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1

STATUTORY ROLE OF THE IMB

The Prison Act 1952 requires every prison to be monitored by an independent Board
appointed by the Secretary of State from members of the community in which the prison or
centre is situated.
The Board is specifically charged to:
(1) satisfy itself as to the humane and just treatment of those held in custody within its prison
and the range and adequacy of the programmes preparing them for release.
(2) inform promptly the Secretary of State, or any official to whom he has delegated authority
as it judges appropriate, any concern it has.
(3) report annually to the Secretary of State on how well the prison has met the
standards and requirements placed on it and what impact these have on those in its
custody.
To enable the Board to carry out these duties effectively, its members have right of access to
every prisoner and every part of the prison and also to the prison’s records.
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2

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Pentonville has many energetic and committed staff who do their best to keep prisoners safe,
to encourage them to take up opportunities for work, education and training and to make use
of the specialist services which can help them desist from self-harm, substance misuse or
violence.
Running a full regime hinges on having sufficient prison officers. There were too few for most
of the year. Wings were shut down for 3 or 4 half-days a week. Activities and association time
were restricted and some prisoners went weeks without exercise in the fresh air.
Security lockdowns to search for contraband - mainly drugs and mobile phones - exacerbated
the situation. Pentonville remains porous: old windows we first reported in 2016 are still
insecure and compromise the safety of staff and prisoners.
Pentonville is in the “Top 10” of prisons most in need of investment. Twelve hundred men live
in a building certified to hold nine hundred. Vermin is rife. Plumbing is overloaded and
struggles to decently meet the needs of hundreds of men. There are too few telephones for
prisoners (even when they are all working) which disrupts vital links to family and friends.
Carillion failed as a maintenance provider – slow, expensive, sometimes clueless - and then
failed as a company.
Pentonville is also in the “Top 10” of prisons most in need of support on safety because of its
unique and complex population. Young adults in particular need specific support from the
start of their time in custody and their numbers continue to grow.
Pentonville holds the highest number of seriously disturbed prisoners of any local prison
because of its proximity to many secure mental hospitals and its function as a remand prison.
National policy dictates that patients return to the nearest prison, even if they went to
hospital from another London prison.
Pentonville’s priority is to serve the courts –with 30,000 movements in and out each year, the
average stay is 7.5 weeks. So it is hard to see how the prison can function as an effective
resettlement prison.
This report presents the findings of the IMB at HMP Pentonville for the period 1/4/2017 to
31/3/2018. IMB members visit Pentonville every week of the year, for several days each
week, including monitoring serious incidents. The information in this report comes from rota
visits, conversations with prisoners and staff, IMB applications, and meetings with the
Governor.
Main Judgements
Are prisoners treated fairly?
•

The IMB challenge the national policy which has the effect of placing disproportionate
numbers of seriously disturbed prisoners into Pentonville.

•

Young adults need intervention and support from when they first arrive in prison to give
them the best chance of rehabilitation. This is not happening. The focus is on transferring
them out when eventually sentenced.
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•

There are too many Vulnerable Prisoners (mainly sex offenders) for Pentonville to be able
to do more than keep them safe. Access to education, to employment and even the library
is limited.
Are prisoners treated humanely?

•

Persistent overcrowding and the crumbling physical environment are incompatible with
maintaining prisoners’ humanity and dignity.

• Confining men for weeks without exercise in the fresh air is inhumane.
•

The failure of Carillion wasted everyone’s time waiting for repairs that never came in and
the impact on the prisoners was very real: stinking showers, backed-up toilets and cold
dinners. The IMB had been warning since 2016 that the Carillion contract was not
working for Pentonville.

•

It is inhumane to keep men in unsafe conditions which can be fixed easily. For the third
year we draw attention to the risk to safety from dilapidated windows. The NOMS
investigation immediately after the homicide in October 2016 recommended that “The
replacement of the existing cell windows at HMP Pentonville with sealed windows should
be completed as soon as possible.” A large number of the windows remain unsafe.
Are prisoners prepared well for their release?

•

The prison’s primary function serving the local courts and the associated high turnover of
its population mean that relatively few prisoners remain in Pentonville for long enough for
sustained and relevant activity to address what can be multiple and complex needs.

Main Areas for Development
TO THE MINISTER
•

Will the Government make money available for both capital investment in Pentonville
and to attract and retain adequate numbers of prison officers to deliver a fair and
humane regime? (pages 4 and 16)

•

Will the Government set a strategy for young adults held in local prisons like
Pentonville and back it up with specific resources?(pages 4 and 10)

•

What does the Government propose to do to enable Pentonville to function more
effectively as a resettlement prison? (pages 4 and 24)

TO THE PRISON SERVICE
•

•

Will the Prison Service narrow the gap between the Certified Normal Accommodation
of 909 which would give most prisoners a single cell and the 1,200 held in
Pentonville?

Will the Prison Service commit to a timetable to:
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•
•
•
•

Finish the job on windows? (pages 4 and 19)
Create privacy for Reception interviews and thus improve safety for new arrivals?
(page 11)
Replace the overloaded and squalid plumbing? (pages 4 and 16)
Eradicate vermin? (pages 4 and 16)

•

Will the Prison Service change procurement processes to give more discretion to the
Governor to manage maintenance efficiently? (page 16)

•

What is the Prison Service doing to speed up the transfer of prisoners’ property from
other establishments, which was the issue in almost 10% of Applications to the IMB?

