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“The Free Prisoner represents a radical shift in not only the design of prisons, 
but in what their role in society should be. With nearly half of adult prisoners 
reoffending within a year of release, the cost of not tackling the root causes 
of crime has never been higher. Currently, our prisons could hardly be worse 
equipped to deal with vulnerable people who have complex social, educational 
and psychological needs. Addressing this crisis requires new solutions, and 
turning prisons and prisoners into assets for our communities should be 
strongly considered.”

Gabriel Gavin, Chair of the Labour Campaign for Prison Reform

“A useful and very thoughtful contribution to a debate that isn’t happening 
in public to the extent that it should be. Planning the prison estate -  what 
it’s for, where it is and what it looks like - should be a matter of open public 
discussion and consultation. This is essential infrastructure, just as much as 
hospitals, schools or roads. Too much of that discussion is happening behind 
closed doors in government - your paper shows how much there is to gain 
by opening those doors.”

Peter Dawson, Director, Prison Reform Trust

“It’s an excellent document and a really enjoyable read, infused with creative 
ideas.”

Dr Nat Wright, Clinical Research Director

Prisons in England and 
Wales are in their worst 
state in ten years with signif-
icant increases in violence 
and self-harm (HM Inspec-
torate of Prisons, 2015) and 
a stubborn lack of progress 
on reducing reoffending 
(Crosse et al 2016). These 
issues, together with the 
recent announcement by 
the Government to close 
nine inner city prisons 
and replace them with 
10,000 new places, offers 
an unmissable opportunity 
to rethink the penal land-
scape.

By scrutinizing the current 
issues of prisons as mental-
ly and emotionally repres-
sive (Cottam 2006) isolated

islands, removed from soci-
ety, and, through consid-
eration of what we know 
about desistance theories 
(McNeill et al 2012) and the 
pathways prisoners’ take 
from and to their commu-
nities, this paper challenges 
the purpose of prisons, 
exploring an alternative 
community based model. 

The ‘Free Prisoner’ commu-
nity generation hub model 
sees prisoners placed in the 
heart of their communities 
to add value, rehabilitate, 
integrate and ultimately 
reduce offending. 

The model presents a 
holistic alternative to a 
centralised penal system,

devolving and pooling 
community and crimi-
nal justice budgets and 
endowing responsibility 
to local authorities, Police 
and Crime Commissioner 
partnerships and agencies.

Couched in principles of 
restorative justice, regen-
eration of communities, 
and allied to the needs 
and rehabilitative function 
of families and local social 
structures, this model 
brings benefit to the whole 
community. 

The community generation 
hub model is not a utopian 
vision. Instead it builds on 
the recent trend of commu-
nities preferring

rehabilitative (Baker 2015) 
and fair (Miller and Hefner, 
2013) crime policy. 

The Free prisoner offers a 
genuine contender within 
penal reform discourse to 
be explored as an alter-
native to the current, out 
dated, costly, failing penal 
system.

We ask you to consider 
this alternative model 
and, if inspired, join us in 
advancing the movement 
to design an ethical and 
effective system that works 
for all.

Summary

The Free Prisoner was published by the The Howard League’s Early Career Academic Network in November 2016
http://howardleague.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/ECAN-Bulletin-Issue-31-November-2016.pdf
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Drawing One: Assessment Centre (2015) adapted from The Ideal City by Fra Carnevale (1480-84)
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The Government recently 
announced the closure of 
nine inner city prisons to be 
replaced with 10,000 places 
in new build prisons (Gove 
and Osborne, 2015). From 
recent trends seen at HMP’s 
Oakwood and Berwyn we 
could expect a ‘supermax’ 
design, located in rural 
areas.  

The argument for building 
supermax prisons is said 
to be economic, releasing 
money from the sale of the 
inner city land and utilising 
cheaper land prices; with 
potential economic bene-
fit to rural communities 
(Payne, 2015). 

T h e  G o v e r n m e n t ’ s 
announcement comes at a 
time of high unrest in pris-
ons, cuts to prison staffing 
and a stubborn lack of 
progress on reducing reof-
fending (Crosse et al, 2016), 
suggesting that the current 
model is not working, that 
it requires a radical rethink 
and a review of the purpose 
of prison.

The Howard League has 
energised debates to 
rethink penal models 
through their ‘What is 
Justice? Re-imagining penal 
policy symposium’ (2013) 
and ‘Justice and Penal 
Reform: Reshaping the 
penal landscapes’ (2016) 
conferences.

