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away from the story of the Thames hulks
of the 18th and 19th centuries. There
might be something in that. And we have
‘RTL units — wooeden prisons which
arrive In bits on the back of lorries.
McDonalds build new  ‘drive-through’
units in much the same way. Perhaps the
first McJail is not far away.

With the recent publication of Patrick
Carter’s report into the fuiure of private
and state prisons, this book has come at a
time when change may be imminemnt. To
use the American term, Carter

prisons to accommodate as many as two
or three-thousand prisoners in  one
ingtitution, close to major conurbations.
One academic recently described the
supermax as a ‘solution in search of a
problem’, and talk of bringing such an
instiution to the UK is unwelcome.

The British public love talk about
crime, punishment and prisons, and yet
remains singularly uninformed about the
inner workings of such insututions. The
busiest section on my own website is one
containing seventy-odd photographs of

the demise of the Penal Lexicon site last
year. It is useful to have this book if only
to give to people who want an insight and
an idea of what prison is really like.

At £40, it i5 not a cheap book
Nevertheless, the sheer amount of work
and effort that has gone into the work
makes it well worth the price,

Steve Taylor. P O Box 2728, Stratford
upon Avon. CV37 OYL. Email
steve@istetay.com Web wauren. stetay.con

recomnmends the creation of ‘supermax’

English prisons, something I started after

The Interview

Anne Owers

Anne Owers took over in 2001 from Sir David Ramsbotham
as HM Chief Inspectorate of Prisons for England and Wales
having previously been Director of Justice from 1992. Her
early career was spent researching and teaching in Zambia.
She worked at the Joint Council for the Welfare of
Immigrants and became its general secretary in 1986. Other
appointments and publications reflect Anne OQwers’
interests in refugees, immigration and nationality, human
rights and legal issues, '

Intervieey by Nigel Hancock

Anne Owers spoke first of her earliest impressions of
prisons and of work with prisoners.

T remember visiting Brixton when I was doing legal advice work in
South London. I had the impression of being in a wvery strange,
unfamifiar and alienating envivomment, bt was of course dipping in
and out of &t. The first prison I ever wvisited was Latchmere House
when it was holding tmmugration detainees tn the mid 1980s. I was
working with the Fotnt Council for the Welfare of hamigrants and one
of our roles was dealing with people who were in immigration
detention. So it was an interesting circularity for me that, just as T
joined the Inspectorate, we were staridng a thematic review of
inpmigration detention followving an addition to my post’s statutory
responstbilities. Fifteen years down the line Latchmere House is much
changed.

While I was ar Fustice I worked twith prisoners who claimed that
they were wrongly imprisoned. The legal aduvice 1o prisoners role was
wery different to my presemt one. When I first went there we were
dealing with a lot of individual cases that were potential miscarnages
of justice. We veceived abour 1,000 letiers a year from serving
prisoners. That changed partly because we were successful in
persuading the then government to set up the Criminal Cases Reveny
Commission which condd do the job mch wmore effectively and quickly
than we could. Legal officers would go out o see people bur a lot of
the work was done by correspondence rather than by divect visit’.

Could the new Chief Inspector give her impressions of
prisons in England and Wales now and of the overall
prison system?

In the last few months I have inspected about 14 and wvisited a
Jurther 15. So I have seen a good proportion of the growing prison
estate guite quickly. I have seen prisons in action as part of my own
learning cirve and then seen them during inspection. I have been
there for the last two days of full inspections and at the debrisfs with
the governor and the senior management ream. I have also done one
Jull inspection with each of our three inspection teams starting from
the first day and going on to the fifth day, so that I can get a feel for
how the business is done, how the infovmation is compiled and how
the wams work. That has been immensely useful.