TO THE GOVERNOR
•

Will the prison record, on a daily basis, the regime delivered to prisoners on all wings
including association time and exercise in the fresh air? (page 16)

•

Will the prison give higher priority to getting prisoners to Daycare and to Education
classes when there is a lockdown?(pages 19 and 20)

•

Will the prison provide a Vulnerable Prisoners Unit with better access to education and
employment opportunities? (page 9)

Improvements
Improvements are described throughout this report. Because safety is paramount we draw
attention to:
•

More frequent and random security checks of cells and offices and searches of prisoners
and staff (including the IMB).

•

Routine presence of patrol dogs on the perimeter to combat ‘throw-overs’ of contraband
and sniffer dogs to check prison visitors.

•

Safer Custody staffing has increased, better serving the unique and complex prisoner
population.

•

The compulsory Self-Harm and Suicide (SASH) Training delivered by Safer Custody to the
greatest number of prison officers, civilian staff and volunteers of any London prison.

•

Securing exercise yards with high-spec features including new security netting which
contraband should be unable to penetrate. This was a pilot project in Europe and just
being finalised at the end of the reporting year.

175th Anniversary
In March Pentonville marked the 175th anniversary of its establishment by Act of Parliament
with a remarkable service at St Paul’s Cathedral in the presence of HRH the Princess Royal.
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3

DESCRIPTION OF THE PRISON
Her Majesty’s Prison Pentonville on Caledonian Road in inner North London is a Category
B local prison primarily serving the Magistrates’ and Crown Courts in north and east
London. The four cell blocks remain much as they were when the prison was opened in
1842 though cells originally intended for one prisoner now overwhelmingly hold two.
Pentonville holds Category B and C male adults and, since November 2013, Young Adult
males (YAs) between the ages of 18 and 20. Almost half of the adults held are on remand.
Most of the others are either prisoners serving short terms, those recently convicted but
still awaiting sentence, or those sentenced to longer terms and awaiting transfer to other
establishments. At the end of the reporting year approximately 21 Foreign Nationals
were held as detainees beyond the end of their sentence at the request of the Home Office.
Most of the YAs are on remand and once sentenced they are transferred to other prisons.
The average stay is seven and a half weeks and few remain for more than twelve months.
The high turnover has major implications for assessment, education and treatment
programmes.
In Pentonville the Certified Normal Accommodation is 909 prisoners. After the homicide
in October 2016 the Operational Capacity (the maximum number of prisoners it can hold
without serious risk to safety, security, good order and the proper running of the planned
regime) was reduced from 1,320 to 1,270. The population over the last quarter was
around 1,224. The YA numbers ranged from 59 to 116 per month (averaging 88 per
month, up from 75 last reporting year).
Providers
Maintenance: Carillion (to January); Government Facilities Service Ltd (GFS) (from
February)
Education: Novus
Escort contractor: Serco
Community Rehabilitation Company (CRC): Penrose (subcontracted by MTCNovo via the
London CRC)
Healthcare and Pharmacy: Care UK
Mental Health: Barnet, Enfield and Haringey Mental Health Trust NHS coordinates the
work of Care UK primary mental health nurses with its own secondary mental health,
inpatient and day care services.
Substance Misuse Programme: Phoenix Futures
Gym qualifications: Active IQ
Housing resettlement: St Mungo’s
Gang violence reduction: Catch22
Visitors Centre: Spurgeons (to September); Prison Advice and Care Trust (PACT) (from
October)
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4 SAFETY
Pentonville’s location near the highest concentration of secure mental hospitals in the
country, coupled with its function as a local remand prison, means that prisoners
released from these secure institutions are regularly transferred in. The prison is
compelled by national policy to receive them, even if they went to hospital from another
London prison, and must find a way to accommodate their behaviour in an environment
where compulsory medication is not an option. The Safer Custody team has been bolstered by
the appointment of additional uniformed and civilian staff, facilitating a more meticulous
approach to the opening, documenting and closing of ACCTs, as well as the delivery of regular
SASH Training to uniformed and civilian staff and volunteers. The department is one of the
largest of its kind in the prison estate, reflecting the unique and highly complex population
mix for which the prison is responsible. The Enhanced Support Service (ESS) looks after
prisoners (approximately twelve at any one time) who cause high levels of disruption and/or
harm to themselves and others.
Some improvements
•

Reported incidents of self-harm increased only slightly from 483 to reporting year end
March 2017 to 500 in March 2018. (The national increase was over 10%).
Notwithstanding the resources of staff and provision of distraction activities (including
colouring books and wind up radios), this “immensely challenging prison” (to quote
HMIP’s 2017 Report) continues to house many prolific self-harmers and prisoners who
cannot (or will not) be helped to break the cycle of self-harm.

•

The numbers of Assessment, Care in Custody and Teamwork (ACCTs- essentially a suicide
prevention document) opened has decreased from 824 in the previous reporting year to
709 this year; suggesting not that there are fewer vulnerable prisoners, but that ACCTs are
being opened more circumspectly and prisoners are being better managed on the wings.
In addition, the attendance of Healthcare at first ACCT reviews is now being actively
encouraged and tracked to ensure that vulnerable prisoners are given the best possible
chance to improve their wellbeing (the majority of prisoners on an ACCT have mental
health issues).

•

There have been fewer deaths in custody this year: one self-inflicted, one due to natural
causes, and one yet to be heard by the Coroner. There were six deaths the previous year.
All deaths are investigated by the Prisons & Probation Ombudsman. The IMB attended
three inquests during the reporting year relating to deaths which occurred between
November 2016 and April 2017 (see Box).