The Prison Reform Trust’s 
‘Transforming Women’s 
Lives’ (2015a) and the 
Royal Society of Arts ‘Future 
Prisons’ projects (O’Brien, 
2016), are also generating
collective expertise to influ-
ence penal policy andDrawing Two: Removal from the city (2014)

rethink our penal models.

One idea put forward by 
prison reformers is to 
replace the current estate 
with small community 
hubs close to prisoners’ 
homes and communities 
(Prison Reform Trust 2008). 
We support this idea and 
argue that to truly tackle 
offending, a community 
prison model, embedded in 
principles of social justice, 
reparation, community 
cohesion and community 
regeneration, is required.  

We will highlight key issues 
in the current system for 
adult men and women, 
the factors that can support 
people to stop offending 
and the needs of the 
victims of crime and high 
crime communities in penal 
reform.  

We will go on to offer our 
reimagined community 
penal model, ‘The Free 
Prisoner’, with its purpose 
to add value, rehabilitate, 
regenerate, integrate and 
ultimately reduce offend-
ing. 

Our model is written in 
the context of current 
sentencing patterns and 
the resulting use of impris-
onment. In common with 
the rest of the western 
world, the crime rate in 
2015 had been steadily 
falling for 20 years and was 
15% lower than 2013. The  
Ministry of Justice  (2014) 
however, estimate that by 
2020, 89,900 people will 
be imprisoned in England 
and Wales at any one time, 
a near doubling of prison 
numbers in the past two 

decades. 

The Prison Reform Trust 
(2015) suggests that a key 
driver behind this has been 
the rapid increase in the 
use of indeterminate and 
long sentences.  

However troubling as this 
is, it is not in the scope of 
this paper to tackle current 
sentencing guidelines or to 
make assumptions about 
what changes or ‘overhauls’ 
may or may not occur. 

Our model requires an 
ideological shift in how 
we see crime and justice 
in England and Wales and 
challenges us ethically, 
culturally and politically.
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Prisons in England and 
Wales are facing major 
challenges.  In January 2016 
there were 85,461 people 
in prison and, according to 
HM Inspectorate of Prisons 
(2015), prisons are in their 
worst state for ten years.  

Deaths, assaults and self-
harm have all increased 
significantly, resulting in 
dangerously low safety 
levels and a reduction in 
the purposeful activity that 
contributes to rehabilita-
tion and resettlement.

Many prisoners have 
poor physical and mental 
health.  Over 70% of adult 
male prisoners have two 
or more mental co-morbid 
conditions (Singleton et al, 
1998, Borrill and Tayore, 
2009) and there are higher

levels of chronic diseases 
and substance misuse 
compared to the general 
population (Crosse et al, 
2016).

Since 2010, assaults in pris-
ons have risen by 13%, seri-
ous assaults have increased 
by 55% and assaults on staff 
have increased by 28%. 

In 2015, there were 256 
deaths in custody, the high-
est number on record and 
one third of these deaths 
were suicide (Inquest, 
2016). The number of 
suicides is now 40% higher 
than it was five years ago 
and rates of self-harm have 
increased by almost a third 
since 2010 (HM Inspec-
torate of Prisons, 2015).

In 2015 Certified Normal

Accommodation (CNA) 
levels indicated over-
crowding levels at 60% in 
prisons in general (Ministry 
of Justice 2015b) and at 
over 165% in the five most 
overcrowded (Ministry of 
Justice 2015c). 

Women experience crimi-
nal justice very differently 
from men; 53% have expe-
rienced childhood abuse 
(sexual and physical), 50% 
have observed violence, 
31% have been in care and 
have a history of homeless-
ness and substance misuse 
(Carlen and Worrall, 2004).  

Women are imprisoned 
further from home than 
men and receive fewer 
visits (Women in Prison, 
2013).  They accounted for 
26% of all self-harm 

Policy context

In recent years, there has 
been a move towards 
rehabilitation and reform 
in penal policy with some 
decentralisation.  

The Transforming Rehabil-
itation strategy (Ministry 
of Justice, 2013) has seen 
a radical rethink in how 
to manage offenders in 
the community.  Those 
deemed low or medium 
risk are managed by one 
of 21 private and third 
sector local Community 
Rehabilitation Companies 
(CRCs), whilst the National 
Probation Service manages 
high-risk offenders.  

