BACK MOST DAYS

An officer’s viewpoint

When I walked into HMP Pentonville in
1989 as a New Entry Prison Officer it
was my first experience of what a prison
looked or felt like. Prior to this, I had
spent 10 years working for British Rail at
King’s Cross and had passed the prison
on many occasions but had never known
anyone who had been in the prison, either
as an employee or inmate.

When I entered the establishment for
the first time [ was struck by its brooding
physical presence, which creates a strong
impression. After4 years thatimpression
is still with me.

In terms of impressions, one cannot
fail to acknowledge the personal skills,
attributes and flexibility of prison staff
dealing with a wide variety of inmate
personalities and problems. Staff inject
firmness, fairness, compassion and
humourto resolve situations which might
suddenly and can sometimes be
potentially explosive. Most inmates are
aware of and can perceive staff qualities
and place an enormous amount of trust in
them. They usually accept their word
that they will deal with their demands.
Prison is intended to be a last resort and
yet provides accommodation, meals,
warmth, canteen and medical services.
The values, rules and regulations of
Prison life are skilfully applied and in the
main are readily accepted by inmates.

Consider all of this when listening to
critics of prisons when they say that they
fail to halt recidivism and offer little that
is positive and constructive. Inmates
arrive in prison because society has failed,
often in provision of education,
employment, housing and health care. In
a general sense society does not seem to
care. The idea that privatisation may
lead tobetter services because itresponds
to the needs of people cost effectively is
not necessarily so. At least in prisons we
feel we know whatis needed and wanted,
and we can try to respond.

However, when an inmate is
discharged all the effort we have made
seems to become dissipated by an
inmate’s way of life in society. Very
often the individual is battling alone and
there are few support networks. There
are also few resources to reinforce the
values patterns of positive behaviour and
few rewards for such. The individual is

often left with little alternative but to
survive in the only way they know how.

It may not seem appropriate for the
Prison Service to go on the offensive and
demand of society what is needed but we
should enlighten critics and external
pressure groups, including government
and politicians, that we are the recipients
of society’s failure and perhaps
inappropriate policies. We deal with
offenders for limited periods only, and I
suspect our effect is strong between
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reception and discharge, where our role
abruptly ends. I can only conclude that
the overall responsibility for the personal
and social education of our people lies
partly with the state. The role of the
Prison Service is limited and should be
seen as such but be rehabilitative.
However it should not be the butt of all
criticism. The debate needs to assume a
wider and more helpful perspective.

Mick Daly - Prison Officer
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