Prevention of Future Deaths Reports*: Key Issues for Pentonville
•

ACCT procedures, including encouraging a more multi-disciplinary approach and more
attention to be paid to all relevant information documented in the ACCT before taking
next steps

•

Clearer procedures for moving detoxing prisoners from specialist wings to the general
population

•

Clearer lines of responsibility for nurses and mental health staff

•

Improving the response time of officers attending to prisoners’ cell-bells

•

A focus on PERs and other sources of information to better identify risks on reception
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*These reports are issued by the Coroner in some cases and make recommendations

Concerns
•

Mandatory Drug Test (MDT) rates have continued to be a challenge this year. Every
month has seen the proportion of prisoners failing MDTs higher than the Government’s
target of 12%. In July 2017, the figure was 29%; by March the figure was down to 13%.
While this was good news, for nine of the 12 months the rate was above 16%. To address
this problem, Security has bolstered its searching teams and carried out more random
prisoner and staff searching with positive results. By the end of the reporting year, the
work to secure exercise yards (with new security netting amongst other high-spec
security features) had almost been completed.

•

Pentonville mirrors the rise in violent incidents seen across the prison estate. January
2018 saw a significant rise in violent incidents in the prison (and the peak for the
reporting year) of 114 up from 93 the previous month. In March 2018, 17 members of
staff were assaulted in 14 incidents – 6 more staff than were assaulted in the previous
month. Notwithstanding this, and despite encouragement from senior management, there
has been reluctance amongst officers to wear Body Worn Video Cameras.

•

There has been little progress on the critical windows and grilles. Following the death of
Jamal Mahmoud in October 2016, the NOMS investigation recommended “The
replacement of existing cell windows at HMP Pentonville with sealed windows should be
completed as soon as possible.” To date, only a quarter of the windows have been
replaced. A full security audit this year has since determined that a further 40% of the
windows were adequate and do not need replacing as a priority. We understand that the
delay in replacing any of the inadequate last third of the windows is due to the time taken
by HMPPS in approving the expenditure - and no budget or date had been agreed at the
end of the reporting year.

•

Also, after the double escape in November 2016, a second NOMS investigation advised:
“That the Governor completes a review of external grilles on residential accommodation
windows and that consideration is then given to managing the occupants of the cell
according to their risk whilst external grilles await repair or replacement.” Despite this,
not a single new grille has been fitted, in part due to purchasing delays and the commercial
fallout of the collapse of Carillion. Owing to the fact that so many windows remain in
disrepair, the Governor has taken almost a dozen cells out of action on the same wing.

The Vulnerable Prisoners Unit (VPU) was severely overcrowded. The original single
landing for the VPU has 46 spaces and could not accommodate all who needed its protection
this year. High numbers reduced access to facilities and space during association. Safety was
compromised for those located off the VPU landing. The prison is considering whether to
relocate the VPU to be able to offer more suitable accommodation and a better regime for this
growing population. Meanwhile, short term action to improve access to education and library
is long overdue.
Positives
•

Staff-prisoner relations on the VPU were almost always reported to be good or very good.
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•

The small number of Transgender prisoners located on the VPU gave positive feedback to
Board members. The mandatory ‘Transgender Boards’ held to review their needs which
members observed were sensitively handled.

Concerns
•

Family and legal communication suffered from insufficient or broken telephones much of
the year.

•

Library access, vital for this largely confined population, did not happen for most of the
year. The small wing library was a poor substitute and badly needs restocking.

•

Educational classes could only accommodate about eight men at a time (out of 60 or more)
due to space constraints.

•

Prison officer shortages limited flexibility. On three occasions, prisoners reported
restricted access to Listeners after lock-down.

•

Transfers out were limited by lack of space in the wider estate, delaying access to offencerelated programmes to reduce their risk.

Despite IMB protest, YA numbers continue to grow—and so does the violence. The then
Minister’s response to last year’s report stated, “Pentonville is a very busy local prison and it
is acknowledged that young adults would be better accommodated in the youth estate.” The
Harris Report advocated for young adults to be accommodated in small units with specially
trained staff and a regime tailored to their levels of maturity and particular vulnerabilities.
The chart below shows how the proportion of violent incidents involving young adults as
perpetrators is far out of proportion with their numbers.

Page 10 of 26

Some improvements
•

A new programme called “Rehabilitation Offering Another Direction” is run by Catch22
and has demonstrated some success.

Concerns
•

Pentonville does not have the resources to offer a differentiated regime for young adults.
In response to last year’s IMB report, the Minister claimed that “specialist agencies
provide a service to Young Adults whilst at HMP Pentonville which they can continue as
their sentence progresses.” The implication is that young adults have access to special
programmes that meet their needs and take account of their vulnerabilities. This is not
the case.

•

Whilst the prison can absorb a population of 60 to 70 YAs, consistent levels over 100
hamper the ability of the staff to run a normal regime as violent incidents and self-harm
increase. This has an impact on the morale of staff and the experience of all prisoners.

•

There are no special programmes for YAs.

Reception and First Night, now called Early Days. In January, the smallest prison wing was
designated an Early Days Wing with staff from Reception and First Night operating as a
combined team for the first time, thereby speeding up processing and location of prisoners.
Some improvements
•

The Reception process generally works well and prisoners are treated with respect;

•

Evidence to date shows the process is working more smoothly with earlier daily finishing
times (although it is too soon to determine whether this improvement will be sustained);

•

Questions are asked at the front desk (a triage system) to identify risks such as self-harm
and substance misuse. A red sticker goes on to the papers of any such prisoner, enabling
these prisoners with higher risks to be prioritised through the Reception process; and

•

Healthcare screening in Reception seems to have improved over this year and nurses seem
more aware of requirements.

