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THE BECKLY LECTURE 
Methodist Conference 2010
The Other Side of the Wall: what do we need to learn?

Dame Anne Owers, Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Prisons
I have spent 9 years in prisons, which is rather a long sentence, which with remission, is equivalent to an 18 year sentence.  It is a very privileged position because it means that you get to see not only institutions but most importantly talk to people whom you would never otherwise be able to talk to in that situation.  Certainly I have learnt an enormous amount in the last nine years, not just about prisons but about the rest of society and what brings people to prison.  

One of the reasons for the title of the lecture “The Other side of the Wall” is because walls face both ways.  They keep people in; they also keep people out.  My experience of prisons is very much about that in- and out-ness.  When you are looking at a wall you never know which side of it you are on. I can remember my younger son when he was very small.  We used to drive up behind the back of Buckingham Palace to go up and see his grandparents and on one occasion he looked at the wall of Buckingham Palace and he looked at the big spikes on top and he said, “Who lives there?”  We said, “The Queen”.  He looked at the wall again, he looked at the spikes and he said, “What would she do to us if she gets out?”  One of the things we have to ask about people in prisons is not only why they are there, but to remember that they ask: what might happen when I come out?

Many of the people in our prisons in fact were excluded from society long before we ever actually shut them up behind a wall in a prison. Every year we do a survey of the children and young people – 15-18 year olds - in our prisons.  The numbers have dropped to about 1,600 which is welcomed.   We ask a lot of questions about the prison experience but we also ask questions about them.  This year’s survey shows nearly 90% of young men had been excluded from school and in some young offender institutions it was even higher than that.  Around 40% of those children and young people were under 14 the last time they went to school.  Around a quarter of the young men and about half the young women had been in care and other surveys have shown that a large proportion, nearly half, of the girls who go to prison had experienced violence at home and a third of the girls had experienced sexual abuse at home.  Two-thirds of girls and nearly a quarter of boys were saying to us in the surveys that they felt anxious or depressed when they came into prison. 

So we are looking at young people in prison who have grown up in a parallel world to the children we know who go through school worrying about which GCSEs, which A levels, which university.  These are children who graduate from care all too often into a young offenders’ institution, and sadly all too often thereafter into an adult prison, because the drop-out rate from young offenders’ institutions to adult prisons is I suspect somewhat less than the drop-out rate from university.

These are often children and young people who have experienced what is called “care” but which is not the same as being within a family.  I remember talking to a young man in a prison once who was suicidal.  They had told him that if he didn’t stop harming himself, they would send him away to a less ‘nice’ prison and he said, “I just hope they don’t do that because all my life I have been passed around like a parcel”.  And you get a sense of young people who are actually scared to leave because prison may sadly be the safest place that they have known for some time.  I visited one of those small institutions that deals with some of the most vulnerable young men in the prison system, and met a young man whose job on the outside was supplying his mother with heroin and that’s quite a scary business out on the streets. 

So within the prisons you have those children and young people who are troubled and troublesome, damaged and damaging.  

If you look at women in prisons there are around 80% with diagnosable mental disorders.  Again there are a lot of histories of abuse.  There are also many who have responsibilities for children, with half of them being primary carers of children under 16.  The consequence is that for such women, prison breaks such links that they have in society.  An inquiry into women in prison showed that most men have got a woman somewhere keeping the home fires burning, whether that’s a mother or a partner or a wife.  Women tend not to have that and a third of women who go to prison lose their partners and lose their homes and, of course, if they lose their homes, they lose their possessions and they lose their children.

Men in prison too have very high levels of mental disorder, and there are very high levels  of poor reading and writing skills, largely because so many spent little time in school after the age of 14.  

These things tell us all about prisons, but they also tell about what is happening in society, what’s happening on the other side of the wall.  And that doesn’t mean our prisons should just respond by saying, “Oh poor things, we must be nice to them”.  It is about saying that, if people are going to go to prison, then there is a chance while there to try to challenge, to try to change, to try to do what someone who has worked a lot in desistance from crime has called ‘changing the narrative of your life’ and that is not an easy thing to do.  But we need prisons to be places that can challenge and that can change.

