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Letters to the Editor

Islamists and rehab

Sir, It is clear, from reasons well
explained by Libby Purves (“Prisoner
rehab programmes do vital work”
Dec 2) and Melanie Phillips
(“Islamists are not the same as other
prisoners”, Dec 3), that the Ministry
of Justice does not have the necessary
expertise to implement a better
strategy for rehabilitating offenders or
for monitoring released terrorists.

For general offenders, a better
approach might be to restrict the
Ministry of Justice to the role of a
Department for International
Development-style funder, handing
over the resources for rehabilitation
work to experienced charities that
can identify the best mentors and job
opportunities in local communities.

Monitoring released terrorists is in
a different league of complexity. The
Ministry of Justice’s small group of
specialists is introverted and
inadequate: hardly any of them speak
Arabic let alone understand
misinterpretations of the Koran.

However, in or around Whitehall
there are experts to be found who
have the necessary insights into
fanatical belief and manipulative
behaviour. They include Sir Andrew
Parker, director-general of MI5; Suhel
Mulla of the Home Office, whom I
greatly admired as a colleague when
he was managing chaplain at HMP
Pentonville; Ian Acheson, the former
prison governor whose prescient
reports were emasculated by
ministers; and Peter Welby, an
Arabic-speaking theologian with a
profound understanding of
extremism.

Raising our guard with the help of
such specialists needs a long-term
strategy transcending the simplistic
blame games of the hustings.

The Rev Jonathan Aitken
Prison chaplain, HMP Pentonville

Starter for ten

Sir, Andrew Hayward’s suggestion
(“Doorstep politics”, letter, Dec 3) that
voters should be disenfranchised
should they be unable to name the
home secretary or chancellor would
result in many of us being barred
from the ballot box. Although I am a
regular Times reader and Radio 4
listener, I struggled to recall both the
present and recent incumbents,
because they rarely last long in their
posts and are by and large
unmemorable. In a democracy, all
have a right to vote, and indeed, sit on
a jury, regardless of educational
attainment or political awareness.

Helen Dracup
Cobham Siirrav

Wanted: big political beasts with gravitas

Sir, Clare Foges (“Johnson should
summon back the big beasts”, Dec 2)
is right to call for the use of retired
politicians in our governance and
points to the ages of the leading
presidential candidates in the US as
an example, though the transition
there from gerrymandered to
geriatric government has not been
smooth (witness Donald Trump). But
our system is totally different and
requires cabinet ministers to be
answerable in parliament. We do not
need another batch of peers, however
eminent, to strengthen the House of
Lords and I don’t see former prime
ministers standing in by-elections.

That said, ways could be found for
them to do useful tasks. One of the
many tricks, largely unnoticed, that
Theresa May missed was when she
appointed herself to take charge of
the housing crisis. That is not a prime
minister’s role. It cried out for
Michael Heseltine to be given the job,
a man with the force of personality to
ride roughshod over out-of-date
planning restrictions and with the
experience of forcing through radical
change in depressed areas.
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Sir, As educationists and geographers
we know that the schools we lead,
whether independent, maintained,
selective or comprehensive, are clear .
demonstrations that geography is for
everyone, regardless of background.
(“Geography degrees ‘soft option for
posh but din, says Professor Danny
Dorling”, Nov 28, and letter, Nov 30).

Over the past ten years the
proportion of British pupils taking a
geography GCSE has risen from 27 per
cent in 2010 to 40 per cent today.
Schools should take pride in the fact
that this growth has come largely from
pupils who previously were less likely
to study geography, such as black,
Asian and minority ethnic pupils, and
individuals from disadvantaged
backgrounds. Many of these students
choose to study the subject at a higher
level as well, because they understand
its importance and relish the
intellectual challenges it poses.

We recognise that there is more to
do, in schools and universities, to help
pupils from all backgrounds to study
geography at the next stage. However,
the stereotyping of geography, and
the young people who are studying it

aspirations of our next generation.
David Atkinson, headmaster, Dr
Challoner’s Grammar School,
Amersham; Bennet Carr, headmaster,
King Edward VI School, Stratford-
upon-Avon; Paul Cornish, vice-
principal, East London Science
School; Grace Healy, subject specialist
leader in geography, Inspiration Trust
Plus a further six signatories at
thetimes.co.uk/letters

Sir, To use the teaching.of geography
as a class warfare weapon is divisive
and unhelpful. The role of geography
should be to develop a global, holistic,
scientific approach to the linking and
interdependence of topography, water,
weather, climate, the biosphere and
other relevant topics, with human
civilisation. This might help to
alleviate much of the unfair opinion
of geography and its intellectual
content as an easy option, a view held
by many academics. Without
geography, we might end up ruining
Earth’s surface.

John F Dewey, FRS

Emeritus professor and supernumerary
fellow, University College Oxford; Celal
Sengor, Istanbul Technical University
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