Concerns
•

The screening of prisoners at Reception (which involves both prison and healthcare staff)
is often under great pressure because of the unpredictable arrival of vans during the
evening;

•

A lack of privacy for the initial prison officer interviews in Reception (possibly leading to
less honesty in prisoners’ answers) means that risks could be missed;

•

The Reception holding room is only monitored by CCTV. As it often ends up holding a large
number of prisoners, there is potential for a serious incident to occur;
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•

Person Escort Records (PERs) often lack information, especially for prisoners arriving
from private prisons or first time prisoners, increasing risks;

•

The Early Days wing sometimes fills up with other prisoners due to lack of available cells
elsewhere, defeating the purpose and reducing the space for new arrivals;

•

Prisoners coming off drugs or alcohol who should go to the designated Substance Abuse
Wing are not always found space there. It must be a prison priority to ensure this does
happen given the risk to life as these vulnerable prisoners need to benefit from the extra
medical support provided on the Substance Abuse Wing;

•

Mediators and Insiders should always be available to Reception (not always the case); and

•

Induction is generally carried out well but the prison must ensure that those who struggle
with English receive proper care.
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5 EQUALITY AND FAIRNESS
The visits system serves most people reasonably well, although service for children has
diminished. The Prison Advice and Care Trust (PACT), a charity providing practical services
for prisoners and their families, took over the running of the Visitors Centre from Spurgeons
in October. PACT have not been as well organised as Spurgeons in coordinating interactive
family days and the number of family days on offer has dropped, resulting in a less good
service. Also, most noticeably, the large, well-equipped children’s play area in the visits hall
has fallen into disuse (except sporadically on Saturdays and Sundays) because PACT have
failed to provide staff to supervise it.
Some improvements
•

The online booking service which is used by most visitors is efficient. Queries are
answered promptly and visits are generally confirmed by automated email within 24
hours.

•

For those without internet access there is a telephone booking service; some visitors have
complained about long waiting times.

Concerns
•

There have been problems with prisoners' names being omitted from the visits unlock list
as the list has sometimes been printed before the cut-off booking time.

•

Delays in the receipt of information from the courts and the volume of work in the
Offender Management Unit to update prisoners’ records meant that some prisoners were
deprived of visits for several weeks.

•

The front desk staff who check visitors' ID for entry have been reduced in number from
four to two and this has resulted in delays in getting social visitors processed. The same
two front desk staff are also responsible for processing legal visits. Their reduction in
number has resulted in delays of up to 6 working days to reply to legal e-mails (reportedly
longer at the beginning of the year but the backlog was cleared by the end of the reporting
year when the prison increased resources).

•

The social visits booking system, while an improvement, is not completely automated and
a booking clerk must still enter and save a booking on the system manually if it is to stay
valid. Approximately 250 visits (affecting about 1.25% of prisoners) are incorrectly
dropped per year. The Visits Centre staff do their utmost to reinstate the visits.

Chaplaincy is staffed by two full-time Christian (one Anglican and one Roman Catholic), two
full-time Muslim chaplains and a dedicated team of paid sessional workers and unpaid
volunteers, numbering 80 (up from 50 two years ago). Christians make up 50% of the prison
population while Muslims account for 33%. Prayer attendance is high with over 200 prisoners
attending Christian Sunday services and about 230 Muslims attending Friday prayers.
Some improvements
•

In addition to pastoral support, chaplaincy provides group therapy sessions or one-to-one
counselling to help prisoners deal with bereavement or loss. These are operated by a
professional counsellor who comes in once a week.

•

Chaplaincy also runs an Official Prison Visitors (OPV) scheme which consists of (currently
seven) volunteers visiting prisoners who are in need or would benefit from outside social
contact.
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Concerns
•

There has been an increase in gang related incidents during gatherings for prayer. On one
occasion, a gang fight erupted and ministers had to run for cover. On another occasion, a
prisoner was knifed as he entered.

•

Chaplaincy offers a number of faith based courses. Unfortunately, the victim awareness
courses that were running last year have been suspended due to lack of a tutor.

•

The numbers of attendees at all courses and group therapy sessions have reduced because
of the increase in lockdowns due to prison officer shortages.

Prison Complaints remain steady. There is no obvious trend in complaints and the
numbers are similar to previous years (range is 150 – 340, averaging about 250 per month).
The SMT receives monthly reports and tries to address issues, where possible. Complaints
about staff have increased during the year while complaints about the regime have reduced
by half. Most complaints are about lost property and property stolen on the wings.
Complaints about accommodation and cell sharing are going down, while confidential
complaints vary over time.
IMB Applications have gone down from 917 in 2017 to 824 this reporting year.
Prisoner Voice. For nine months the Prison Council did not function, leaving prisoners and
staff without this valued channel of communication. Finally, in December, delays in security
clearance for the User Voice worker were addressed and a two-pronged approach began: a
monthly Prisoner Forum brought together governors and selected volunteer prisoners while
bi-monthly Prison Council meetings involved paid prisoner representatives trained and
supported by User Voice.
Kitchen staff frequently consulted with prisoners to inform improvements. Prisoner
representatives attended the prison’s Equality meetings.

