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1.	 Foreword	

Public interest in prisons has increased in recent years, as stories of overcrowding, 
suicides and striking prison officers have filled the media. Specific groups of 
prisoners have received particular attention: women, children and foreign nationals. 
For campaigners attempting to make a case for penal reform, it is all too tempting to 
concentrate on those groups that elicit the most public sympathy and whose plight 
in prison seems the most unreasonable and unjust – echoing the rescue calls of 
’women and children first‘ in ship tradition. 

One very large group of prisoners that receives little attention from the world outside 
is those adult men serving long term sentences. As of September 2007, there 
were 33,959 male prisoners in England and Wales serving four or more years, or 
indeterminate sentences. And within that large group, a crucial subset – those 5,895 
long termers housed in high security prisons – has received even less attention.

This is, at once, understandable and profoundly strange. The gravity of offence 
associated with long term sentences and category A status is unlikely to ever 
endear those sentenced to the wider public. Put in the bluntest of terms, the story 
of a man who has committed a serious violent and/or sexual offence will never have 
the emotional ‘pull’ that can be achieved with the story of a child who died behind 
bars, or the young mother now separated from her baby. Yet at the same time, the 
very seriousness of the offence and the danger posed to the public that placement 
in the high security estate implies, should surely hold our attention. What happens to 
those men in high security jails very much matters, as all but a few will eventually be 
released back into the community. 

As with the Howard League for Penal Reform’s last prison information bulletin, on 
indeterminate sentences for public protection (IPP), we have taken this opportunity 
to investigate the views of prisoners themselves, using data held by the government 
and acquired using the Freedom of Information Act 2000. By shining a light into the 
high security estate, we hope to underline where the jails featured can do better in 
preparing their prisoners for resettlement. The dissatisfaction expressed by prisoners 
in this report on the quality of the regime within high security jails is not confined to 
inmates alone. Their concerns are echoed by observations that we highlight from 
independent monitoring boards and the chief inspector of prisons. 

The high security estate, in particular the dispersal prison system, needs to be 
rebooted for the 21st century. With increasing numbers of criminals entering prison 
with extensive gang contacts, and the number of category A terrorist prisoners 
held in England and Wales predicted to increase tenfold from 113 to around 1,300 
over the next ten years (Travis 2007), the high security estate should be properly 
ring fenced from the rest of the prison system. The current situation, where the 
exigencies of overcrowding have seen more and more people sucked into dispersal 
prisons who do not need that level of security, simply because beds are unavailable 
elsewhere, should not be allowed to continue.
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Prisoners should be in the high security estate purely because they have been 
identified as either dangerous or difficult to manage while in custody, or deemed 
dangerous if they should escape. Although there will always be anomalies of 
people on shorter sentences who require high security (for example, some of 
those aforementioned individuals with gang connections), the population should 
essentially be a stable one of those serving long term sentences. Terrorist prisoners 
should continue to be dispersed as widely as possible within the system, and not 
concentrated in particular jails, to avoid opportunities for cells to form, plotting 
further terrorist acts on release or radicalising the adjacent population. All high 
security facilities should have prison officers who can speak Arabic to monitor 
possible radicalisation activities.

With a stable population of largely long term prisoners, the dispersal prisons should 
have intensive perimeter security to prevent escape and ensure public protection 
alongside dynamic internal security, so that a reliance on barred gates and CCTV 
inside can be replaced with high staffing levels and highly skilled staff who can forge 
good relationships with prisoners. Most importantly, those incarcerated for years in 
the high security estate should be given something productive to do.

What long term prisoners do all day should be of interest to all of us. As the Lord 
Chief Justice, Lord Phillips, remarked in a recent speech to the Howard League 
for Penal Reform, if we decide to lock one man up for a minimum of 30 years, we 
are investing £1m of public money in his punishment. That man is likely to spend 
the vast majority of those 30 years lying on a bunk in his cell. Much more should 
be done to give long term prisoners something productive to do, which can benefit 
both their own rehabilitation and society as a whole.

For example, the Howard League for Penal Reform continues to advocate the 
concept of real work in prison, but while there has been considerable investment 
in offending behaviour courses and basic skills education, little consideration has 
been given as how to fill the time of those people who are going to spend years and 
years in custody. Paying prisoners around £8 a week to perform largely menial work 
does nothing to reinforce the work ethic or provide the broader aspects of gainful 
employment such as social status, social interaction, career progression, long term 
financial reward or involvement in workplace development. It does little to reinforce 
the lifestyle choice not to commit further crime. Crime does indeed  
pay better. 

Our own Barbed graphic design studio, based at Coldingley prison near Woking, is 
an example of what can be done. Our trained designers, who produced this report 
and all our publications, are paid a real wage and have been paying tax and national 
insurance. They also contribute 30% of their gross wages to a special charitable 
fund and make voluntary donations to Victim Support. The first social enterprise 
housed in a prison, the studio has a variety of outside clients and the business 
continues to grow. Barbed may not be housed in the high security estate but it 
provides one model of how real work in prison could be rolled out if the political will 
was there. 
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Finally, the recent proposals in the Carter review (Ministry of Justice 2007a) for 
the creation of three new Titan jails, housing 2,500 prisoners each, cause us 
considerable concern, particularly if one or more of the Titan jails were to provide 
facilities that might expand the high security estate while at the same time further 
blurring the boundaries between the different sections of the secure estate generally. 
If the prison service does need to increase the number of high security places 
available, then we would prefer to see an existing jail converted for sole use as a 
high security prison rather than see sections, or even all, of a Titan jail impinge on 
the high security estate. To give an example of our concerns, a need for highly 
skilled staff and a high staff-to-prisoner ratio is unlikely to be delivered when the 
Titan jails are described in the review as ideally having ’optimal sight lines which 
would result in better staff utilisation and deliver staff savings‘. 

