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Spotlight on Monitoring
AMIMB 2011 AGM & Conference

This was my first AMIMB gathering, having just finished my probationary year on the Board at HMP Wandsworth.  It is always useful to meet other members and to share news and experiences, but it was particularly valuable to spend a day being motivated by the fascinating team of speakers addressing the Conference.  As our President, Baroness Vivien Stern, reminded us, this has not been an easy year for IMBs generally nor for the places of detention we monitor; we can all see the impact of the economic climate, and there are also the changes brought about by privatisation and by new strategies and ideas within the criminal justice system.  She said she was glad of any media publicity given to our work, as after all we are "the eyes and ears of the public". 

Baroness Stern explained the origins and the current practice of OPCAT, the international convention for the prevention of not only torture, but also inhuman and degrading treatment of those being held against their will. From the questions asked afterwards, it seemed that many of us have concerns regarding the conditions for foreign national prisoners whose sentence has expired but who continue to be held pending decisions on deportation.  Frequently the behaviour of these men, who feel that they have nothing to lose, means that they spend long periods in the CSU.  Baroness Stern encouraged Boards to take these issues to the highest level.  


Richard Ward from the Department of Business, Innovation & Skills talked on the subject of an interesting and recent offender learning review.  Mat Kinton, an Adviser on the Mental Health Act at the Care Quality Commission, brought to mind the great problems facing prisoners with mental health problems, and the challenges for those caring for them. 


For me the outstanding session of the day was the one entitled "Prisoners Taking Responsibility".  There were six speakers - who managed to illustrate different but complementary facets of this concept.  Two women currently serving terms at an open prison in Kent outlined the positive rewards of regaining some sort of personal autonomy by working in the prison and advising others on plans for the future.  They gave us quite an insight into what it like for those such as themselves, whom they described as "older ladies", being held in custody. 


Eoin McLennan-Murray and Stephen Pryor, both former Governors, spoke movingly of the decency agenda and of the advantages to everyone of encouraging a type of civic responsibility even within closed establishments.  They hoped that IMBs would not overlook those members of the prison staff who do treat prisoners with respect, and who help them day-by-day towards their resettlement and rehabilitation.


Maria McNichol and Colin Lambert told us about the work of the St Giles Trust, and how they are training prisoners to give out housing advice.  Colin was particularly inspiring: as a former prisoner (now a guest inspector with the prison inspectorate as well as managing resettlement projects in London) he had an understandably perceptive view of the whole system.  


The venue was the Glaziers' Hall in the city of London, which offered splendid rooms together with wonderful views across the river during lunchtime!  The Glaziers' Company had given the AMIMB this free accommodation as a charitable donation, so many thanks go to them, as well as to the whole team of organisers and speakers for a really memorable day.
Claire Sharples
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