Page 14 of 26

6 SEGREGATION UNIT
The Segregation Unit is located in the basement of a wing. While a few cells were refurbished
earlier in the year, the facilities remain very basic. There is a small gym that is used regularly
by prisoners. The facility houses the most challenging prisoners including potential Category
A prisoners or those who have been given a number of days of cellular confinement. Some
are kept for Good Order or Discipline (GOOD) and some are kept for their own safety. An
enhanced risk assessment takes place for each prisoner on an ACCT who is housed there.
Some prisoners can be difficult to manage, abusive, violent and sometimes require multiple
prison officers to unlock. Others spend their days reading or sleeping. A few access in-cell
Education materials. GOOD reviews are held weekly (normally) in the presence of the
prisoners who are shown patience and respect by the Governors and others who attend. The
use of Special Accommodation is recorded and the IMB are notified in each instance. Special
Accommodation was not used at all between October 2017 and January 2018. In total, there
were 14 instances where it was used during the reporting year.
Some positives
•

All prisoners were looked after by experienced staff members, handpicked to work
there.

•

Staff/prisoner relations were generally good and the officers show understanding of
and fairness towards the prisoners. Many prisoners trust the staff and tell us they feel
safe on the unit; indeed some refuse to leave.

•

Healthcare and other services almost always attend Segregation Reviews.

Concerns
•

The facilities can be very cold in the winter and suffered an ongoing vermin problem
(cockroaches and mice).

•

A progression regime on the unit was not fully implemented due to staff
redeployment.

•

There were regular shortages of wind-up radios (many are broken by prisoners)
which the IMB consider essential for prisoners kept in isolation.
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7 ACCOMMODATION AND COMMUNICATION
Pentonville is in the Prison Service’s ‘Top 10’ of prisons which need the most
investment. A summer surge in prison numbers meant the Government’s 2017 manifesto
commitment to ‘shut down and sell off dilapidated Victorian jails’ was shelved. The
Governor made it clear to staff—if you wouldn’t put a member of your family in the cell take it
out of use; indeed some cells were taken out of use.
Carillion’s backlog of maintenance work was reviewed weekly by the Governor. The company
was unresponsive to prison needs. A weekend call-out engineer said he would either unblock
a toilet or fix a lock jammed with a broken key, but not both. So security was compromised
until Monday morning. Project prices were significantly higher than comparators from local
businesses. One set of healthcare showers was still out of action, after months of stinking with
damp and no ventilation, when Carillion went out of business in January. The other set
flooded just before Christmas: the company had to be urged to turn out and fix them.
There is no evidence yet of improved efficiency in maintenance by the Crown-operated
Government Facilities Service, but it is early days and the Governor monitors the situation
closely. He also regularly highlights outstanding maintenance and cleaning jobs with relevant
staff from his own cleaning spot-checks. Speedier procurement and more discretion to the
Governor to use local suppliers are needed to drive prices down and get suppliers in faster.
Some improvements
• All the toilets were deep cleaned in the first quarter of the year.
• The main exercise yard has been refurbished and there are more pool tables on the wings.
• The garden and pond outside Healthcare have been completed.
• There is a more predictable system for families to send in parcels and money can be
transferred electronically into a prisoner’s account.
Concerns
• Men continue to live in inhumane conditions—sharing a cell 12 x 8 feet with a badly
screened toilet.
• Showers are routinely found to be not working properly or providing enough hot water to
allow for a decent wash. At one point in the year, it was observed that 150 men were
reliant on three sub-standard showers.
• Vermin remain in evidence throughout the prison: the men in the industrial cleaning
workshop were covered in flea bites, cockroaches range in the lower levels, and mice in
the kitchen. Rubbish(including food and faeces) in the gullies below old windows is a
magnet for vermin. Rentokil insisted that Carillion pay its outstanding bills before doing
more work.
• An adequate and reliable telephone system is essential. The ‘welfare call’ on the first night
in custody as well as regular contact with family and friends is a proven factor in
rehabilitation. Shortly after the new Early Days Wing opened, none of the three phones
were working. A short survey of the whole prison revealed that 37 (out of approximately
90) phones needed fixing. Queues for telephones are a feature of association time in
Pentonville, adding to prisoner tension and fuelling the demand for illicit mobile phones.
• A perpetual ‘temporary regime’ left prisoners unsure of what to expect. Wings were shut
down for three to four half days per week—usually because of a shortage of prison officers
and, on occasion, due to security concerns. Sharing of information with prisoners was
poor. Summer staffing ‘returned to a dangerously low level’ in the view of the (then)
Governor.
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• Prisoners complained about no outside exercise and referred to their ‘right’ to at least half
an hour or more of fresh air each day. The Governor replied to prisoner complaints saying
it is not technically a right if there is a staff shortage. Information on the Gov.uk website is
ambiguous.
• The main exercise yard was out of use from June 2017 to April 2018. Staff worked hard to
get prisoners out into the other available yard for exercise. By September, the IMB was
sufficiently concerned to ask for data on shutdowns and exercise. By the end of the
reporting year no reliable data had been produced.
• National Prison Radio was unavailable for six months while Carillion installed a new aerial.
Kitchen functions reasonably well despite perpetual equipment problems.
Some improvements
• The budget per prisoner increased to from £2.10 to £2.23 per day which meant a welcome
increase in the quantity of food provided—particularly with fuller sandwiches at lunch
(from April 2017).
• Food is satisfactory although neither quality nor quantity is impressive.
• Ramadan was managed very well with hot food always provided.
• Kitchen workers are always very happy as they are out of their cells and the atmosphere is
positive. Workers have now been provided with fleeces as the kitchen is especially cold in
winter.
Concerns
• Continuing issues with kitchen equipment out of service: in July, three ovens were broken;
in September, two out of eight ovens, four out of eight Bratt pans and two cooking kettles
not working; in March, six Bratt pans and two large kettles were out of order.
• Intermittent problems with the gas supply cutting off resulted in no daily hot meal on
several occasions.
• Vermin problems, especially in the summer, continue. The door seals were broken from
July to September so mice ranged freely. A servery trolley was returned to the kitchen in
September with a dead mouse beneath the drawers.
• Carillion and Serviceline staff regularly failed to grasp what needed to be done (so no spare
parts). Poor communication between these contractors severely hampered the ability for
the kitchen to function.
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8 HEALTHCARE
Description of Facilities. Services are commissioned by the NHS from Care UK for Primary
Care including opticians and dental services and from Barnet, Enfield and Haringey NHS
Mental Health Trust for mental health services. There is a 22-bed inpatient unit, a variety of
clinics for GP and nurse consultations, and pharmacy facilities on the wings. Psychiatrists, an
in-reach team and a Daycare Centre support prisoners with severe and enduring mental
health conditions. Screening services such as blood-borne virus testing and X-ray facilities are
increasingly offered, and much good work was done in relation to smoking cessation in
advance of the total prison smoking ban from March 2018.
Some improvements
•

