Random Thought on being appointed Vice-President of AMIMB.

.

I was very surprised indeed, but also very proud and gratified to be appointed Vice-President of the Association after having served as a member of the Board of Visitors and subsequently an Independent Monitor at HMP Preston.

Originally, I was invited, as was the custom in those days, by the Deputy Governor of HMP Preston to join the BoV. This invitation came as we were both leaving a Church Service on Sunday morning! The Governor knew my brother, having been at the same school, and I had also known him for a short period. Wondering just what I had let myself in for, I was duly appointed to a position which has changed dramatically over the years.

Recruitment now is very different and more democratic, although this does not necessarily make it any more effective or dependable. Nomination of people whom one knew with the right skills and personality in the local community to join the BoV, in my opinion has proved to be as accurate a way of finding the calibre colleague. Present day Prisons Minister may well beg to differ as those of us on Boards know only too well!
In those far off days, Board members were met at the gate lodge and escorted around the prison by a somewhat reluctant prison office, who when 11.45 arrived would announce that it was his lunch time and escort us back to the gate. During the course of the visit, on arriving in a workshop, the office would announce in a loud voice ‘Visiting Magistrates,’ this sometime, but not often, resulted in an Application. Obviously it was not at all easy to conduct what we would now consider to any sort of a proper Rota visit.

Preston at that time had a CNA of 420 (now 840) was a sleepy Cat C Training Prison. One of the workshops offered the prisoners the stimulation of sewing mailbags. Yes, this did happen! Other facilities, compared with today, were very limited to say the least. Relationships between staff and prisoners were often difficult to access as Board members were not allowed today’s freedom of visiting all parts of the establishment as we are now. We certainly did not have our own keys. The Chairman when I was appointed had been in post for quite along time and was not inclined to keep fully in the picture: as a result Board meetings were far from interesting.
One considerable power, which we have since lost, was the hearing of Adjudications dealing with prisoners who had been sent to us by the Governor Three members would sit as a panel in the Segregation Unit and a hearing not dissimilar to today’s would take place. We had the power to Award up to 180 days ‘Loss of Remission’ at any one time. This is the equivalent to 360 days in today’s terms, as there was no reduction. However, at a later date, the prisoner could apply for ‘Restoration of Lost Remission’ to the Board in view of his improved behaviour.  We never did make such an award, but whatever Loss of Remission we did decide on was still considerably greater that an Independent Adjudicator can hand down now. Boards lost this power in the mid 90s as it was considered that it did not sit happily with our pastoral role. Was this a good thing or not? It is interesting to note at the time some 

Prisoners were unhappy about Adjudications being taken away from us, as some of them thought that we had a better knowledge if conditions in the prison than any outsider. Amongst other things, prisoners considered that we defended them from bullies and others out to take advantage of them. No, we did not always find a prisoner to be ‘Guilty.’
What has changed?  Officers are now much more professional than they ever were and I have always been impressed with the majority of staff for dealing with consideration and care with their charges in very difficult circumstances. This particularly applied when the prison received terrified prisoners, who had not been involved in the Manchester riot in 1990. This applies particularly to the Segregation staff who often have to deal with very disturbed prisoners, often with a severe mental condition; they take on this role with little or no formal training and it is much to their credit that they get so much of it right so much of the time. It is of note that the population of the ‘Seg’ has always been very low; we are surprised if we have more than six residents, even though the numbers in the prison have nearly doubled. This situation is not doubt help by the opening of a separate Reintegration landing for those prisoners who need targeted help before going on the main residential landings.
Many other aspects of life at Preston have changed, almost always for the better, professional delivered education, the introduction of a First Night Centre, the number of inter disciplinary meetings that take place, vastly improved health care, more nutritious and imaginative catering and a wider, still too restrictive, range of activities.  We now observe far more prisoner participation through the Prisoner Consultative Committee, Toe by Toe and the Listener scheme. 
The Board is always welcomes at various committee meetings and its opinion often requested about what it may think. It has always surprised me that more use is not made by Governors of Board members’ local knowledge which could be of help in a variety of ways. Over the years, relations between prisoners, staff and IMB members has always been good at Preston have been very good, this has certainly helped all concerned when dealing with anything that has arisen, without the Board’s independence being compromised in any way.

A great deal of building has taken place to greatly improve the facilities in what is an old style Victorian prison. Not least the installation of in-cell sanitation, although we still have far too few single accommodation available. An excellent new Health Care hospital provides 38 beds, some of which are for the use of other North Western prisons. A new Visitor Centre provides a more civilized facility for visitors, families and prisoners alike. A considerable numbers of computers are now in place and are well used. It could be argued that as Preston is a very old establishment requiring a considerable amount of maintenance; it might have been better and less costly option to build a complete new prison. However on the positive side, now that Preston is a Cat B Local, located near the Crown Court in the City, the transport of prisoners to and from court is a relatively straightforward exercise.

Prisons, as well as being very sad institutions, are having at the present time to make very large savings, some of which very necessary anyway. Such draconian cut backs make the role of the Governor (and indeed all the staff) even more challenging. It is much to their credit that they are making the necessary adjustments, whilst still maintaining their traditional care for the safety of prisoners.
If I had not thought that the job, as the Public Watch Dog was not satisfying, useful, often humorous, I would have pack up a long time ago. If this is not too grand a statement, our powers are similar to the Queen’s; ‘It is not the power we have, but the power we deny.’ It is to the credit of all that this is a power very rarely having had to adapt.

MFW.
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