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Humour often bubbles above and below the surface of prison life.  So I will begin this talk with a humorous but true anecdote from my first day as a prisoner.  The day in question was 7 June 1999 – so 27 years ago.   I was standing in that uncomfortable place in the dock at the Old Bailey pleading guilty to charges of perjury and as expected given a custodial sentence for 18 months which I thought was fair.  I was then driven off to a sweatbox or prison van to HMP Belmarsh which is Britain’s highest security prison.  I wondered, at the time, why I was going to such a high security jail and concluded that it must be to keep the journalists out rather than to keep me in!
Arriving at the prison you are immediately thrust into: ‘The Cage’ which is a very frightening and noisy reception area for prisoners which I remember to this day.  I was not in as bad shape as many of my fellow prisoners – some of whom had never left home before.  I was struck by seeing the toughest most burly prisoners weeping in their cells.  
Suddenly a prison officer tapped me on the shoulder and said:
“Aitken! Your turn to see the prison psychiatrist!”
I didn’t think I needed the services of a psychiatrist! I did not then realise that there was a perfectly sensible rule that all incoming prisoners have to be checked out to see whether or not they are suicidal but I did not know this at the time.

So off I set for the psychiatrist.  And to get the humour of what happened next, I need to remind some of you that my sentencing had not gone unnoticed by the great British Public and the great British media of which some 200 representatives were at this time outside the prison gates some of them with television cameras and satellite dishes transmitting live onto the Six O’clock News.  But all this excitement had passed the prison psychiatrists by.  
Reasonably enough he had not been tuning into the media so for him I was just another anonymous prisoner needing to be checked out for possible suicidal tendencies.  
To do this the psychiatrist rattled off a bog-standard list of questions from a form:
· Name
· Prison Number
· Date of Birth
· Next of Kin
· Does your Next of Kin know you are in prison?

The question after that was “Does anyone other than your next of kin know you are in prison?”
So thinking of those media folk broadcasting live onto their news programmes I gave the psychiatrist a wry smile: “I think maybe by now 10 or 15 million people will know I’m in prison!”
The psychiatrist did not return my wry smile.  He scribbled busily on his pad and then asked me in tones of some asperity:
“Do you really mean to tell me that you think 10 or 15 million people know you are in prison?”
I nodded.
Then the psychiatrist’s tone became gentler and indeed more clinical and he asked me in a soft kind voice: “May I ask you have you have ever in your life suffered from delusions?”
Now delusions are not a bad starting point for this lecture which I hope will regard not so much as a lecture but as starting a dialogue.  I think there are quite a few people in this audience who are far more knowledgeable about prison life than I am.  So I hope we can have in a long Q & A session an exchange of views as well as listening to my views.
The first delusion that I think we need to tackle is that delusion that the prison system is in a state of total collapse.  That it’s dangerous, violent, as overcrowded as the Black Hole of Calcutta, corrupt and chaotic.  This is not so.  Now I am not here to minimise the problems or gild the lily but I would say at the outset is that although some of these bad things do happen in a prison nevertheless even in these times of enormous pressures the prison service is a highly resilient, highly capable and highly practical public service which copes fairly honourably and decently with whatever it is asked to do.
I am particularly full of admiration for the unform branch especially at the level of Custodial Managers and SOs. I also think highly of many Managers and Governors.  I am less complimentary about the bureaucratic mindset of the overstaffed higher management tier.   However, there is an awful lot of new thinking going on at and around the best and brightest echelons of prison world.
For example, I am encouraged by what I hear from The Amber Rudd Review.  This former Cabinet Minister assisted by Dame Lynne Owens and Sue McAllister are digging deep into a reform agenda.
Meanwhile, at the bottom level of HMPPS the good news on recruitment is numbers are up.  Standards are up.  So not all doom and gloom.  But the drive for high standards is crucial.   If I had one reform at this early stage in my talk to suggest I would support the cause of one or two Parliamentarians like 
Lord Soames who has urged the creation of a Staff College for Governors, potential Governors and Senior Managers in HMPPS
The Armed Forces have a world-renowned Staff College; The Police have their own Staff College.  Why doesn’t the prison service and the Probation Service have their own Staff College to improve leadership?  Reform No 1.