Prisons ave so different, and just talking about a ‘prison system’
somehow implies a consistency that 'may not be possible. I do not vet
have a full picture of the prison estate, for example of women’s prisons
or of dispersal prisons. A key impression though is that the prison
svstem &5 good at coping, and prides itself on doing well with the
vesources it has. It copes surprisingly well given what is thrown at it:
with increased wonbers of women and of juveniles; with children in
prison; with people who arve memally 1l and disturbed in various
ways; and with immigration detatnees.

There is a stress on crisis management, on fire fighting. Prisons
are always conscious that they are on the edge, that they are only a
days away from the wnext disturbing suicide, the next bed waich.
Prisons exist in a constant siate of anxiety. This coping mechanism
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sowmetimes gets in the way of admiting that there ave situations when
they cannot cope. Prisons could be saving we cannot cope, we should
not be expected to cope. But the mindset is not one that easily allows
such messages to be said or to be recetved within the Prison Service
or the Home Office. For example, the health care centre in one prison
e visited recemtly was abnost fifty per cent under-staffed, not through
the fault of the prison but through difficulties in recruitment and
retenion. It was coping with 26 patienis and out of those about seven
were in the view of our doctor, who is a psychiatrisi, sectionable under
the Mental Health Act. The prison could not provide a safe and
decent enwironment for the people it was holding, nor indeed a safe
and decent environment for staff who were looking after them. But the
pressure was always Lo cope, to cope with 24 hour watches of people
whe were s suicidal that they would take apart a magazine to get a
staple to open o wound. At one level that is a testimony 1o staff
dealing with wery difficult people. It s no testimony to the capacity of
a management system io pass messages back up the line and for
something to be done about it’.

Anne Owers spoke about the Inspectorate’s role in helping
the Prison Service to identify and address such problems,
and the factors that affect the strength or otherwise of
prison culrures.

Part of our function is to come in with a template of what #s right n
prisons, twhat vou should expect io see in a prison that is providing a
decent and dignified environment, and to hold that up against whar
we find in the prison. That is not necessarily an exercise in blame,
buc in helping people to test what they ave doing against what most
prisons want to be doing or what they should be doing. The
management systems within prisons are often felt to be systems of
blame and not systems of support.

Prisons work best where there is a common view of what a
prison is for and that view is shared by everyone from the governing
governor 1o the uniformed officer on the landing or the wing. Where
there is a sense of shared ownership and belonging, the culture works
positively even if the prison cannot deliver ideally what 1t would hke
to. A crucial link in that internal culiure within prisons is the semor
ranks of uniformed officers. They are going to be the owes that are
around most of the time, around the longest. They are also going to
be the ones who can sit on their hands and think we'll get a new
governor in three or four vears time anyway, and helshe will have a
different business pian so let’s just do the least we can and see what
happens. For a prison to have and sustain a positive culture,
principal officers and senior officers need to be signed up to it
Management gf these processes is cructal for the Prison Service to
capture. It has 1o strengthen posittve cultures, and to train and
support, and that is not akwavs happening. There have not always
been good tratning opportunities for these levels of staff. Very negative
cultures can grow where you have a gap between the senior uniformed
staff and the lower level of the governor grade. Positive initiatives can
fall down this gap.

At present, there s a very positive mood mustc coming out of the
Prison Service, from the Director General and Ministers, about what
positively should be expected of prisons including a cove resettlement
agenda. About prisons being places in which you can work with
severely damaged people. This, together with the decency and dignity
agenda, and the determination to rool out racism, comprise a very
helpful public agenda to be coming into, one that wy predecessor did

not have at all times. Qur job as an Inspectorate is repoviing honestly
and objectively on how that agenda is working out on the ground.
think there s a real danger in something as complex as the Prison
Service, an area thar does nor attract -huge public support, huge
wnvestment of resources, or public popularity, that there is a gap
beraveen the virtual prison system that Ministers are saying that they
wani, and what the Direcior General wants, and the real prison
system that is operating on the ground. That is one of the reason why
as an Inspeciorate we do not look at processes, we do not lock at
ticking boxes, and we do not look at audits. We look at outcomes, we
look 1o see what actually s happening io the prisoners in particular
places, and then we try and work out why 1t is happening,’