My inspectorate has been inspecting prisons for the last nearly 30 years now and we have developed four tests of what we call a healthy prison: that is, an effective prison, a prison in which things that can be done are being done.  And those four tests are that prisoners are safe; that they are treated with respect for their human dignity; that they can engage in purposeful activity; and that they can be prepared for resettlement.  If a prison can do those four things and can do them well, then it is being an effective prison.  

A place of safety
So how do our prisons perform under those four tests that I have talked about?  Prisons are inherently unsafe places.  They are full of people who may be a risk to themselves and may be a risk to others, and one of the tasks that prison staff have to do day after day, week after week, is to work hard to keep these places safe.  We have had quite high rates of suicide in prison until fairly recently.  Up to about four years ago suicides were running at about two a week in prison.  That’s reduced recently, something that is particularly welcome given that the prison population has increased.  But when you look at those who do kill themselves in our prisons, it’s quite a sobering set of statistics.  Half of those who die through self-inflicted deaths in prisons are unsentenced and a third of suicides are people who have been in their prison for less than a week.  So you can see that the vulnerability is at its greatest in those very early days and the days of extreme uncertainty in prison.  

One of the things prisons have improved a lot is the way in which they support prisoners in those critical early days, both in terms of specialist support - trying to make sure that there is someone there to tell them how it all works, what’s going to happen, how to contact families - but also in terms of detoxification.  A high proportion of those coming into prison have been addicted to drugs, particularly heroin, and an increasing number have severe alcohol problems.  I can remember with some horror the first time I inspected Styal women’s prison in Cheshire and there was no proper detoxification at that point.  Women were literally fitting and vomiting in their cells as they came off heroin.  Our report said they needed a proper detoxification unit and it took them 18 months before they got one.  In those 18 months, six young women took their own lives, all of them in the early days of custody, all of them substance abusers.  So detoxification and early support have been very critical.

So has been better mental health care.  Since the National Health Service began commissioning and providing health care within prisons, the amount of support available for the significant number of prisoners with both primary and acute mental health needs has improved dramatically.   You rarely see, as I witnessed in some local prisons when I first started doing the job, prison hospitals which really were echoes of the old-style bedlam with people moaning, banging their heads, screaming and shouting.  People are better looked after but the need is greater than can realistically be provided in that setting.  There are also better support systems in prisons and prison staff spend a lot of time trying to support people who are suicidal.  However, there remain very high levels of self harm. Women, although only 5% of the prison population, account for 50% of self harm incidents, sometimes gruesome and repeated self harm that staff have to try to deal with, while allowing women, and men, who hurt themselves to retain some human dignity.  It is a very difficult dilemma: you can of course physically stop somebody harming themselves or committing suicide by putting them in a straightjacket which happens in some American systems, but you then take away their humanity and you don’t deal with the fundamental problem.  You simply make sure it does not happen on your watch.  

Stopping violence between prisoners too is important.  Classically women when distressed turn on themselves and men turn on each other.  We find that the smaller the prison is, the easier it is to keep safe because you can create relationships which are supportive and you can spot things happening before they take place.  But if drugs get into a prison, this creates a very unsafe environment because there is another currency, another power structure, with associated bullying and debt.  As I leave the role of Chief Inspector, one of my concerns is high security prisons.  Though they are by and large very well run compared with maximum security prisons in most countries, the effect of very long sentences on very young men who are looking at what looks like the rest of their life in prison, with very little to lose, makes these places increasingly unstable.  

We also look at how force is used.  It must only be used when necessary, not as a sort of default setting of institutional convenience.  There have been some worrying incidents, particularly for younger people, of fractures and over-use of force, which the Inspectorate must keep an eye on.

Human Dignity
Our second test – respect and human dignity – involves a bundle of issues which includes relationships.  Prisons don’t just work by way of keys and locks and bolts and bars.  They work best through dynamic security, through relationships between people, as all institutions do.  The role of residential staff in our prisons is key in terms of modelling the kind of behaviour you would like people to have.  Yet if they are not supporting the work that is done elsewhere in the prison, then this can be undermined.  I remember a young woman telling me very early on in the job that “we go to these classes and they teach us assertiveness and then we go back on the wings and they nick us for it”.  Of course prison staff like to be in control, they don’t like to feel that they have got a stroppy prisoner in front of them.