High security should not be delivered on the cheap and whenever possible high 
security prisoners should be kept completely apart from other inmates in separate 
custodial institutions. It is ultimately in the interests of public protection to see a 
properly ring fenced high security estate, with numerous highly skilled staff and a 
stable population of long term prisoners. Such an environment also provides an 
ideal opportunity to give that, literally, ‘captive audience’ something productive to do 
that can benefit both themselves and society. Truly, it would be a crime not to.

The Howard League for Penal Reform would like to thank Dr Rosie Meek, lecturer at 
the University of Southampton, for writing this report.

Frances	Crook	
Director,	the	Howard	League	for	Penal	Reform
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2.	 Introduction

This bulletin explores the high security estate in England and Wales. It looks at the 
eight prisons that make up this part of the prison estate and provides a flavour of 
life in those prisons. The regime in these prisons is explored using the perspective 
of adult men serving long term sentences. Prisoners’ views are derived from 
data in the Home Office’s quality of life surveys, undertaken in all prisons, which 
were subsequently acquired by the Howard League for Penal Reform through the 
Freedom of Information Act 2000.

This bulletin is distinct from other work exploring the high security estate as it uses 
prisoners’ own views as the springboard for the issues it explores. Previous research 
has drawn on the resettlement process of life sentenced prisoners through the views 
of supervising officers and parole board/probation files (see, for example, Appleton 
2004).

The Howard League for Penal Reform’s analysis of the date revealed the key 
concerns of long term prisoners to be:

Dissatisfaction with the prison regime, in particular concerns that it 
undermined their preparation for life after release;
Poor relationships with staff; and
Insufficient contact with families and friends jeopardising their ability to 
maintain relationships.

•

•
•
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3.	 Methods	

The starting point for the analysis of the experience of long term prisoners in the 
high security estate in England and Wales was information from the quality of 
life surveys which were undertaken by the Home Office research and statistics 
directorate between 2004 and 2005. Having gained access to these data for all 
prisons using the Freedom of Information Act, the Howard League for Penal Reform 
was able to separate, summarise and explore the data relating specifically to long 
term prisoners. This is the only analysis of the quality of life survey data to focus on 
the high security establishments.

Prisoner consultation is essential. It is necessary to ensure that all those concerned 
with the effective and humane operation of the prison system hear the voices of 
those who are directly affected by the policies and practices employed.

Data gathered in the quality of life surveys were based on a random representative 
sample of approximately 100 prisoners in each prison, although how this random 
sample was generated is not clear. People in this sample completed a quantitative 
survey and a subset went on to participate in a qualitative focus group discussion.

The researchers calculated mean scores and standard deviations for the quantitative 
data on each of the issues that were explored – for example, safety, fairness and 
respect. It is unclear how the analysis of the qualitative data was undertaken.

While of use in identifying issues of concern for long term prisoners, the Howard 
League for Penal Reform found the analysis of the data provided in the quality 
of life surveys themselves was nonetheless limited – particularly as a tool for 
understanding, monitoring and evaluating prisoners’ experiences of prison. It would 
be a much more illuminating and valuable resource if raw figures were available and 
the research process was more transparent.

It is notable that there has been only limited published analysis of the surveys. 
Published evaluations using the Quality of Prison Life data (Leibling and Arnold 2002) 
have highlighted the potential benefit of using the surveys to assess the quality of life 
in individual prisons.
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4.	 The	High	Security	Estate

‘High security prisons are a keystone of public protection, and are establishments 
where the balance between care and control is always a difficult and fine one.’	
Anne	Owers,	in	HM	Chief	Inspector	of	Prisons	2003,	p.4

Eight of the 139 prisons in England and Wales are considered in this briefing. Five of 
these prisons are described as dispersal prisons and the remaining three are local 
prisons but hold category A prisoners, and thereby form part of the high security 
estate in England and Wales (see Table 1). These three local prisons provide the 
high security facilities needed to hold those prisoners held on remand for offences 
that would potentially see them housed in dispersal prisons, or those sentenced 
inmates awaiting allocation to a dispersal prison. The director of high security 
prisons manages this group of prisons. The other publicly managed prisons have 
geographically based area managers.

Table	1:	Summary	of	High	Security	Prisons	Surveyed	

Prison Population	
(at	30	

November	
2007)

CNA Sample	size	(%	
of	the	prison’s	
population	at	
time	of	data	

collection)

Date	of	data	
collection

Dispersal

HMP Frankland, 
Durham

729 732 100 (14%) March 2005

HMP Full Sutton,* 
Yorkshire

589 600 101 March 2004

HMP Long Lartin, 
Worcestershire

416 426 83 (19%) February 
2005

HMP Wakefield, 
Yorkshire

743 748 98 (18%) June 2005

HMP Whitemoor, 
Cambridgeshire

450 464 93 (22%) May 2005

Local	

HMP Belmarsh, 
London

917 799 81 (10%) January 2005

HMP Manchester 1,231 954 114 (9%) September 
2005

HMP Woodhill, 
Buckinghamshire

815 641 101 (13%) October 2005

Note: *Data on quality of life dimensions from Full Sutton are missing but qualitative 
evaluations are present.

