

enable staff to continue to see high risk individuals or vulnerable individuals on a 

face-to-face basis and manage the footfall of staff in offices. Staff were also 

asked to provide local rotas for attendance at offices. 

Technology 

31. Many staff already had laptops and mobile phones however in March 2020 new 

laptops and mobile phones were provided to the majority of staff to enable them 
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to work remotely. Service users were reminded of P NI's Changing Lives app 

that provides resources to support mental health and wellbeing and information 

about Cognitive Behavioural Therapy. Webex was introduced to provide staff 

with a form of video technology to meet with colleagues and service users in 

prisons and on programmes. 

Enhancing Communications 

Communications with staff and service users were enhanced during this period. 

This included ensuring staff had relevant advice and guidance from the Public 

Health Agency and information about local services and support. It is worth noting 

that information was provided through regular bulletins with the wellbeing of 

children in mind be they children of staff or children of service users. For 

example, information was sent about "support hubs" which offered support in 

respect of parenting skills. Initiatives undertaken by the voluntary and community 

sector including initiatives such as the " ellRead" project for children aged 

children aged 812 were communicated to staff. An example of that 

communication is contained in Exhibit AS/08 (IN 000543025). 

The Prime Minister's announcement of 23 March 2020 
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34. The focus on PBNl's work between January and March 2€ 20 as set out in 

paragraphs 23-29 was on ensuring that all service users including children and 
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(lN 000543 31)). The learning was used to inform working practices and the 

PBNI Recovery Plan. Some key learning included the need to review PBNI's 

remote working policy and a greater use of technology within the organisation. 

Service users provided feedback that telephone contact without having 

established a relationship with their probation officer was difficult. Initial 

appointments are carried out face to face in response to this learning and 

feedback. 

40. PBNl is a member of the Children and Young People's Strategic Partnership 

("CYPSP") which brings together a range of agencies, including voluntary and 

community sector organisations, that aim to improve the lives of children and 

young people in Northern Ireland, During 2020 PBNI attended meetings of this 

partnership which considered learning and assessed the impact of Covid-19 on 

children and young people, as set out in minutes of 25 August 2020 Exhibit 

AS/12 (1NQ000543032). Further the CYPSP Plan for 2021-24, which PSNI 

contributed to, referenced the impact and learning of the pandemic on children 

Exhibit AS113 (IN000543033). 

The announcement of the second national lockdown 

41. PENT applied what had been learnt during the first phase of the pandemic to the 

development of its Recovery Plan. For example, the Recovery Plan enabled the 

organisation to switch to phase 1 quickly in anticipation of the second lockdown. 

The organisation also brought in screens to offices to enable more service users 

who needed to be seen face to face, to be seen in a safe environment, 

Community service staff were provided with social distancing devices to enable 

more community service to take place safely. This was in recognition of learning 

that not all service users could utilise technology to see probation officers, and 

some needed to be seen more regularly on a face-to-face basis. PBNI did not 

consider the cumulative impact that a second period of lockdown might have but 

rather continued to work to ensure that it could deliver essential services and 

keep people safe. In respect of contributing to any assessment about the impact 

that a further lockdown might have, PBNI was aware of a consultation being 

undertaken between 18 September 2020 until 13 November 2020 by the 

Department of Health on a Cross-Departmental Covid-19 Vulnerable Children 
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and Young People's Plan, however PBNI did not contribute directly to this but was 

part of the wider CYPSP response. 

42. PBNI did not undertake any monitoring or assessment of the impact of the 

second lockdown to children whom it had responsibility for. It did, however, 

continue to apply the learning from the early phases of the pandemic to its 

Recovery Plan. 

The announcement of the third lockdown 

43. PBNI continued to apply what had been learnt during the first two phases of the 

pandemic to the development of its Recovery Plan and responded accordingly to 

the third lockdown. This included staff continuing to work in phase 1 of the 

Recovery Plan during the third lockdown and making changes to the delivery of 

programmes and some forms of supervision. PBNI did not consider the 

cumulative impact that a third period of lockdown might have but rather continued 

to work to ensure that it could deliver essential services and keep people safe. 

44. PBNI did not undertake any monitoring or assessment of the impact of the third 

lockdown to children whom it had responsibility for. 

45. The Board meeting of 25 March 2022 did discuss impacts of phase 3 of the 

Recovery Plan and a member asked about the impact on young offenders. 

Remote visits were discussed and the importance of the return of face-to-face 

contact for young people Exhibit AS/14 (INQ000543034). 