One of the problems in our prison system is that prison staff have so little training. They get six weeks basic training, at the end of which they are expected to deal with some of the most difficult, damaged and damaging people in their society.  The French train prison officers for a year, the Scandinavians give them a degree.  This is the only country in Western Europe which expects people to do such a difficult job with so little training.  The role and training of residential staff is vital because, no matter how well a prison is run, the power is always with the custodian and it is important that that power is used properly and not abused.

The other thing that prisons have done better over the years that I have been doing this job is focusing on race relations.  There wasn’t much of that going on nine or ten years ago.  Prisons got a rude shock with racist murder of Zahid Mubarek in Feltham and the following Commission for Racial Equality inquiry.  Race relations in prisons is still not perfect, even though a lot of effort has gone into creating processes to monitor and try to remove discrimination.  Black and minority ethnic prisoners still often have worse perceptions of prison than their white counterparts, and this is often about relationships rather than processes.  

We did a report recently on Muslim prisoners which shows that there is quite a bit of work to do to dismantle prison staff’s misunderstanding that the words Muslim and extremist are indelibly linked.  Muslim prisoners are too often regarded through the lens of security and terrorism, rather than being dealt with as individuals.  As one young man said, when three or four Christian or white prisoners get together in a cell they are having a meeting; when we get together we are plotting.  There is the real risk of a self-fulfilling prophesy there, where already alienated young men will made even more alienated.

Purposeful activity
Over recent years the quality of what is provided in prisons by way of education and training has considerably improved, and it is now usually delivered professionally by further education colleges that are contracted to do it, funded through the Department for Education.  The quality of some of the things that are provided in prisons is great.  The problem is that there is not enough of it.  The reason behind this is that the prison population continues to expand.  It has risen by 27% since I became Chief Inspector of Prisons and it is continuing to rise.  There are still prisons where young men are spending the best part of the day in their cells, on their beds, watching daytime television, which is not what anyone would want.  And it’s common that we find a third or a half of prisoners locked up during the working day, even in prisons that call themselves training prisons and which are supposed to be doing that.  There is not enough exercise, particularly in some young offender institutions where young men simply need to burn off their energy.  

When you see the good things going on in prisons, you realise what could happen if there was more of it.  I remember going into Liverpool prison which is a very big local prison, with a lot of remanded and short-sentenced prisoners.  In one corner of the prison the high street firm Timpsons had set up a Timpsons shop.  The young men were in uniform, they were learning all the skills that you would need for a high street Timpsons shop (except for cutting keys, which they weren’t allowed to do).  When they left they could go straight into a Timpsons and work in it, and indeed one of the recent graduates was running one.  That was all funded by the Timpsons company.  I have also seen work where Transco, the gas company, have trained young men to be gas fitters as soon as they go out.  Those things are pearls.  Unless there is something that will provide worthwhile employment from the moment that someone steps out of a prison, you may lose them.  I sometimes go into cells plastered with education certificates, but what are these worth if, when you leave prison, doors are closed in your face.  People without much resilience, and prisoners don’t have much resilience, will say Why bother?

Research into why people don’t re-offend has noted the importance of what we all call ‘soft skills’.  The things that turn people on, the things that make people want to be different, are often not literacy or numeracy, but the things around the edges, which encourage alienated individuals to join in and acquire self-esteem - things like art and dance and drama.  Someone once said that the answer to preventing reoffending was ‘wheelchairs’, by which he meant the workshops where prisoners can repair wheelchairs for people in developing countries, and for the first time ever do something for somebody else.  It is doing those things that make people think differently about themselves.  

