Foreword

his docurent, prepared for a day conference held in
TLondon on 18 February 1998, is part reportage and
part conment. It describes atine limted project —
London Prisons Community Links — and details the nature of
the work in which the various
peopl e i nvol ved in the project have been engaged. The
Report ains to account — Wiat we have done — and tries to
explain — Wy things have turned out the way they have. A
various poi nts the Report
cel ebrates achievenent. Hsewhere it chronicles failure. A
no poi nt, however, do we w sh to suggest that these
achi evenents and failures are sol ely those of LPQL or indeed
any other single person or agency.

LPQ. was intended to be a catal yst for devel opi ng and

i nproving links between prisons and the community and has
tried to serve in that capacity. It has tried to bring peopl e
together, to forge

partnerships. It has tried generally to bridge the gap

bet ween prisons and the community, in particular to
strengthen the conmunity ties of prisoners. Qur efforts
have been nade within a policy stream of

consci ousness i nfl uenced by nany di verse forces: shifting
pudic

opi ni on; nass nedi a canpai gns; scandal s and happenst ance;
changes of governnment and mni sters; new organi sati onal
structures and

priorities. To the extent that the arena in which we have
vwor ked has nade progress or suffered setback it is attribut -
able to a subtly shifting penal policy clinate at |east as com
plex as global warmng or cooling. No single cause can be
identified and LRQ. has been a bit-part player inaplay in
whi ch, whether we acknow edge it or not, every citizenis
involved. To that extent we are all responsible for the pris-
ons whi ch operate in our collective nane.

Several hands have drafted this Report and many nore peo-
pl e have contributed to the work it describes. | should like to
thank: our inaginative funders; ny col | eagues on the
Managermrent Committee who have given so generously of
their time; the many commnity groups wth whomwe have
col | aborated; and the nany friends wthin the Prison Service
who are as coomtted to our objectives as we are. Hnally,




Introduction

LPCL’s Al ns
LPQL was established as a three-year project (later extended
by two years) designed to:

 work wth the London prisons to inprove facilities for visi -
tors and visiting arrangenents, and to encourage greater
co-operation wth cormuni ty based services at a local |evel

e liaise wth the Prison Service at headquarters level, using
the
experience gai ned fromthe work wth individual prisons, to
i nfl uence policy devel opnent and inpl enentati on

e develop links with charitable trusts interested in contribut -
ingto
intiativesinthe pend fied

» convene the LPCL Network to offer organisations working
wth prisoners and their fanilies and prison staff the oppor -
tunity to neet and di scuss issues of mutual concern

This report wll provide an overviewof the work carried out
during the project and a conmentary on the inpact policy
changes have had on prisoners’ opportunities to keep in con-
tact wth their famlies, friends and comrmunities over the |ast
five years.

The mai n funding for the project throughout was provi ded by
the dty Parochial Foundation - hence the focus on London
prisons. The Royal London Aid Society funded the costs of
of fi ce acconmodation and travel for the Go-ordinator during
the entire project and acted as her enpl oyer. Additional
funding during the first two years of the project cane from
the Sr Halley Sewart Trust. The LPCL Managenent
Gmmttee is very grateful to all three funders.

A though LPQL operated under the auspi ces of the Royal
London Ald Society, it had its own Managerment Committ ee,
chosen on a strategic basis, to bring together a variety of
experi ence and

perspectives on the issues of concern to LPAL. The
Committee

conpri sed peopl e responsi bl e for operational nmatters and




LPCL Report 1998 |

Historical
Background

Foundation' s interest in penal affairs
becane focused on inproving |inks
bet ween prisons and the comunity.
Successi ve reports by the then HV (hi ef
I nspector had drawn attention to the
i nportance prisoners attach to visits
and the effect of naintai ning contact
wth fanily on a prisoner’'s resettl e-
nent. The Prison Service' s evidence to
the Vol f Inquiry nade a simlar point :

I n 1991 the dty Parochial

“The disruption of the inmate s posi -
tion wthin the family unit represents
one of the nost distressing aspects of
inprisonnent ... Enabling i nnates, so
far as possible, to stay in close and
neani ngf ul contact wth the famly is
therefore an essential part of humane
treatnent.... There is every reason to
believe that the nature of a prisoner’s
relationships with his or her famly
wll be an inportant
factor in deternining whether he or she
w | succeed in leading a useful and | aw
abiding life on return to the communi -

ty.”