***
When I was a prisoner, 27 years ago, it was immediately apparent that there were six highly unsatisfactory features of prison life all of which have now magnified into crises.
Today’s crises are:
1) The overcrowding crisis;
2) The drug abuse crisis;
3) The Court delay crisis;
4) The loosey-goosey security crisis;
5) The lack of purposeful activity crisis; 
6) The lack of rehabilitation crisis.
Let’s take them one by one.
1) The overcrowding crisis:
Almost everyone in the country must now be aware that there is a chronic overcrowding crisis in our prisons.  In HMP Pentonville, where I serve, the Governors early morning meeting gets a report each day and for months now it has been almost invariably that our prison is 99%, 98%, 97% or 96% overcrowded. Often this changes for the worse during the course of a single day.   In practical terms this means good management of the prison becomes almost impossible.
Let me just give you one example of this.  On a recent visit to J-Wing in Pentonville I saw a prisoner “kicking off” with what was probably a drug induced rage of noise and violence to other prisoners.  In different times he would have been moved to another cell to another wing.  These days we have no spaces to move prisoners to different cells, so the disturbance to the whole of J Wing caused by the “kicking off” prisoner continued.  
On the wider scene, the only solution to the overcrowding problem is the early release program which causes enormous PR and public reaction problems by the day.  There is, however, one short-term solution which could be implemented urgently.  This is to get a grip on the unnecessarily large number of recalls to prison by the Probation Service.
The latest available figures revealed the extraordinary fact that more prisoners are being recalled to prison each month than are being released from prison.
The latest statistics show that in the first 3 months of this year 12,977 people were released from prisons in England and Wales, yet 13,193 were recalled for breaching the terms of their release license.  Only 22% of the latest recalls are on suspicion of committing a further crime.
What this means is that just over 10,000 prisoners per quarter of 40,000 a year are now being recalled by the Probation Service for what many would see as relatively minor and sometimes trivial breaches of Probation rules such as “failure to keep in touch”; “Being late for meetings with probation officers”; “Or missing appointments”
Listening, as I do as a prison chaplain, to multiple complaints from prisoners who think they have been unfairly recalled I can see that there appears to be a serious problem here.
Is the problem that we have too many inexperienced, young, trigger happy, probation officers pressing the “Recall to prison” button far too easily?
I am one of many observers who fear that this is the case.  Parliamentary Questions are now being asked along these lines to MOJ Ministers responsible for probation.  If the MOJ are really serious about easing prison overcrowding, in the short term, they should carry out an urgent review of the soaring recalls by Probation Officers and insist on big reductions in the number of recalls for minor breaches of the probation rule book. 
***
Turning to the longer-term solutions to overcrowding so far the only one in sight seems to be “build more prisons.”  We can’t quarrel with that since the prison building programme has been neglected by successive governments for far too long.  But I must sound a cautionary note here.  Prisons must be based in locations from which it will be possible to recruit prison staff.
Some bad mistakes are being made here at present.
Why are we building new prison extensions at High Point near Newmarket in Suffolk? This is a high-employment, high-wage area.   HMPPS will find itself in great difficulties recruiting prison officers here because Sizewell C Nuclear Power Station is offering far higher wages plus subsidised housing deals for new employees in the area, so taking up much of the pool of potential workers.
The same sort of difficulties are likely in Grendon.  Another high-wage, high-employment area. How embarrassing would it be if our new build prisons couldn’t recruit the staff to run them?   So my suggestion is prison builders should look north perhaps like our new Prime Minister. This is Reform No 2
2) The drug abuse crisis
Turning now to the second major crisis in our prisons – the drug abuse crisis – this is undoubtedly getting worse.  When I was a prisoner back in 1999 my first weekend HMP Belmarsh felt more like life in an Arabian ghetto rather than a British jail.  