It is also why some of the faith groups in prison are so important, including restorative justice programmes like Sycamore Tree which are run by some of the prison chaplaincies. Prison chaplaincies also contribute to links with families, helping people think about being better parents, helping them to think about relationships.  These are all extremely important because if people don’t start thinking differently, then you can offer everything you want in prison and they’re not going to change.  People are not like a sort of chemical experiment  where you put in one literacy certificate, one offending behaviour programme and a house in a hard-to-let estate, and suddenly out the other end will pour a perfectly formed different individual.  It is about thinking differently about yourself and those soft skills that grow self-esteem are very important.

Resettlement
And finally, resettlement.  We call it resettlement but in truth many of the people I see in prison were never settled in the first place.  They have had chaotic lives, often from childhood.  We are getting better at trying to work with people serving longer sentences, but I am afraid short sentenced prisoners still revolve rather quickly round the prison door, sometimes coming back in almost before they have got out again.  I remember one member of staff in a prison saying to a young man who was leaving and who was in the middle of a course, “Never mind, you can finish it when you come back next term”.  Short sentences tend to disrupt such links as there are without actually being able to put in place much else.  A lot of prisoners are held a long way from home.  It is sad that when we did the survey of 15-18 year olds, that only a third of them said it was easy for their family to visit them, largely because of distance.

Prisons now try to make links with outside, to help people into accommodation, into jobs or training, provide debt counselling, provide all those things that people need.  It is important to recognise that prisoners are people not just offenders, that they need what other people need if they are going to thrive.  But then you reach the really difficult bit – which is not what you can do in prison, but what happens when prisoners get out.  When they go out with hopes, expectations, even certificates, but go back to the same old life, it is very hard then to make a difference in their lives.  That is why we need things like mentoring schemes, to help  people who do not have much resilience, who do not have much confidence when things go wrong, which inevitably they will.  Programmes like one-to-one mentoring schemes or community chaplaincies can make a link between what happened to someone in a prison and a support group outside.  They help to manage that transition from hope to reality, to the outside.  A lot of prisoners have a lot of experience of being let down.  In the outside world  they have been frequent recipients of time-limited and sometimes target-oriented care. 97% of the children and young people who answered out survey said that they wanted to stop offending but only about half said they had done anything in prison which was likely to make them less likely to offend.

When I talk like this, one of the first questions that often comes to me from the audience is, “But you haven’t mentioned victims”.  My answer is that this is all about victims.  This is all about the kind of prisons we need to stop more victims.  If you ask people who have been victims of crime what they want, they want it not to happen again to themselves or to somebody else.  We can have prisons which actually make it more likely that it will occur again, and those will be prisons that are based around containment, treating people who are powerless as if they don’t matter.  We need prisons that can do more than that and we need a system that can do more than that.  Some of the systems of restorative justice that I have seen force prisoners to confront the reality of what they have done.  Going to prison doesn’t necessarily mean you have to face this – prisons can be places that take away your responsibility: you are not responsible for yourself, things happen to you, you have very little control.  You don’t have to be responsible for your victim, for your family, for your community.  Prisons which help people to make the link with their own responsibility are actually much more challenging than simply a prison that contains.

Funding
So we can make prisons better. We can have smaller prisons that are closer to home.  We can have prisons that repair some of the deficits that people arrive with.  We can have prisons that improve the quality of what’s on offer.  But it is far more difficult to do so in a system which is hugely overcrowded, where there has been a 27% rise over nine years in the number of people locked up, often in poor buildings, some of which frankly ought not to be in use any more.  It is of course a system that, even before the current austerity budget, was facing public sector cuts.  A benchmarking process is now taking place, where prison activities are being looked at in terms of a lowest common denominator.  Some prisons are being told “Don’t aim for the gold standard.  You can only aim for the bronze standard”.  You then risk losing the important bits round the edge which really make the difference.  

Not only will prisons suffer from their own budget cuts but they will suffer from everybody else’s cuts too.  Health care comes in through the National Health Service, education comes in through the education budget, settlement is crucially dependent on outside agencies, both voluntary sector and statutory agencies.  So as all of those bodies’ own budgets come under pressure, we will find it more difficult to put resources into the prison system which is hardly the most popular recipient of public funding.