Source: Population figures (Ministry of Justice 2007b).
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The current system for imprisoning those who are deemed to need high security 
conditions stems from the 1960s, following some high profile escapes. The 1966 
investigation by Lord Mountbatten (Mountbatten 1966) suggested a single maximum 
security prison (like the supermax prisons in the United States) and a categorisation 
system. The latter recommendation led to the four categories that are still in place 
today – A, B, C and D (see Prison Service Order 0900 – Categorisation and 
Allocation). Prisoners who are given a category A rating are those prisoners whose 
escape would be highly dangerous or a threat to national security. The idea of a 
supermax prison was superseded by the recommendations of the Radzinowicz 
Committee (ACPS 1968), which led to the development of the dispersal prison 
system. Dispersal prisons are high security training prisons for long term prisoners 
– usually category A and B but sometimes category C.

In England and Wales a prisoner is regarded as long term when the threshold for 
conditional early release is four years (Coyle 2002). Whilst a number of Scandinavian 
countries would regard anyone serving over six months as a long term prisoner, 
many of the prison systems of eastern Europe define a long term prisoner as 
someone serving longer than ten years. 

Closed supervision centres (CSC) are found within the high security estate to 
manage those prisoners who are disruptive in the prison system and pose a control 
problem. These prisoners may overlap with a high security category but they do not 
need to, as being held in a CSC unit is dependent on how a prisoner behaves in 
prison. They have variously been described as a ‘jail within a jail’ (see, for example, 
Ford 2006) or as ‘a small therapeutic centre aiming to provide a supportive, safe, 
structured and consistent environment’ (prison service website entry for Wakefield 
prison). 

The current system of CSCs derives from a reorganisation of the CSC system in 
February 1998 to replace the system of special units developed in the late 1980s. 
In 2000, HM chief inspector of prisons criticised the system for being weighted too 
much in favour of punishment and containment rather than constructive regimes 
(HM Chief Inspector of Prisons 2000). The emphasis has since changed, leading 
to a reduction in the merry go round of moving difficult prisoners, providing more 
mental health support and providing more opportunities to progress out of the CSC 
system. 

There are currently three CSCs at Wakefield, Whitemoor and Woodhill prisons. 
Prisoners are sent to Long Lartin for assessing their suitability for a CSC. The last 
review of CSCs by HM chief inspector of prisons found that the CSCs held 30 
prisoners of whom 83% were lifers, and that a majority of the prisoners had spent 
in excess of ten years in the prison system. Most of the men were young, aged 
between 20 and 29 years and 17% were from black or minority ethnic groups 
(compared with 16 to 32% in dispersal prisons) (HM Chief Inspector of Prisons 
2006a).
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The high security estate also contains two specialist units at Whitemoor and 
Frankland prisons for dealing with prisoners with dangerous and severe personality 
disorders (DSPD). There are also such specialist units in Rampton and Broadmoor 
special hospitals. There are 300 places available for assessing and treating those 
who meet the DSPD criteria. A Freedom of Information request (21 December 2006) 
found that as of 30 November 2006, 123 prisoners had been assessed for the unit 
at Whitemoor and a further 107 at Frankland, of whom 75 had been accepted at 
Whitemoor and 20 at Frankland. Candidates for the DSPD units must meet the 
following criteria: they must be considered as being more likely than not to reoffend, 
resulting in serious physical or psychological harm from which the victim would 
find it difficult or impossible to recover and the risk of reoffending must also be 
linked to the presence of a severe personality disorder (for more information about 
assessment see the DSPD and assessment criteria for a high security unit in Coid 
et al. (2007)). The DSPD units operate treatment programmes that are expected to 
take between three and five years, therefore no prisoners have yet completed the 
treatment.

Figure	1:	Dispersal	Prisons	–	Facts	and	Figures
On average, 2,900 prisoners were held in dispersal prisons during 2006–2007.

The average cost per prisoner within dispersal prisons is £52,037 per annum 

compared to £25,265 per annum in local prisons.

Dispersal prisons failed to meet their targets in terms of resettlement (education, 
training or employment outcomes), reaching only 55% of target completions.

During 2006–2007, there were 50 serious assaults in dispersal prisons; two thirds 
were between prisoners. The rate of assaults in dispersal was higher than the 
average rate across the rest of the estate.

At the end of March 2007, 3.7% of staff in dispersal prisons were from minority 
ethnic backgrounds. The average in the prison service was 5.9%.

Staff sickness rates in dispersal prisons meant that the average number of working 
days lost was 12.3 compared to 11.6 across the rest of the estate.

In 2006, three of the 67 self inflicted deaths happened in dispersal prisons. Of the 
92 self inflicted deaths in 2007, eight have been in dispersal prisons.

Source: HM Prison Service (2007) except for self inflicted deaths where information 
came directly from the safer custody group.