In 1991 nmany visitors to prisoners
in London faced great difficulties
because of the conspi cuous i nadequacy of
visiting provision at nost establish-
nents. For those on the
outside, the “forgotten victins” as
Mitthews put it, the visiting experience
was a kind of extra puni shnent, unin-
tended but real, in addition to the pena -
ty of losing a spouse, parent, relative or
friend through
i npri sonnent.

O scussi ons bet ween HV Chi ef
Inspector of Rrisons and the Qerk of
the dty Parochial Foundation led in
1991 to the Foundation comm ssioni ng

Slvia Gasale to undertake a feasibility
study. Its remt was to explore the pos-
sibility of establishing an organisation
to drawtogether the efforts of various
statutory and vol untary sector organi -
sations interested or involved in the
prisons fieldin the London area. The
initial focus woul d be visiting arrange-
nents and facilities for prisoners’
famlies and friends. The feasibility
study ai ned

e toexplore the potential for

i nproving arrangenents for peopl e
visiting prisoners held at London
prison establishnents;

» to make practical suggestions for

‘Approaching the prison is a dismal prospect even
when it is not raining. A prison manager described
how prisoners’ wives “drag up here each day” at the
risk of being propositioned or even mugged.’

Description of visiting a London pri son.

LPCL Feasibility Study 1992

better practice and facilities; and

* to nake proposal s regarding the
creation of London Prisons
GCommuni ty Links, an i ndependent
charitably funded body which woul d
facilitae

i nprovenents in this area.

The study was not a rigorous research
exerci se, but a focused examination to
produce practical suggestions for
i nprovenent at ei ght prison establish-
nents in the London area. The approach
was to identify existing arrangenents
and facilities for visiting prisoners and
consi der how they night be devel oped or
changed to provide a better quality of
visit.
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The gate at
HMP Belmarsh
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A that tine the Mdel Regine for
Local Prisons and Remand Centres was
bei ng
drafted and i ncl uded speci fications for
visiting. In the wake of the Vidol f Report
a broad
consensus was energi ng, between those
working with the prison systemfrom
the
out si de and those working wthin the
prison system about what was needed at
every prisoninterns of visiting
arrangenents and facilities: inforna-
tion, helpin getting to the prison,
including financial aid granted through
the Assisted Prison Msits Lhit, and
facilities before, during and after the
visit, including Msitors’ Gentres. These
Gentres, situated outside the prisons,
provide for the needs of the famlies and
friends of prisoners on arrival, before
they go inside the prisonto the visits
roomwhere the visitors and prisoners

actual ly neet, and after the visit when
visitors are preparing for their jour -
neys hone.

In April 1989 the Prison Service had
begun naki ng grants for running
Msitors’ Gntres (up to alint of
£16, 000 annual |y per
establ i shrent for three years).
Establishnents tried to find ways of
funding the capital costs, sone wth
not abl e success due to the
generosity of outside organi sations.

The then three existing Msitors’
CGentres in London, at Brixton, Feltham
and Vornwood Scrubs, were funded
froma range of sources. Holloway
Prison had started operating its extend-
ed visits schene for childrenin
partnership wth the Save the Children
Fund, and Latchnere House was naki ng
full use of town visits to hel p prisoners
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re-integrate into their hone life prior
to release. The newy opened Bel narsh
i ncl uded a wel | - pl anned

visitors’ waiting roomwthin the
prison. These efforts notw thstandi ng,
there was little sense of urgency about
the gaps in provision for visiting.

This appeared to be the product of
accumul at ed experiences of slippage.
A anning blight was a faniliar phenom
enon in the prison system as in nany
other areas of public funding. Inthe
prison context there was an expectation
that plans pencilled into the budget for
one year woul d be noved back to | ater
budgets in a constant reordering of pri-
aities.

The pressure on budgets was com
pounded by the unpredictability of
naj or factors
affecting the prison system such as the
size of the prison popul ation and out -
breaks of unrest. The prison distur-
bances whi ch had given rise to the Vol f
Inquiry were still fresh in everyone's
nenory and there was a strong sense
that financia planning for the prison
systemwas affected by crisis nanage-
nment .

There was a prevailing state of flux
both at individual establishnents and in
the prison system as aresult of the
general
reorgani sation of the Prison Service,
the
ref ur bi shment programme to provi de
integral sanitation and changi ng | ocal
ci rcunst ances, such as shifts in popu-
lation. The London prisons were in the
process of re-orientation to becone
mul ti-functional |ocal
establ i shnents serving a variety of
types of prisoner.