46. PBNI was not aware of any monitoring, assessment or analysis elsewhere during 

this period. 

Part D — significant decisions which impacted groups of children during the 

pandemic 

Children in the community 

47. As noted on 18 March 2020, the first version of PBNI interim operational 

guidance, developed and approved by senior management was issued to staff. 
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48, PBNI had service level agreements with a number of Community and Voluntary 

sector organisations for the delivery of interventions to address those factors 

such as addiction and mental health which impact on offending behaviour. PBNI 

staff continued to refer service users to organisations such as Inspire'Jellbeing 

and Ascert to address these issues. 
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50. The guidance explained that supervision arrangements for those living in the 

community were based primarily on the risk that service users presented. For 

example, those assessed as high risk were seen weekly, but contact alternated 

between face-to-face, off=ice-based contact, and telephone contact. Those 

assessed as low and medium risk had weekly telephone contact and no face-to-

face contact. Home visits were initially suspended and there was no face-to-face 

contact for hostel residents. Interviews for pre-sentence reports were carried out 

by WhatsApp video call where possible or by telephone where the service user 

did not have a smart phone or sufficient data. Community Service and group 

work programmes were temporarily postponed and later resumed using social 

distancing and video technology respectively. Supervision arrangements for 

children and young people were delivered in accordance with this guidance and 

where YJA had responsibility for supervising children on behalf of PBNI during 

this period they operated within their own operational guidance at that time. 

51. It should be noted that during this period there was flexibility for staff to see 

service users in the community face to face who did not meet the threshold of 
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'high risk' for face-to-face contact where there may have been concerns about 

their wellbeing or vulnerability. Staff were also conscious that, as a result of 

learning disability or access to technology some service users may have difficulty 

using video or telephone contact and again a degree of flexibility was used to try 

and meet individual's needs. 

52. Staff were cognisant of the social isolation felt by many people under supervision 

and provided additional support during this period, for example by linking them 

into food banks and support services as needed and providing information on 

groups who could deliver essential items such as food and medication in each 

locality. Poverty and the cost of living featured in the feedback from parents and 

children to CYPSP during this period. 

53. In order to ensure service users in the community could be seen as safely as 

possible PBNI moved to having seven operational hubs open to deliver services 

during the first phase of the pandemic. These hubs based in Belfast HQ, 

Ballymena, Newry, Enniskillen/Omagh, Dungannon, Portadown and Shipquay 

Street (North West) enabled staff to meet on a face-to-face basis with service 

users as needed. Staff rotas were in place to ensure there was minimum staff in 

place in each of the operational hubs and staff were not required to be in the 

workplace every day. When staff based in PBNI offices were not on the rota they 

were working from home. 

54. PBNI's health and safety unit developed a covid risk assessment to maintain 

PBNI services during the Covid-19 pandemic whilst reducing the risk of 

contraction/transmission of Covid-19 to PBNI staff (including vulnerable persons), 

service users, members of the public and contractors who accessed our 

offices. This included procedures regarding social distancing, hygiene measures, 

and ventilation. This risk assessment was completed by Business Support 

Managers for each PBNI office. A separate risk assessment was developed for 

those undertaking community service. 

55. Community service teams were instructed to carry out 'safe' essential work and 

assist community partners where appropriate. For example, community service 
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staff in some areas were re-deployed to assist with deliveries from foodbanks to 

vulnerable members of the community. 

57. Multi-agency working continued from the outset of the pandemic. Indeed, the 

operational guidance highlighted the need for increased liaison with partner 

organisations — for example, the Police Service of Northern Ireland, hostel staff 

and social services --- to verify the circumstances of high-risk service users and 

share information more regularly. Amongst those high-risk service users who 

were prioritised were violent and sexual offenders. Operational guidance stated 

that regular and proactive contact with the Police Service of Northern Ireland 

(Public Protection Branch) should be maintained to check whether there have 

been any police callouts in individual cases. Where children or young people 

were engaged with social services or were looked after children, close liaison 

with the relevant Health and Social Care Trust staff was maintained, 

58. Probation are members of the Public Protection Arrangements for Northern 

Ireland (SePPANF) which aim to provide a multi-agency, co-ordinated system of 

risk assessment and risk management that is effective in reducing the immediate 

and long-term risk of sexual or violent re-offending. Staff who were working with 

partners through these arrangements continued that critical work. Where 

appropriate they initially used teleconferencing and then video conferencing to 

meet, assess risk and share information. 