Snapshot	of	Study	Prisons
When a prison is inspected the chief inspector applies a healthy prison test: 
assessing the prison against criteria to measure safety; respect; purposeful activity 
and resettlement. All the prisons in the high security estate have undergone 
inspection since 2005. The results of the healthy prison tests are given in Table 2.
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Table	2:	Chief	Inspector	of	Prisons’	Healthy	Prison	Assessment

Prison Type	of	
inspection

Safety Respect Purposeful	
activity

Resettlement

Wakefield Full follow up 3 2 1 3

Full Sutton Short follow up 2 3 3 3

Long Lartin Full follow up 3 2 3 3

Frankland Short follow up 4 4 3 2

Whitemoor Full announced 3 2 2 2

Belmarsh Full follow up 3 2 1 3

Manchester Short 
unannounced 

follow up 

2 3 3 3

Woodhill Full follow up 1 2 1 1

Key	to	Scores:
1 = performing poorly;  
2 = not performing sufficiently well;  
3= performing reasonably well;  
4 = performing well.
Source: HM Chief Inspector of Prisons (2007a).

Belmarsh	
Belmarsh opened in April 1991. Despite being in the high security estate, as a local 
prison a majority of its prisoners are short term and relatively low risk. In October 
2005 (HM Chief Inspector of Prisons 2006b), 46% of the population of sentenced 
prisoners at Belmarsh were serving sentences of four years and over (of which, 20% 
were serving four years but less than ten years; 8%, ten years and over; and 18%, 
life). The higher risk prisoners are held in both special units and within the main 
prison. The chief inspector of prisons commented on the complex nature of the 
prisoner profile of Belmarsh prison. In particular she noted the growth in the number 
of category A and young adult prisoners. She noted that:

‘Life-sentenced prisoners were spending longer in Belmarsh because of difficulties in 
transferring them within an overcrowded system. And the prison’s high security and 
special security units were at full stretch…’	
HM	Inspectorate	of	Prisons,	2006b,	p.5

The inspection report revealed concerns about the length of time prisoners spent 
out of their cells; the appropriateness of offending behaviour courses; and anti 
bullying strategies, particularly in light of the fact that half of the prisoners surveyed 
stated they felt unsafe.

Information from the National Offender Management Service (NOMS) safer custody 
group shows that four of the 92 self inflicted deaths in 2007 had occurred at 
Belmarsh.
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Frankland
Frankland was the first purpose built dispersal prison. In September 2007, it held 
731 men. In 2006, it employed over 900 staff (IMB Frankland 2007). Approximately 
half of the prisoners are lifers and nearly 200 are categorised as A.

In 2004, Frankland became one of four sites for prisoners with DSPD. At the end of 
2006, this unit had 72 prisoners, 18 of whom were category A. The prisoners on the 
unit work through a seven phase treatment programme.

During 2006, 262 incidents of self harm were recorded and 233 Assessment, Care 
in Custody and Teamwork (ACCT) forms opened (the care planning system for 
prisoners identified as at risk of suicide or self-harm), with between 20 and 30 forms 
open at any one time (IMB Frankland 2007). 

Prisoners are out of their cells for 9¼ hours during the week and seven hours at 
weekends (IMB Frankland 2007).

Since Durham prison was removed from the high security estate in 2004, Frankland 
is the only high security prison in the north east. 

Full	Sutton
Full Sutton prison opened in 1987 as a purpose built maximum security prison for 
category A and B prisoners. The chief inspector of prisons’ most recent inspection 
report (HM Chief Inspector of Prisons 2005a), noted that all but one of its 600 
sentenced prisoners were serving sentences of four years and over: 15%, four 
years but less than ten years; 38%, ten years and over (not life); and 47%, life. Full 
Sutton holds some of the most serious offenders in the prison system. The report 
highlighted a concern for apparent increases in levels of bullying and violence within 
the prison, as well as the safety of both staff and prisoners.

Long	Lartin
Long Lartin opened in 1971 as a category C prison, changing to its current function 
as a dispersal prison in 1973. The last chief inspector of prisons’ report revealed 
the prisoner profile where all but one of the 403 sentenced prisoners were serving 
sentences of four years and over: 18% four years but less than ten years; 32%, 
ten years and over (not life); and 50%, life (HM Chief Inspector of Prisons 2006c). 
Long Lartin was commended for providing ’a generally safe environment‘, but also 
drew attention to insufficient anti-bullying procedures to cope with ‘sophisticated or 
organised bullying’, an inadequate automatic night sanitation system and the need 
for immediate improvement to provision for detainees held under terrorism powers.

Manchester
Manchester prison moved into the high security estate in April 2003. Seventy 
per cent of prisoners in Manchester are sentenced, of whom 44% are long term 
prisoners. A breakdown of this population shows that 17½% were serving four years 
but less than ten years; a further 4½% were serving ten years and over; and 22%, 
life (HM Chief Inspector of Prisons 2007b). It is notable that Manchester was holding 
8% more lifers than it was during the last inspection (HM Chief Inspector of Prisons 
2004).
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The 2004 inspectorate report was largely positive, concluding that: 

‘Since then [the previous inspection] the prison has been taken into the high security 
estate, with an increased number of category A prisoners, and increased resources 
to improve security. This injection of resources has helped reduce the pressure on 
other aspects of prison life … Manchester offered more, and better quality, purposeful 
activity and resettlement work than almost any other local prison we have inspected; 
indeed, better than many training prisons.’	
HM	Inspectorate	of	Prisons,	2004,	p.5

The more recent report of a short unannounced inspection reaffirmed the prison’s 
work in these areas but felt that more needed to be done to ensure safety at the 
prison. This was illustrated by the fact that inspectors found that neither prisoners 
nor staff had faith in anti-bullying procedures; there was seemingly little concern 
about unexplained injuries; poor record keeping; and that there had been a high 
number of self inflicted deaths in the recent past (four during 2006 and one in 2007).