•

•
•
•
•
•

The objective is to provide a standard of care equivalent to the external community by
the NHS. As far as the IMB can tell, this objective is achieved and the standard is good.
It would appear that access (in non-emergency cases) to nurses for triage is generally
obtainable in a few days and to a GP within a month. (The waiting list for the GP is
down from 5 weeks to 3 weeks.);
Points made by the Coroner in Prevention of Future Deaths reports have been
addressed. Healthcare and Welfare Modelling begins at Reception (the triage system)
to determine mental health issues and other risks. Daily meetings involving Primary
Healthcare, Mental Health In-reach, Daycare and the Building Futures team (who focus
on substance misuse) discuss each case and take appropriate actions.
The Daycare Centre gives outstanding service, repeatedly warmly praised by users;
Healthcare management monitors complaints received in line with the NHS system;
Written feedback about medical provision is collected from users. Small numbers of
prisoners respond but those who do are almost exclusively positive;
The prison has a Drug and Alcohol Strategy which is closely aligned to the
Government’s 2017 Drug Strategy and the NOMS Drug Strategy;
Smoking cessation preparation was good.
SMOKING BAN SUCCESSFULLY IMPLEMENTED
After more than nine months of preparation, the prison went smoke free on 19 March.
Process, procedures and lessons learnt from previous implementations across the
prison estate led to a successful operation. Daily countdown notices provided
awareness and a gradual acceptance of the ban. Patches and lozenges were available
free of charge. Vapes were available from canteen ahead of the ban date and an
advance scheme meant most men could afford them. Smoking cessation courses were
also offered. ACCTs did go up for a brief period after the ban but there was no evidence
that this was linked to the smoking ban. Implementation of the ban was managed well
but requires continued vigilance on smoking-related issues to avoid bullying, debt and
creation of tobacco “barons” as with any other contraband.

Concerns
•

The numbers of prison officers allocated to support the healthcare inpatient unit has
not matched the expectations of healthcare management. Often there were too few
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•

•

•
•

officers to ensure consistent provision of showers, exercise and other necessities to
prisoners whose behaviour necessitates multiple officers to unlock them;
In addition, frequent shortages of officers and consequent lock-downs on the wings has
meant prisoners missing healthcare clinic appointments. Shortage of prison escort
staff has on occasions led to cancellation of appointments at outside hospitals;
The Daycare Centre is consistently serving fewer prisoners than it could be because
prisoners are not always brought here during lockdowns. The IMB would like to see
attendance at Daycare given higher priority.
ACCT documents, which report the monitoring of prisoners at risk of self-harm or
suicide, are not always brought to Daycare when prisoners attend;
As in the NHS generally, there has been difficulty in recruiting medical staff leading to
reliance on more expensive agency staff and a risk of lack of continuity (although some
agency staff have served for long periods). At the end of the reporting year there were
13 vacancies for Band 5 nurses but recruitment was under way.
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9 EDUCATION AND OTHER ACTIVITIES
The IMB have observed good teaching over the year with enthusiastic tutors and wellmotivated students. The quality of teaching and learning is monitored and measured by
managers with around 100 prisoners involved in Level 3 studies. Level 3 courses
continue to be developed including a criminology unit (Westminster University) and a
philosophy unit (University of East London). The Education Manager is pioneering
several new initiatives to develop further training and accreditation in the areas of
catering and small businesses/social enterprises. These include customer service, food
safety and an intensive pre-release employability course. The Novus contract for
education has been extended until April 2019 and the budget remains with the Ministry of
Justice.
Around 40 prisoners study Open University and Prisoner Education Trust courses using
the Virtual Campus, accessed from Library computers, which has operated for over a year.
Some courses now include elements which require use of CDs which the current
hardware does not support. The funding for upgrading the computers has been approved
but the work is yet to take place; it needs urgent resolution as the students are otherwise
at a disadvantage in trying to complete their qualifications compared to their peers at
other establishments. It is hoped that in-cell laptops might be available in due course to
further support these students (as is the case at other prisons), but it seems there is
currently no guarantee that this will be so.
Some improvements
•

Work is ongoing to ensure that all prisoners are matched to suitable classes. This
includes breaking down course levels to match different needs and developing more
skills in the teaching of multi-level classes.