We discussed the Prison Service’s managerial culture, and
the Chief Inspector set out her views,

It is important for management to be able to monttor and know what
s going on in prisons. The problem with performance management,
and certainly initially the targets that ave set, s that it tends 1o
measure what is measurable and not necessarily what is important. It
has beent good at measuring process, measuring whether you have a
sentence planning mechanism tn place or how wmany escapes you have
had. What it is not good at is measuring what differences those things
make and whether they operaie in practice. Sentence planning is a
good example. T have been in prisons wheve they have wonderful
processes Jor sentence planning, absofutely beantiful semience planming
files. The reason they are so beautiful is that no-one has ever iaken
them out of the filing cabiner. They do not relate to what the prison
needs or what the prison can offer. They contain targets which may
not be time bound and which mav not be vmplonentable. It is
tmportant to have processes in place, but they are only baselines. If
people concentrate simply on hititng those targets there 15 a real
danger that they will concentrate on reaching the lowest commion
denominator of something that is satisfactory but not good.

There are very few tncentives to veach what 1s good so what we
look at is the quality of the ouicomes that are coming out of those
processes. Targets not well ser can distort activity in prisons because
clearly people target their activity towards meeting the targets, They
say we'll offer what the area manager would want to see, what the
Depury Divector General would want 10 see. As a result, the
information reported back can be ‘optimistic’ abowt what is going on
in the prisons concerned. Countless times it does not seem to relate 10
what is going on in terms of purposeful activity. The vesult of course
is that the area manager will not know the prison is under resowrced
in certain areas. Information will not get fed back because people try
to show thar they have hit their wargets. Activity is distorted.

A classic example is the concentration i education on hitting
level 2 lteracy and numeracy skills. It is absolutely right that the
Prison Service should say it would like all its prisoners to go out with
level 2 because level 2 is the emplovability level, and that is very
imporiant for people to have. But what we find over and over again
is that on assessment on entry Lo prison 60-70 per cent of people are
belozw level 1 literacy and nuwmeracy. If your target is 1o hit level 2,
the veal danger 15 that you skim the people that meet level 2 or whoe
are already above level 2. You hit your tavgets on what vou are not
providing. You do not provide the stepping stone, the ladders that the
people at those lower levels need. Because performance targets are
across the board they do not necessarily meet the tndividual needs of
particular prisoners and the needs in particular prisons, Prisons
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should conduct needs assessment and from that work out targets above
the level the Prison Service vequives’,

At the time of the interview, Anne QOwers had not formally
inspected a women’s prison., She spoke about the
organisation of the women’s prison system in England and
Wales, about the optimum size of prisons, and about young
offenders and the mentally ill,

J have views on the size and deployinernt of prisons in general and
they apply paricularly 1o women prisoners. Thore are particedar
issttes abourt holding wommen b the arcas from which they come. Sixty
per cent of coommair th prison have primary care of childven wnder 16
wears. The resertleniemt needs of women prisoners are often very
differcnt fromr those of men. We shoudd be looking ot more smaller
wires and nor farge wnits. [ owondd fike 1o see ws move closer to the
wotion thai Lovd \Woolf hrad i Iis report aboni connnunity prisons.
The local prisous I fiave seen working best are sinall prisons. Locals
have an enormous difficrfty becanse thev ave trving 1o it 50 iy
targers at once. They ave servicing the couvis. As the pressive point of
the popudation changes, they have littde control over who they get and
wehen, They have very difficndt prisovers to wanage. But it s much
casier 1o mmanage o sweler conrt or prison than a lavge one.
Pardenlarly i you ave stavitug from scraich, we should be looking ai
siabler ity spread more geograpficadiv,