The profiles of the eight London pris-
ons studied reveal ed enornous variation
across prison establishnents in the
London area, a phenonenon reflected in
the prison systemas a whole. The
extent of the contrasts anong London

establ i shnents went far beyond what
mght be attributed to | ocal differences
in approach and rai sed serious questions
about the inequality of provision for
prisoners and their famlies.

The feasibility study discussed the
i ndependence of Msitors’ CGentres and
the probl emof defining the boundaries
between officia obligations and commu-
nty
invol verent. In the clinate of econonic
austerity there were increasing calls
for the voluntary sector to suppl enent
public
expenditure and little realistic expecta-
tion of full resourcing in a prison sys-
temperenni al |y dogged by budgetary
pr obl errs.

The feasibility report concl uded t hat
there is no sinpl e denarcation of where

The visitors’ room is a large dark room with frosted
windows and with large load bearing pillars which
obscure vision of the 45 tables arranged with a degree
of informality.... There are plans under discussion to
develop a Visiting Room at a different

location in the establishment.

Description of visiting roomat Véndsworth, LPCL
Feasibility Sudy 1992. 1In 1998 the roomis still in

the prison’s responsi bility ends and the
communi ty’ s begins and urged the post
Wol f viewthat a prisonis part of the
community as are the

prisoners and staff who Iive and work
there and the peopl e who visit there: the
responsibility is a shared one, the
terns to be worked out by negotiation
and wth

comon sense.

A nunber of practical suggestions
were put forward for imediate
i nprovenents to
visiting, sone in discrete areas wthout
maj or inplications for other aspects of
provision, including inprovenents in
transport,
i nfornation, shelter,
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redecoration/cl eani ng of waiting areas,
refreshnents, public tel ephones, sup-
port and counsel | i ng servi ces,
ventilation and separate areas for

snoki ng, and childcare. Longer term
options were al so consi dered, invalving
redevel opnent of the prison sites, such
as purpose-built Msitors’ Centres,
alterations to Msits Roons in prisons or
extensi ons or adaptations of existing
Msitors' CGentres, as, for exanpl e, at
Pentonvil | e.

The study chal | enged the assunption
that visits followa standard pattern and
proposed the devel opnent of different
approaches to visiting as vell as
i nprovenents to the
traditional arrangenents and facilities.
It
suggest ed the expansi on of innovative
patterns of visits, such as visits inthe
residential parts of prisons (wngs or
units), full day visits and town visits;
the latter were discussed as one way
around the factors inhibiting
devel opnent of conjugal visitsinthis
country, including the perceived erosion
o the
punitive nature of the custodia sanc-
tion

A though the study concentrated on
practical inprovenents, it al so dis-
cussed the need for changes in attitude.
It proposed, inter aia, specific staff
trainingindealingwth visitors,
enphasi si ng the i nportance of
prof essional care and courtesy in the
face of the enotional stresses of visit -

ing

Wii | e acknowt edgi ng the positive
attitudes of sone staff, the study noted
the potential |y adverse effect of exces-
sively nmascul i ne
elements in the prison ethos on visitors,
nany of whomwere wonen or chil dren.
The study suggested the need to recogni se
the isolation of prisons fromthe com
nunity and to
devel op strategies for bridging the gap.
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In 1991 visiting bel onged wthin the
responsi bilities of the Orectorate of
Inmat e Admini stration, because tradi -
tionally visits were defined as an enti -
tlenent. The security inplications of
visits sonetines led to
instituti onal responses whi ch had a neg-
ative effect onvisiting. Qe senior
nanager at Prison Service Headquarters
observed that security at visits was at
tines handl ed as though the ai mwere to
keep visitors out of prison rather than
to keep prisoners in. A establishnent
level visits fell wthinthe
nmanagenent functional area of the Head
of Qustody rather than of the Head of
Innate Activities. The feasibility study
suggested the need for direct manage-
nent |ines of
responsi bility to soneone in overal
charge of famly ties.

In London in the early 1990s a num
ber of charitabl e bodi es and i ndi vi dual s
involved in the voluntary sector had
cone together in particular local initia-
tives concerned wth
visiting arrangenents, facilities and
servi ces at the London prisons. The need
for
consul tation across this field was evi -
dent. The experience accumul ated at
vari ous
establ i shnents by different individuals
and organi sations shoul d i nforma pro-