Wakefield
There has been a prison on this site since 1594. It has been a designated dispersal 
prison since 1975. All of the 543 sentenced prisoners at Wakefield during the chief 
inspector of prisons’ last visit in 2005 were serving sentences of six years and over: 
9%, six years but less than eight years; 18%, ten years and over (not life); and 72%, 
life. It is a main lifer centre in the high security estate. The inspection (HM Chief 
Inspector of Prisons 2006d) highlighted ’pockets of good practice‘ in relation to the 
segregation unit, the programmes work and the suicide prevention and anti-bullying 
officers. Concern however was expressed for the insufficient healthcare, activities 
and offending behaviour programmes within the prison.

Whitemoor
In February 2006, when it was last inspected, all of the 439 sentenced prisoners 
at HMP Whitemoor were serving sentences of four years and over: 16%, four years 
but less than ten years; 26%, ten years and over (not life); and 59%, life (HM Chief 
Inspector of Prisons 2006e). Whilst the most recent inspectorate report praised the 
management of – and staff-prisoner relations within – the specialist units, concern 
was expressed in relation to the use of force, poor record keeping, bullying, poor 
race relations, insufficient healthcare provision and lack of purposeful activities.

Every year the independent monitoring boards (IMB) for each prison submit reports 
on their work and concerns to the Secretary of State for Justice, and many, but not 
all, are published. Within the Whitemoor IMB report statistics were included about 
the population of the prison in May 2006. They show that: 

59% were lifers;
4% were exceptional high risk cat A; 35% standard cat A; 60% cat B and  
1% cat C;
62% were convicted of offences of violence; 16% sex offences; 12% robbery; 
6% drug offences and 3% burglary;
14% of prisoners were foreign nationals coming from 25 different countries; 
and
22% were aged 21-29; 31% 30-39; 33% 40-49; 10% 50-59 and 4% over 60 
years. (IMB Whitemoor 2006)

•
•

•

•

•
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Woodhill
Woodhill opened in 1992, and was the last prison to be built with public money. It is 
a core local prison within the high security estate.

The prisoner profile at Woodhill during its last inspection showed that 29% of the 
414 sentenced prisoners were serving sentences of four years and over; 19%, four 
years but less than ten years; 3%, ten years and over (not life); and 7%, life (HM 
Chief Inspector of Prisons 2006f). Like the two other local prisons included in this 
research, Belmarsh and Manchester, Woodhill is run as part of the high security 
directorate. The last inspection highlighted the difficulties such prisons face in 
ensuring that ’the security and focus required for the minority category A population 
does not obscure or undermine the need of the large majority of prisoners” (HM 
Chief Inspector of Prisons 2006f, p.5) The report concluded that Woodhill scored 
poorly in the healthy prison test in relation to safety, resettlement and activity, and 
insufficiently well in terms of respect.
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5.	 The	Research	Data

The quality of prison life data were generated by targeting representative samples of 
prisoners to take part in group sessions of approximately ten people. Questionnaires 
were completed and group discussions were subsequently facilitated. The 
questionnaires contained a total of 96 questions which contributed to the following 
16 issues being explored: 

Prisoners were asked to respond to each of the questions using a five point scale, 
ranging from strongly agree (1) to strongly disagree (5). Prisoners were also asked to 
rate their perception of the overall decency of the prison (again on a five point scale) 
and the overall quality of life in the prison (on a ten point scale). In analysing the 
prisoners’ responses, a score of 1 was the most negative evaluation of an aspect of 
prison life and 5 the most positive. In addition, prisoners were asked to list the three 
most negative aspects of life in their particular prison.

Relationships with staff (trust)
Relationships with staff (respect)
Inclusion
Fairness
Order
Decency 
Supporting safety 
Feeling safe
Wellbeing
Entry into custody 
Specialist support
Healthcare
Offending behaviour programmes 
Rehabilitation 
Outside relationships
Race equality 

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Key	Issues	Raised	by	Long	Term	Prisoners
When the quantitative responses to the 16 issues (listed above) were collated there 
was considerable variation between some of the prisons. For example, whereas 
prisoners at Frankland rated efforts to assist their rehabilitation positively, the mean 
scores for the other prisons on rehabilitation were negative. Likewise, whereas 
prisoners at Whitemoor and Long Lartin were generally positive about healthcare 
facilities, the remaining prisons received negative evaluations. 

An analysis of the quality of life data has been distilled into the graph shown as 
Figure 2. The data show that most prisons obtained neutral scores about the quality 
of life, giving averaged ratings for each of the 16 components in the mid range; no 
prison was scored at the extremes of the outcome ratings.

Three	Key	Concerns
Nonetheless, several areas of prison life emerged as being areas of concern for 
prisoners. The most prominent areas of dissatisfaction related to relationships	
with	staff and the prison	regime: they were in the top three areas in all of the 
eight prisons when prisoners were asked to identify the three worst areas of prison 
life. A further issue persistently identified was prisoners’ ability to maintain	contact	
with	the	outside	world.
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Figure	2:	Table	of	Prisoner	Evaluations	on	the	Quality	of	Prison	
Life	in	High	Security	Establishments	
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Regime was the most referred to negative aspect of prison life, with prisoners 
citing the amount of time spent locked in cells, lack of leisure and exercise facilities, 
and inconsistencies or errors in the Incentives and Earned Privileges System (the 
system introduced in 1995, based on behaviour in prison, which determines whether 
prisoners are subjected to an enhanced, standard or basic regime. In reality this 
affects things like prisoners’ time out of cell, the amount of time for recreation and 
visiting opportunities). Prisoners referred to inconsistent or unpredictable regimes 
where new rules were implemented without informing the prisoners, rules were not 
applied consistently and instances where security was used as a justification for 
unfair decisions. 