•

Two prisoners had their art work selected for the annual Koestler Trust exhibition,
partly a tribute to the excellent work of the art tutor.

•

The very successful drama workshops led by the London Shakespeare Workout have
continued this year.

Concerns
•

Education has had another difficult year with several staffing changes including the
third manager in three years. These changes make sustained progress difficult.

•

Staff shortages have meant that several popular courses (radio production, barbering,
painting and decorating, carpentry) have not run consistently throughout the year
although they started once again towards the end of this reporting year.

•

Over allocation to some classes has led to problems for education staff and prisoners.

•

Education provision for prisoners in the VPU remained unsatisfactory as it is
delivered on the unit in a public area, not an ideal environment for quality learning.
There is also very limited space and seating for only eight at a time.

•

Education attendance dropped to around 50% (compared to 60% last year), mainly
because of a shortage of prison officers and lockdowns. There have been several
attempts to increase attendance but these attempts have so far been unsuccessful.

•

The IMB would like to see attendance at education given higher priority during
lockdowns. (By contrast, prisoners working in the recycling workshop or prison
stores are routinely unlocked).
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A big boost in library visits over the year from 5,306 to 7,590 included:
•
•
•

more routine library visits – 5,048
special events, such as visits by performers or writers, attracted 1,168 men
Participation by 950 foreign national prisoners and others with specific concerns in
monthly advice workshops.
Librarians with 2 uniformed staff regularly available can manage 20 prisoners. Continuing
efforts to use every library slot are vital.
Pentonville continues to win gold awards for its literacy programmes. Output from
Shannon Trust-trained reading mentors dipped because frequent lockdowns prevented
mentors accessing their learner.
The impact of an inspirational Pentonville teacher in changing lives was recalled at the
175th anniversary service in St Paul’s Cathedral by a former offender who served a sentence in
Pentonville in the 1990s. He went on to become the lecturer at the University of Westminster
who set up the criminology course where Pentonville prisoners and Westminster students
study - and graduate - together at the prison. The course continues to flourish.
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10 WORK, VOCATIONAL TRAINING and EMPLOYMENT
Work, Vocational training and Employment is an area that has seen some improvement
but still has significant challenges. Pentonville provides a wide variety of work for
prisoners, some of it stimulating, but much of it mundane. Most of it is not vocational and
does not prepare prisoners adequately for release. Training in food safety is now well
established, and a sizeable number of prisoners working with food in the prison are now
qualified. The building industry health and safety qualification (CSCS card) is a qualification
offered by Education which is popular with prisoners. They also offer an Industrial cleaning
course that leads to a recognised qualification, although the “grime busters” team that gave
work to prisoners after completing the course appears to have stopped running since last
year. Work allocation continues to be swift and efficient, although the practice of overallocation of prisoners to courses does cause occasional disappointment. It is, however,
understood that this is a necessary practice to maximise attendance, and is carefully managed
by the prison.
Some improvements
•
•

•

Supervisors in both the textile and recycling workshops are now assessors for accredited
qualifications, and it is expected that these qualifications will be offered to prisoners in the
future.
A partnership with the Liberty Kitchen social enterprise gives a small number of prisoners
a structured course in the skills required in the catering industry, and has proved
extremely popular with prisoners. However, opportunities to work outside the prison on
Release on Temporary License (ROTL) have not yet been offered.
Education is introducing a customer service course that will provide a qualification to
prisoners such as Insiders who work with other prisoners to help them with their prison
administration. To date, there has not been a qualification that recognises their skills.

Concerns
•

Progress in vocational training has faltered in some areas this year, with several gaps in
provision due to lack of teaching staff. Painting and Decorating, carpentry and barbering
have all suffered this year. (Recent teaching appointments have reversed this trend, and
there are encouraging signs of improvement.)

•

Attendance rates were disappointingly low at 45% compared to 65-70% last year. This is a
consequence of the temporary regime that was in place. This kept prisoners locked in their
cells, and had a direct impact on the many benefits that regular work brings to prisoners.

Areas for Development
•

The impact of the failure to renew the National Career Service contract at the end of this
reporting year has yet to be felt, but this provision must be reinstated as a matter of
urgency.

•

ROTL for those low-risk prisoners that are suitable would improve their resettlement and
future employment prospects and should be re-started in Pentonville.
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11 RESETTLEMENT PREPARATION
Assessment, allocation and sentence management (e.g. offender management) are central to
opportunities to address offending behaviour through accredited offending behaviour
programmes, provision of education and training, and opportunities to acquire work-related
skills. No accredited offence or offending behaviour interventions are offered at Pentonville.
This means that offence-based risk reduction cannot take place until prisoners are transferred
elsewhere. The prison puts considerable and dogged effort into securing appropriate
transfers, with some notable successes, but it remains the case that timely and appropriate
transfers are inhibited by lack of suitable places across the prison estate. Resettlement
services are contracted to Penrose. Community Rehabilitation Company (CRC) workers see
prisoners on their wings during the final 12 weeks of their sentence in order to produce a
resettlement plan. St Mungo’s provides assistance and referral for prisoners who would
otherwise be released homeless or need help or advice with their tenancy. Responsibility for
the management of high risk prisoners, previously shared between prison officer offender
supervisors and probation officers, passed entirely to the NPS.
Some improvements
•

There was an increase in prisoners released under HDC in line with revised national
guidance, and a continued reduced backlog in OASys assessments; and

•

Links between CRC workers and probation are good.