There were numerous prisoners “clucking” - (making noises like hens), “flying” – imitating aircraft or “zomping” – slumping against the walls or to the floor in a state of collapse.  The officers did not do much about it because on lightly staffed weekends there were no MDTs (Mandatory Drug Tests) and the drug squads themselves usually seemed to take a break.
It needs to be said, however, that drug prevention and drug use reduction measures have, from time to time, been a considerable success in individual prisons.  Until recently we could conclude that a number of prisons were successfully reducing the amount of drug abuse.  These conclusions were based on the reduction of positive results from MDTs.
However, inexplicably publication of MDT results have been suppressed for the past four years and there is clear evidence to suggest that drug abuse is now climbing spectacularly.  For those with a specialist interest in this subject may I commend to you the current issue of Inside Time – the national newspaper for prisoners which is greatly respected for its reporting.
Inside Time has ingeniously managed to publish the MDT results which the Ministry of Justice no longer publishes. 
So surprise, surprise the uncomfortable truth is out. An epidemic of drugs is sweeping across our prisons and nothing much is being done to stop it.  HMPPS is well aware of strategic ways of keeping prisoners off drugs which have been successful in some prisons for quite a while.
They include methods to prevent drugs coming in intelligence gathering with the help of the police and other agencies, providing prisoners with meaningful activities to relieve boredom and treatment programmes for addicts.  These could work and be strengthened as past MDT results have shown in certain prisons.


However, without the vital data from Mandatory Drug Tests which have been mysteriously censored.  This problem is escalating and will get worse and worse.  Reform No 3 is let’s be honest, open and transparent about the results of the 57,000 MDTs conducted each year in our prisons.
***
3. The Court Delays Crisis
Almost the unluckiest prisoners are those ‘on remand.’  This is a growing sector of the prison population.  Although there is or should be in the courts a presumption of bail, unless the charges against the arrested person are extremely serious (i.e. terrorism).  
Nevertheless, there are, for various reasons, a surging number of remands for fairly minor offences.  For example, one way of being denied bail, is to give a false name to the police at the time of an arrest.  It is amazing how many young men are foolish enough to do this and so automatically make them ‘remand prisoners’ rather than being granted bail.
Let me illustrate the scale of this crisis.  When I first became a Prison Chaplain, over 8 years ago, Pentonville contained, in round figures, 1,300 prisoners of whom 1,000 were sentenced prisoners and 300 were remand prisoners.  

The remand prisoners had their cases heard by the courts within 3 or 4 months.  Today, those figures are effectively reversed.  We have approximately 300 sentenced prisoners, and 1,000 prisoners on remand.   
That seems rather disturbing but much more disturbing is the length of time remand prisoners now have to wait to get their cases heard by the courts.   The average wait (although no reliable statistics are available) is about 14 months.
But time and again on the wings I meet prisoners who have already waited over 2 years before getting their day in court for a trial.  As you can imagine, the emotional anguish of these gargantuan delays causes great distress.
When I was a young law student one of the first principles we were taught was “Justice delayed is justice denied.” This would be ridiculed if I was to repeat it to my flock.  Justice delayed on the present horrendous scale is a major blot on our criminal justice landscape.  These delays vary considerably from court to court.  For example, if you are a defendant at the Old Bailey you can expect to have your trial date fixed within 9 months but if you are at some of the outer London courts like Snaresbrook the waiting time is at least double – or longer.  A two-year delay is by no means unusual.  These huge delays are almost inexplicable and should be urgently tackled by MoJ and the Court Administrators with a vigour that has been lacking so far.
So Reform 4 is put some rocket fuel under the courts department of MoJ and individual court administrators to reduce the unacceptable delays.
4. The Loosey-Goosey Security Crisis
Even professionals may raise eyebrows at such a topic.  There is already heavy security at the prison gate.  It includes security scanning machines, body scanners and body searches.  Escapes on the whole are minimal.  There is heavy searching.  However, on different levels you find a loosey-goosey security crisis.