In 2005, over a third of prisoners, including many older prisoners (30% of the 
prison’s population were over 50 years old), were spending more than 20 hours a 
day locked in their cells at Wakefield prison (HM Chief Inspector of Prisons 2005b). 
A more recent inspection of Whitemoor prison (HM Chief Inspector of Prisons 
2006e) found that one half of prisoners remained on the wings. The factors leading 
to this situation were identified as a lack of activities and high absenteeism rates 
which were linked to poor staff/prisoner relations. The chief inspector of prisons’ 
most recent annual report (HM Chief Inspector of Prisons 2007a) found that the 
hours out of cell and the purposeful activity was poor or unsatisfactory in dispersal 
prisons, suggesting that the focus of prisoner concerns had changed little since the 
quality of life surveys were undertaken. 

Concerns about relationships	with	staff in the quality of life surveys were based 
around prisoners’ perception of staff having negative attitudes to them, a lack of 
respect from officers for prisoners, and poor levels of communication. Prisoners 
described racist staff members and those who were unconcerned about prisoners’ 
opinions or needs and unwilling to help with problems.
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Relationships	with	staff scores were compiled from responses to the following 
eight questions:

Overall, I am treated fairly by staff in this prison
Most staff here treat me with kindness
I receive support from staff in this prison when I need it
Most staff here treat prisoners fairly when applying the rules
Relationships between staff and prisoners in this prison are good
Most staff in this prison show concern and understanding towards me
I am treated as a person of value in this prison
I trust the officers in this prison

Scores on Staff Respect Were Created by Combining Scores on the Following 
Seven Statements:

Officers show disrespect to prisoners, no matter how much respect  
they are given
Officers often show impatience in dealing with prisoners
Officers in here often ignore prisoners
Staff pick arguments with prisoners in this prison
This prison is poor at treating prisoners with respect
Some of the treatment I receive in this prison is degrading
I am not being treated as a human being in here.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

•
•
•
•
•
•

HL PIB4 high security prison .in19   19 27/2/08   9:26:22 am



�0

Figure	3:	Scores	on	Staff	Respect	for	Each	of	the	High	Security	
Prisons,	and	the	Prison	Estate	as	a	Whole

During 2005 and 2006, all dispersal prisons were inspected. In each prison the chief 
inspector of prisons raised concerns about the superficial nature and distant staff/
prisoner relationships as well as concerns that personal officer schemes were weak. 

‘We had serious concerns about the quality and extent of staff relationships 
with prisoners. Too often we found wing staff in their offices, watching day-time 
television. Prisoners were often spoken to behind bars, or ignored.’	
HM	Chief	Inspector	of	Prisons	2007a,	p.55

This is not an isolated comment. The last inspection at Wakefield prison (HM 
Chief Inspector of Prisons 2006d) echoed this, finding too many staff remaining in 
their offices when prisoners were out of their cells, an ineffective personal officer 
scheme and little support for prisoners who were engaged in offending behaviour 
programmes, despite many prisoners being located there for that express reason.

In a bid to improve staff/prisoner relationships, Whitemoor prison introduced a 
monthly consultation committee aimed at improving communication to and from the 
prisoners. The IMB at Whitemoor regards the committee as enabling prisoners to 
have ‘ownership’ over some aspects of their lives, for example, they have fed into 
the discussion on how the prison’s general purpose fund was to be spent (IMB 
Whitemoor 2006). 

A further highly prominent response concerned contact	with	families	and	the	
outside	world. Prisoners described visits being cut short and poor access to 
telephones jeopardising their ability to maintain relationships with those outside the 
prison. The importance of maintaining relationships with people outside has been 
well documented (for example, Woolf 1991; Howard League for Penal Reform 1994, 
2006a, 2006b); indeed, as Professor Andrew Coyle (2002) stated: 
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 ‘If a person who has been sentenced to a long term of imprisonment is to maintain 
emotional and physical health whilst in prison and eventually to return safely to the 
community, he or she needs to be able to maintain and develop family links and 
contact.’	
Coyle	A	(2002),	p.14	

It is noteworthy that the IMB at Frankland praised the introduction of monthly 
dedicated children’s visits to help ‘families face [the] formidable difficulties 
maintaining contact’ (IMB Frankland 2007, p.9). 

The difficulties of maintaining contact with families is still an issue (or even a greater 
issue) of concern. This is illustrated by Maria Eagle’s (Minister of State at the Ministry 
of Justice) response to the Frankland IMB’s annual report and the concerns it raises 
relating to overcrowding. Maria Eagle acknowledges that it is ’sometimes necessary 
to transfer prisoners at short notice to another prison when population pressures 
occur. I accept that such moves can cause difficulties in maintaining contacts 
between prisoners and their families …’ (letter from Maria Eagle, 17 July 2007).

Since September 2005, prisoners in the high security estate could take accumulated 
visits (the general information about accumulated visits can be found in Prison 
Service Order 4410 – Prisoner Communications – Visits) in other prisons only in 
exceptional circumstances. Information about Long Lartin showed that about half 
of the applications made for these accumulated visits were refused, some on the 
grounds of not meeting the criteria (for example, no adjudications within six months), 
others because of overcrowding (in the wider prison estate), or being told there were 
long waiting lists (HM Chief Inspector of Prisons 2006c). 