Bindlarly woe should not be holding clildren dn prison, [ prisons
which hold nearfy 400 i units of nearly 60. That is simply not an
enwiramettt (i wiiich your showld fiold exeremely distrbed, adolescent
yorng e, Doing so eveates very difficali problems. T hink it eiial
thaat the seomen’s and jueenile estutes move 1owards stmaller widis,

The fuspectorate can poimt ol what & happening with cortain
gronps of people i prisons. There fuve been sonic hvige (iprovemenis
i the Juvenile estate followeing the creadion of the Yol Fustice
Board. That is in some wavs difficadt Jor prisons ehere young people
are held becanse the Youth Fustice Board's upproach is a very chifd
centred approach and prisons ave more accustonred 1o wwell ovgatifsed
and conrolled regime approaches. There & o clslt of cultires
involved. My predecessor thought so and I wonld alse say that,
ideally, ¥5-17 year olds showld not be held fn prisons. If there are
circtimsiances wheve they need fo be detained, there are other more
appropriaie focifities with mch greater staff varios and clustered
vesonrces. The budget jor educaring a 13-17 year ofd ofild in prison
i £1,800 a year. For a cild in a secre tradning cemire ov focal
secure ity the badget fs £15,000 a vear. You staort io ask what
ought a child to expect growing np in a custodial envivonment. That's
the question you ash of the prisom.

We frave recently fonnd more seriously menially il people i a
nnber of prisons than twe did the last thne they tere fispected.
Although people ave moving on inio medinnr sccure or secitve facilities
within the National Health Service, theve s still a huge blockage.
There is still a tendency 1o accept that if sonicone scvionsly mestally
# 55 i prison, and therefore off the streets, thelr place toreards the top
of the waiting Hst should be taken by someone who s omstde the
sertonesfv memially T caiegory bt poreniially difficuls <vithin the
comuntiiny, Prisons are holding people who showld not be in prison
bt shoudd be fn a therapewtic envivomnent. Prisons should not be
expecied to cope. There 15 a need for an Huermediate estate 1o hold
marially i offenders. There is also ¢ need jor seindnars on pariicnfar
areas of suicide, self-harm and bullying wherve peaple from ail velevani

prisons can ger together and can learn from eacl others, from theiv
miistakes and successes, and forge links betzreen thenm, There 1s 100
lude shaving of tformation and good practice within the Prison

Service.”

How did the new Chief Inspector regard the development
of standards in the Prison Service?

“There is a real danger of divorcing policy and standards frone people
at the operational level, Some policies fook wonderful but if you are
vihing them they do not always work {n quite e way that your
envisaged. fn fact they can have the opposite effecr. To share good
practice and o fearn from cach other and veally swart driving
stairdards wp is sometling a good functional manager could do. It s

Jril as puportant as imaking sure that the performance ravgeis are mel,

e very much welcome e fact that the Prison Service s
rewdsing #s Standards ai the moment and that there is a greaier stress
on greality, We srefeome the wery good dialogne that has raken place
i the dast six months about or Bxpectations docunent, the criteria
by welrich e duspect, anmd the extemt to which Prison Service
Standards can move choser to oy Expectations. There have been
considerable movemenrts but Incwvitably the Standards in the Prison
Service for those nuwing prisons wilf be largely abownt processes
becautse that ds wohat is easily measurable, Tt will also be about what
the Prison Sereice knowes it can deliver and has the resonrces fo
deliver. It 15 mo good veqriiring a prison governor o delfoer soincthing

Jor sehich there are ne resonrces, No establishieene shionld serve the

cvening weal carlier than Spu i the afterncon. We went 1o a young
offender institnion wheve 19 vears ofd lads were having their weals
at dpne, mealy wolich might well have 1o last then wntil breakfust the
wext morning, This Is ot viglt, bt equally f you cannot siaff o
prison 1o o anviliing else then siandards cannot be fvpposed on thent.
We ol afetuys be fn the business of driving np standards and
fmserting qriakity and ontconte criteria o the Standards’
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