59. Likewise, probation's partnership working within MA C ("multi-agency risk 

assessment conference") which is a meeting where information is shared and 

actions agreed to help protect high risk victims of domestic abuse between 

representatives of local police, probation, health, child protection, housing 

practitioners, was prioritised during the pandemic. 
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(iii) Child safeguarding 

64. Updated operational guidance of 7 May 2020 Exhibit A11 (I 0004303) 

stated that weekly telephone contact should be maintained with service users if 

concerns were identified in respect of Child Protection. Throughout the pandemic 

PBNI continued to meet its statutory responsibilities in terms of child protection as 

set out by the Children's (Northern Ireland) Order 1995 and submitted UNOCINI 

referrals to the Health and Social Care Trusts as appropriate. PBNI worked 

closely with the Trusts ensuring information was shared for the purpose of 

safeguarding children. 

(iv) Additional Guidance 
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Children in custody 

66. Probation staff working in the three prisons in Northern Ireland initially continued 

to work in prisons. At the end of March 2020 however, at the request of the 

Director General of Northern Ireland Prison Service, and to assist reduce the risk 

of infection within prisons, probation staff were given access to laptops to enable 

them to work remotely and asked to not come into the prison environment. 

67. This eased during the latter part of 2020 and staff began to work in a hybrid way 

between home and prison establishments. Probation was then formally asked to 

leave prisons again at the and of 2020 and probation staff in effect worked most 

of 2020 and part of 2021 remotely. In raid-2021 PBNI returned again to a hybrid 

form of working within prisons. 

68. PBNI senior management worked closely with prison senior management in 

making decisions about how we worked in prison settings during the pandemic. 
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PBNI senior management provided operational guidance to its own staff working 

in prisons. A children's rights impact assessment was not carried out. 

69. During this time Probation staff continued to complete reports for the Parole 

Commissioners for Northern Ireland, including completing risk assessments, and 

appearing at Hearings using the Webex functionality. Release planning and multi-

agency meetings continued to take place and prison probation officers had 

regular contact with community probation officers. 

Offending behaviours 

70. The Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency ("NISRA") publish an 

annual Official Statistics publication which provides information on the one year 

proven reoffending rate for offenders who received a non-custodial disposal at 

court, a diversionary disposal or who were released from custody within Northern 

Ireland. Information is presented in relation to the full cohort and also 

disaggregated in relation to adults (those aged 18 and over) and youths (those 

aged 17 and under). Bulletins are available for 2019/20, 2020/21 and 2021/22 on 

the Department of Justice's website. Exhibit AS/18 (INQ000543038). 

71. The 2019/20, 2020/21 and 2021/22 bulletins note that the observation and follow-

up periods for the current cohorts overlap with national Covid-19 lockdown 

restrictions, which began on 23 March 2020 and remained ongoing until early 

2022. Ongoing periods of restrictions will have affected offending behaviour. This, 

coupled with limited operation of criminal courts during this time, impacted upon 

numbers recorded. The effects of the pandemic on proven reoffending should be 

taken into consideration when interpreting findings from this publication and 

publications over the coming years as Covid recovery continues. 

72. PBNI did not undertake any other monitoring, assessment or analysis of the rates 

or nature of offending by children. 
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73. On 1 May 2020, PBNI established a task and finish group to begin developing a 

recovery plan in preparation for an incremental return to work Exhibit AS/19 

(lN 000543039). This set out a phased return to work in time-lined, linear 

stages. The task and finish group had senior management representation but 

also included trade union representation and representation from a range of 

grades across the organisation. The purpose of the task and finish group was to 

provide a cross-section of views and feedback. 

75. Throughout the pandemic, PBNI sought to document learning and assess what 

worked well and what could be done differently. This took place at monthly senior 

management meetings, and Recovery Group meetings. These lessons were 

applied to PBNI operational practice and guidance, and the development and 

implementation of the PBNI Recovery Plan. 

76. There was widespread support amongst staff for the decisions made by PBNI 

and the efforts to regularly communicate and explain decisions to staff. In an 

internal communications survey completed in 2020 Exhibit A5121 

(1N 005305), 98% of those surveyed said communication during the 

pandemic was very good or good and was overwhelmingly supported by positive 

comments including, "The level of communication during the pandemic has been 

impressive and much better than the communication family members and friends 

who work within the civil service have experienced. There has been a strong 
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I believe that the facts stated in this witness statement are true, I understand that 

proceedings may be brought against anyone who makes, or causes to be made, a 

false statement in a document verified by a statement of truth without an honest 

belief of its truth. 

Personal Data 

Amanda Stewart OBE 
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