1. Drugs smuggled into prisons – still an area of security failure; 
2. Even worse is the mobile phone smuggling which many prisons have almost given up trying to stop.  There are no reliable statistics on how many but in any large or medium sized prison an officer will tell you that if they were able to conduct in depth searches using the latest technology they would expect to find between 50 to 100 illegal phones in each establishment.
Mobile phone usage within the prison may be used to call girlfriends but it can also be a way to conduct drug deals, intimidate witnesses and plan new crimes.  Here’s one immediate law reform that could cripple the mobile phone use in prison.
Modern technology makes it easy for the authorities to tap, bug or record the illegal phone calls made from prisoners in prison.  But the law does not allow it.  Change the law and you clean out lots of villains. You will probably clear out many mobile phones. But whether its drugs or mobile phones these Augean Stables of inadequate security needs to be cleaned up.  But on the good news front I predict the recent appointment of Ian Blakeman, the former Governor of HMP Pentonville will be a game changer.  Mr Blakeman is not only a transformer but a reformer and the best I have ever met. As Head of Prison Security he will be a wind of change that will blow away the loosey goosey security crisis and ensure Reform No 5 could be successfully implemented.
5. The lack of purposeful activity crisis is a huge contributor to the low morale of our prisoners.
Some managers in some prisoners do their best but they are drops in the bucket. In HMP Pentonville we are not doing too badly with a good textile workshop and a bicycle repair workshop. I could point to small success stories all over the prison estate but the word ‘small’ is more relevant than ‘success.’
Less than 3% of the prison budget goes on these activities because the vast majority of HMPPS is spent on staff costs, and security measures.
Which Secretary State for Justice, Prisons Minster or Prime Minster   will be bold enough to reallocate the prison budget in directions which result in more purposeful activities which may lead to  future employment for law abiding lives of ex-prisoners after their release?
Before concluding this talk I know that I have said nothing about life as a Prison Chaplain – despite advertising this in the title.  I will leave it to the Q & A but I wish to say a few words first.
I love my vocation as a voluntary chaplain and try to be a good listener, a good pastor, preacher at services and a contributor to the rehabilitation work outside the prison walls that prison officers are too busy to do.  Most of the contribution is made outside the prison.  At present the inadequate rehabilitation system is the greatest failure of the Criminal Justice System.
But it is not a complete failure.   Inside prisons there are a number of good initiatives such as the Vanguard Wing at HMP Wandsworth or the Unity and NDU Wings at Pentonville.  Good work such as these initiatives get the encouragement of good Governors, such as Simon Drysdale at HMP Pentonville, but the real rehabilitation crisis is outside the prison walls.
***
When a man comes to the end of his prison sentence and on the edge of release what do you think his strongest emotion is?  Joy, jubilation and excitement?  Those who have homes, loving families, money, or jobs to return to may feel a little of this but the most common emotion a prisoner feels on release is fear.
Fear of not having a roof of their heads, fear of having no one to talk to or confide in. I had these fears myself.  I often tell prisoners that going into prisoner is far easier than coming out.  Rehabilitation is not just about finding a job.
Usually what is most crucial in the first weeks after release is finding a shoulder to weep on, a sympathetic mentor or an introduction to hope is what is needed.  The state is never going to do this sort of rehabilitation but to some extent excellent charities do in both personal and practical ways.  
I am Honorary President of Tempus Novo – headed by two ex-Prison Officers from Leeds.  In the past 10 years they have found jobs for over 1,500 prisoners from jails mainly in the Yorkshire area.  Only 4% have reoffended and gone back to prison.  
So finally, here’s a reform in tune with the Prime Minister Andy Burnham’s agenda of creating a National Care Service.  Why do we not extend this idea and create a National Care Service for Ex-Offenders?  It would be no great burden for the Treasury because it would largely be done by volunteers.  Now that’s an idea to put forward to Mr Burnham, which I hope is not too idealistic.  Only if we think big and boldly about rehabilitation will we change the course of the present prison crisis.
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