Other	Issues	Raised	in	the	Quality	of	Life	Surveys
Prisoners demonstrated little faith in the applications processes. This is the system 
within prisons for dealing with routine problems which should be dealt with on a 
daily basis on the wings. It is the intermediate step between speaking informally to 
an officer and making an official complaint. Prisoners raised concerns about missing 
applications, a lack of feedback from decisions made and instances of a failure to 
respond. 

The complaints	process was also seen as inefficient and ineffective. The system 
for making a complaint about day to day life, for example, access to personal 
property, treatment by staff or access to healthcare, was revised in 2002 (Prison 
Service Order 2510) following concerns raised by the prisons and probation 
ombudsman. The system is now based on ten principles: openness; simplicity; ease 
of access; timeliness; fairness; responding at an appropriate level; confidentiality; 
appropriate redress; prisoners are not penalised for making a complaint; and, use of 
the system to provide management information.

Prisoners are encouraged to resolve problems on the wing first by talking to relevant 
staff or their personal officer, then by making an application to speak with senior prison 
staff or the IMB to try and resolve the issue. If the problem persists then prisoners have 
recourse to the formal, written, complaints system. Prisoners have to make a written 
complaint using a designated form that should be readily available on the wing and then 
submitted in a locked box. The complaint must relate to an issue that has arisen in the 
last three months. Responses – although not necessarily resolution – should be received 
by the prisoner after a maximum of ten working days. If prisoners are still unhappy they 
can then complain to the prisons and probation ombudsman.
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An effective complaints system is imperative if prisoners are to feel that issues that 
affect them are taken seriously, considered and acted upon. Treating people fairly 
and allowing discourse to resolve problems is central to a prison system that treats 
people with dignity. However, this is not always the case, and in an echo of the 
findings from the quality of life surveys, the chief inspector of prisons reported that 
there were around 250 complaints per month at Long Lartin (HM Chief Inspector 
of Prisons 2006c), but only 18% felt their complaints were dealt with fairly. The IMB 
at Whitemoor noted that the time limits for responding to complaints were often 
missed, primarily due to the relevant prison staff failing to reply (IMB Whitemoor 
2006). The chief inspector of prisons has also been critical of the policy in the high 
security estate for identifying serial complainants and then restricting the number of 
complaints they are allowed to submit in a given time period.

In relation to rehabilitation, prisoners’ concerns focused on a lack of offending 
behaviour programmes, late and infrequent completion of sentence plans, late 
and inaccurate review board reports, and insufficient opportunities to engage in 
vocational skills training or work. Given the length of time that they are likely to have 
to spend in prison, it can be argued that prisoners serving long sentences should 
be given priority for work, education and other activities. 

Evidence to support these concerns comes from the last chief inspector of prisons’ 
report for Wakefield (HM Chief Inspector of Prisons 2005b) which highlights issues 
around fewer workplaces for prisoners than at the time of their previous inspection 
in 2003, while only a minority of prisoners where able to take part in offending 
behaviour programmes with many spending a long time marking time between 
interventions that could help them progress through the prison system.

Sentence planning boards have now been replaced by risk assessment and 
management (RAM) boards in line with the offender management model (see, for 
example, Prison Service Instruction 13/2007, OASys and the Life Sentence Plan). 
This process seems to provide a more detailed summary of decisions than that 
provided by the planning boards they replaced and they are meant to seamlessly 
feed into the parole process. According to the IMB at Frankland, the change to this 
system has been positive, with prisoners understanding the process more clearly 
(IMB Frankland 2007). 

However, prisoner complaints about the sentence planning process persist; for 
example, the IMB report for Full Sutton identifies prisoner complaints about reports 
being written without the author meeting the prisoner (IMB Full Sutton 2007), and 
the chief inspector of prisons stated there were unacceptable delays in completing 
sentence plans when she inspected Frankland (HM Chief Inspector of Prisons 2003). 
The IMB at Whitemoor revealed that 12 lifers are still waiting for their tariffs, and that 
they have been waiting for between three and seven years (IMB Whitemoor 2007). 
The IMB comments that it is hard for effective sentence planning to happen in such 
circumstances.

The quality of life surveys showed that, overall, prisoners were neutral about their 
safety in prison. The survey asked them the following sets of questions in relation to 
supporting safety and feeling safe:
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Supporting	Safety:
Bullying behaviour by prisoners isn’t tolerated in this prison
Victims of bullying get all the help from staff that they need
Staff respond promptly to incidents in this prison
This prison is good at delivering personal safety

Feeling	Safe:
I have no difficulties with other prisoners in here
I feel safe from being injured, bullied or threatened by other prisoners in here
There is quite a lot of threats/bullying in here
Generally I fear for my physical safety

In line with the prisoners’ perspectives, the chief inspector of prisons (HM Chief 
Inspector of Prisons 2007a) assessed dispersal prisons as reasonably safe,  
although half of the prisoners had stated that they had felt unsafe at some time. 
The report highlighted the need to do more to tackle bullying, in particular that 
which was described as ‘sophisticated’. A further illustration of this undercurrent of 
feeling unsafe can be found in the most recent IMB report from Long Lartin, where 
it states:

‘Domesticity co-exists with the threat – and also the practice – of violence. Some men 
are known to suffer injuries; others probably go unreported. Many more are fearful 
and seek protection. The Safer Custody wing is full and its waiting list is long; the 
Segregation Unit has all too often held more men for their own protection than it has for 
threats to good order or discipline.’	
IMB	Long	Lartin	(2007),	p.10	

At Wakefield prison in 2005, the chief inspector of prisons compared the outcomes 
of her survey with the quality of life surveys (HM Chief Inspector of Prisons 2006d). 
She found that 38% of prisoners had been victimised by staff and this matched the 
quality of life survey outcomes. It is noteworthy that this inspection uncovered the 
fact that 62% of prisoners said that they were bullied, but many had not reported it 
as the incident had involved staff.