Concerns
•

The Offender Management Unit (OMU) struggled to cope with the (entirely predictable)
increase in recalls as a result of the Offender Rehabilitation Act 2014, not helped by
backlogs in providing the relevant paperwork by the Release and Recall section at HMPPS.
This resulted in some prisoners, under a 28-day recall, being released at the last minute
and without adequate planning;

•

Worries about sentence calculation or planning and release dates made up 20% of
applications to the IMB. Delays in receipt of sentence information from the courts and the
sheer volume of work in OMU meant prisoners’ files were sometimes not up to date;

•

In creating resettlement plans, there were some difficulties in accessing prisoners, for
example no prison officers available to unlock individual prisoners during lock downs;

•

The function of the prison’s small resettlement wing, which might improve such access,
continues to be compromised by the presence of men who do not meet its criteria but are
located there because of pressures on cell space. There is also insufficient space for
prisoners who live locally but are located in other establishments to be returned to
Pentonville in the 12 weeks before their release;

•

As discussed in Section 9, facilities to provide work that has positive implications for
employment on release are, inevitably, limited. Nor have links with outside employers
(under development) produced opportunities for employment on release. The absence of
ROTL has meant that offers to employ prisoners in outside jobs prior to their being
released cannot be taken up;
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•

While some aspects of attitudes, thinking and behaviour were addressed through the
Getting it Right programme, attendance continued to be patchy and, by the end of the
reporting year, the programme was no longer running;

•

Arrangements for providing debt advice continue to be weak or non-existent;

•

Coordination between the CRC and prison officer offender supervisors was less good. It is
difficult for CRC workers to identify precisely who will supervise a released prisoner in the
community. Resource constraints have meant that there are no resettlement boards,
where input from, for example, offender supervisors, accommodation providers,
healthcare -particularly mental health services, drug services and other relevant agencies
can be coordinated and gaps in provision identified and addressed; and

•

During the last six months of the reporting year, an average of around 60 prisoners per
month from St Mungo’s caseload were released into the community. Between 60 and 70%
went to settled accommodation, resulting in a significant proportion being referred to
local authority homeless person units.

Factors beyond the control of the prison. While there are many committed and energetic
staff at Pentonville, factors outside their control make it difficult, if not impossible, for it to
function as an effective resettlement prison. These factors have included:
•

•
•

The prison’s primary function as serving the local courts and the associated high turnover
of its population. Relatively few prisoners remain in Pentonville for long enough for
sustained and relevant activity to address what can be multiple and complex needs;
Prison officer shortages, lockdowns and restrictions to the regime that have affected
aspects of resettlement provision; and
Persistent overcrowding and the physical environment – decrepit, sometimes squalid and
aspects of which are incompatible with maintaining prisoners’ humanity and dignity undermine the promotion of self-respect and hardly seem compatible with the creation of
what, ideally, should be a rehabilitative environment.
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THE WORK OF THE IMB
The board comprises 20 members. The board meets once a month for two hours, and each
meeting is preceded by an hour’s training which is delivered either by experienced members,
prison staff, or outside speakers. The Governing (or Deputy) Governor attends every board
meeting for approximately 45 minutes to answer questions from the board and to address
issues raised in the previous month’s rota reports.
One member is on rota, and will visit between 3 and 5 times during that week. The particular
areas to be visited each week of the year are set out in a matrix which reflects perceived risk
to prisoners. The Segregation Unit is visited every week (and all weekly Segregation Reviews
attended except on the rare occasions when they are dealt with by the relevant Governor on
paper), whereas the library is visited every six weeks. If a particular concern has been raised
with the board about an area which is not due to be visited that week, it will then be visited as
a matter of urgency.
Written applications to the IMB are dealt with by a team of three members between
Wednesday and Friday, freeing up the rota member to concentrate their time on the regime
and other matters affecting the prison at large (although they do take responsibility for any
Confidential Applications addressed to the Chair that week). Many board members also take
additional applications ‘on the hoof’. Applications are also regularly sent to the Chair from
other IMBs regarding prisoners who have transferred from Pentonville to their establishment,
and these largely relate to missing property. In autumn 2017 the board held an Annual Team
Performance Review to consider how to improve its working and training practices.

BOARD STATISTICS
Recommended Complement of Board Members

2

23

Number of Board members at the start of the reporting period

2x

20

Number of Board members at the end of the reporting period

19

Total number of visits to the Establishment

66

663

Total number of weekly segregation reviews attended (each review dealt with
approx. 2-6 prisoners)

49

49
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APPLICATIONS TO THE IMB

Code

Subject

Current
reporting
year

A

Accommodation
including laundry, clothing, ablutions

26

B

Discipline including adjudications, IEP, sanctions

42

C

Equality

9

D

Purposeful Activity including education, work, training, 65
library, regime, time out of cell

E1

Letters, visits, phones, public protection restrictions

46

E2

Finance including pay, private monies, spends

45

F

Food and kitchens

12

G

Health including physical, mental, social care

114

H1

Property within this establishment

84

H2

Property during transfer or in another establishment or
location

79

H3

Canteen, facility list, catalogue(s)

16

I

Sentence management including HDC, ROTL, parole,
release dates, re-categorisation

163

J

Staff/prisoner concerns including bullying

73

K

Transfers

50

Total number of IMB applications

824

Previous
reporting
year

The board did not use the same coding last year so cannot provide a comparison with the previous
reporting year.
0
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