Prisons as a mirror of society
So that brings me to the other side of the wall, to society.  Prisons it seems to me are very effective mirrors of what is going wrong in society.  If you want to know what is going wrong out here, go into a prison and you will find it.  As I have hinted earlier, prisons can often be used as a place where you park people you don’t know what to do with - those people who are mentally ill, who have learning disabilities, or have substance abuse problems.  And it seems to me that if we expect prisons to sort out the problems of society, they will inevitably fail, no matter how good they are, no matter how much resources and how many people we put in.  I have said from the beginning of this job that I think we need to resource not prisons but things like half-way houses which can help people to manage their lives in the real world and not the prison world.  

Some of the best prisons I see are open prisons.  I was at the Chelsea Flower Show a few weeks ago, where people from a resettlement unit in one of the south west prisons had been helping to make an amazing garden, which had won a prize and had met the Queen - which is certainly a good addition to your CV.  

So we need to put resources outside prison.  We need to invest earlier, we need to invest up-stream in the children and young people I have been talking about.  One of the good news stories over recent years has been the drop in the number of children and young people in prison.  It has dropped by about 25% year on year.  It is still high by the standards of most other countries, we are still locking up 1,600 15-18 year olds, but it was 3,000 not very long ago.  Why has that happened? I think there are two or three reasons.  One is that police forces up to about two or three years ago had a target called the Offences Brought to Justice Target where the money that a police would get, and crucially the performance pay of its Chief Constable, depended on how many offences they could bring to justice.  There were exactly the same points for catching someone urinating in a public place as for convicting a murderer..  And so towards the end of the month the cry would go out “We need to meet our target” and of course police forces would go for the low-hanging fruit - groups of young people hanging around on the streets who may be doing, or about to do, something nefarious.  And so the perverse effect of that target was to bring into the criminal justice system a lot of children and young people.  

Stopping those targets has certainly been crucial, but I think what has also been vital is developing alternatives to prison for children and young people, and investing in initiatives outside criminal justice.  The Sure Start programmes which were started ten years reached young people who are now teenagers.  You need to work in those kind of timeframes if you are actually going to make a difference, but there is always a risk in political life that things get dug up to see if they are growing.  There are no quick fixes, there are no magic bullets; , we have to have to be prepared to play the long game.

The promise of redemption
So to end where I started, the danger of walls is that we throw them up to try to protect ourselves, that we categorise a group of people as not really ours, not really our children, not really our men and women.  In the present climate there is a real risk that all over the place people will start to put up financial or physical drawbridges to protect what they have got.  Keeping a generosity of spirit in current times will be quite difficult.  What would be easy to do, as I have seen in some places such as cities in South Africa, is to create walled communities, where we all live behind walls so that we all feel both safer and more threatened.  One of the things that is very important to me in the work that I do in prisons, and as Chair of Christian Aid, is the Christian message about outsiders.  Those who live outside the wall are people, not just to whom we need to pay attention, but from whom we learn sometimes quite painful messages about ourselves.  We need to remember that the whole of the prophetic tradition, the whole of the tradition of a Man from Galilee - who came from the unfashionable part of the country, was born outside an inn and died outside the city wall -tells us that there is something very special about those who are outside.  And his message was also that there is such a thing as redemption, there is such a thing as change.

I want to end on two of the most uplifting experiences during my time as Chief Inspector of Prisons.    One is when we got together as an Inspectorate and decided we needed to list our values.  Of the very good list which came from the people who I work with, the one that absolutely hit me was: we believe that people and institutions can change.  And that is what we do and why we do it.

And my final anecdote is very close to home.  I live in the middle of London and there is a farmers’ market very close to me in Kennington.  It’s where I go every Saturday and where I buy the most lovely sausages which come from Gloucester Old Spots somewhere in Essex.  I asked the mother of the woman who runs it how her daughter had learned about pigs and sausages.  She said that I would never guess, but her daughter had learnt it in prison.  She had learnt to look after pigs in an open prison in Kent and when she left she bought piglets from there and now she is running a whole business, selling wonderful sausages all over London  - and I thought, Yes, people and institutions can change.

Thank you.      