A further variable that can be considered in assessing the safety of a prison is the 
number of self inflicted deaths (see Table 3), and the incidents of self injury. During 
2007 to date, the high security estate has accounted for just over 13% of self 
inflicted deaths.

•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
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Table	3:	Number	of	Self	Inflicted	Deaths	in	the	High	Security	
Estate	2000-2007

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007

Belmarsh 1 - 1 3 1 1 - 4

Frankland - - 1 - 1 - 1 -

Full Sutton - 1 1 - - 1 - -

Long Lartin - 1 - - 1 - - 3

Manchester 1 1 1 2 6 1 4 1

Wakefield - - 1 - 3 1 1 1

Whitemoor - - - - - - 1 4

Woodhill - 2 3 2 3 2 - -

Total suicides  
in year

81 73 95 94 95 78 67 92

Source: NOMS Safer Custody Group.
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6.	 Conclusions

This look at life in the high security estate, with an analysis of the quality of life 
surveys at its heart, raises concerns about the management and daily lives of long 
term prisoners. The basis of the surveys, and our analysis, has been prisoners’ 
views; but the prisoners’ own concerns can be seen echoed in the concerns and 
observations of IMBs and the chief inspector of prisons, both in place as watchdogs 
of the penal system.

Prison population projections suggest that over the next seven years, the total 
prison population will increase to between 88,800 and 101,900 and, of that total, 
life sentenced and IPP prisoners alone will represent between a fifth and a quarter 
(Ministry of Justice 2007c). Not all of these will be held in the high security estate but 
most will pass through it.

The United Nations (1994) recommends that life and long sentence prisoners 
should be provided with ‘opportunities for communication and social interaction’ 
as well as ‘opportunities for work with remuneration, study, and religious, cultural, 
sports, and other leisure activities’. Similarly, in their report, Treatment of Long-Term 
Prisoners, the Council of Europe (1977) concludes that such prisoners should be 
given ‘opportunities of doing something useful’ and ‘must be treated having regard 
to possible release and reintegration into the outside world’. The information in this 
report suggests that regime opportunities and contact with the outside world are 
both limited for prisoners in the high security estate.

The Howard League for Penal Reform believes that a ring fenced high security 
estate, with skilled staff and a high staff-to-prisoner ratio is required. With a stable 
population of largely long term prisoners, the dispersal prisons in particular should 
have intensive perimeter security to prevent escape and ensure public protection, 
alongside more dynamic internal security which allows for an expansion of 
purposeful activity and controlled contact with families and the outside world.

At a time when new proposals for Titan jails threaten to deliver mass incarceration 
on the cheap, it is all the more important to emphasise the importance of the high 
security estate and the need to improve the regime within, rather than compromise 
it further. Otherwise, there may be serious consequences both in terms of security 
within our prisons and in our wider society, in terms of reoffending rates for long 
term prisoners when, eventually, they are released.
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Barbed is a social enterprise 
design studio, which was created 
and maintained by the Howard 
League for Penal Reform. The 
studio is based within Coldingley 
prison in Surrey.

Barbed employs five graphic 
designers from prisoners that 
are held in the prison. They are 
all paid a salary of the statutory 
minimum wage allowance. From 
this salary they pay taxes, national 
insurance, pension contributions, 
a 30% contribution to a fund 
that enhances the regime within 
Coldingley and they make a 
personal contribution to various 
charitable sources such as 
Victim Support. This scheme is 
the first of it’s kind anywhere in 
the world.

Clients have entrusted us with 
their ideas and hopes. We 
work towards bringing these to 
fruition through innovative and 
professional design. The studio 
has an extensive client list along 
with a diverse portfolio that is 
entered regularly to competitions 
and exhibited at many venues 
such as political conferences.

If you want something new, 
bright and completely different 
then contact us or even come to 
our accessible studio by making 
an appointment and feel the 
difference while making it. 

t 01483 799120 
e barbed@howardleague.org 
w www.barbed.org.uk

  Barbed design 
HMP Coldingley 
Shaftesbury Road 
Bisley, Woking 
Surrey, GU24 9EX

think
outside
the
cell
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Design by  barbed@howardleague.org
Barbed is a social enterprise run by the Howard League for Penal Reform 
inside HMP Coldingley

t  020 7249 7373
f  020 7249 7788
e info@howardleague.org 
w www.howardleague.org

1 Ardleigh Road
London
N1 4HS

Registered charity
No. 251926
Company Limited by 
guarantee No. 898514

The Howard League for Penal Reform works for a safe society 
where fewer people are victims of crime

The Howard League for Penal Reform believes that offenders 
must make amends for what they have done and change 
their lives

The Howard League for Penal Reform believes that 
community sentences make a person take responsibility and 
live a law-abiding life in the community

ISBN 978-1-905994-05-2 
Price	£5.00
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