The Transforming Rehabil-
itation agenda is still in its 
early days, the success of 
which will depend on how 
CRCs ‘create the conditions 
and incentives to reduce 
reoffending’ (NAO, 2016). 

Plans for reform are to be 
brought before Parliament 
in 2017 (O’Brien, 2016) and 
are likely to include signifi-
cant change to leadership 
and autonomy for prisons.  
A ‘devolved’ model of 
leadership, currently being 
piloted at six reform sites, 
is to be extended to other 
lower risk category prisons 
by 2020.  Drawing Three: The isolation of imprisonment (2014)

incidents in 2014, despite 
representing just 5% of 
the total prison population 
(Ministry of Justice, 2015).

These statistics repre-
sent a worrying trend of 
poorly performing and 
dangerous prisons, filled 
with people with complex 
issues, unable to deliver the 
outcomes that we require 
of them, to keep people 
safe and reduce reoffend-
ing. This trend has resulted 
in significant pressure on 
the government to act and 
make changes in policy to 
reform our penal system.

As yet it is not clear the 
extent to which reform 
will be continued, or the 
appetite to replace inner 
city prisons with new builds 
and smaller units and how 
the design of these might 
be considered.  
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Prison design has changed 
little in the last 200 years 
(Cottam, 2006) and remains 
‘mentally and emotionally 
repressive’. They are not 
nurturing places, they 
are forbidding from the 
outside, visually impover-
ished on the inside (Ginn 
2012), starved of natural 
light and constructed from 
materials that amplify 
sounds and suppress the 
senses (Ginn, 2006). Pris-
ons could be referred to 
as ‘anti-therapeutic’ (Scott, 
2004), presenting unique 
challenges for prisoners 
and prison staff. 

Whether inner city and 
historic (HMP Pentonville) 
or rural and modern (HMP 
Oakwood) prisons have 
been designed around an 
economic model of mass 
imprisonment, observation 
and control, rather than 
rehabilitation. 

The economic arguments 
for building prisons in rural 
areas are compelling on the 
surface however in practice 
there are downsides. These 
include the difficulty in 
attracting qualified person-
nel, the problems of making 
regular visits for prisoners’ 
families and attending to 
medical emergencies (U.S. 
Department of Justice, 
1992), as well as the lack 
of general infrastructure 
required to maintain a pris-
on (Courtright et al, 2006). 

Job creation is often the top 
reason cited for placing pris-
ons in rural communities 
(Imhoff, 2002) yet Hooks 
et al (2004, p51) concluded 
that “neither established 
nor newly built prisons 
made a significant contribu-
tion to employment growth 
in rural counties”.

Prisons could be argued to

be built, not designed, 
however there are exam-
ples where design of the 
prison built environment 
is considered. For example 
in West Kimberley aborig-
inal prison in Australia 
prisoners live in self-care 
houses and have access 
to education, training and 
rehabilitation programmes.  
The significance of West 
Kimberley for us, is that it 
was designed by its aborig-
inal communities to reduce 
high rates of depression, 
suicide and poor rehabilita-
tion of aboriginal prisoners, 
by keeping them closer to 
home, giving them access 
to their families, elders and 
Lore and developing skills 
to gain employment upon 
release (Iredalepedersen 
hook, 2016).

In the UK, when assessing
the riots in Strangeways in 
1990 Lord Justice Woolf

(1991) recommended an 
alternative blue print for 
prisons, including units 
holding 50–70 people, 
located as close to home 
and families as possible.  

The Prison Reform Trust in 
2008, suggested that small-
er prisons tend to be safer 
and advocated that holding 
people closer to home, with 
a higher ratio of prison 
staff to prisoners, is more 
effective than incarceration 
in larger establishments.

This idea of an ‘effective’ 
prison might reflect both 
the safety and manage-
ment of prisoners whilst 
imprisoned but also relate 
to the part prisons can play 
in reducing offending on 
their release.

Removal

HMP Pentonville 1842 HMP Oakwood 2012174

Drawing Four: The static penal typology over 174 years of development
Drawing left, adapted from Joshua Jebb, isometric drawing 1844, drawing right, Denco Thermal LTD Drawing Five: Welcome home, the cycle of reoffending (2014)
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Communities have a signif-
icant role, responsibility 
and stake in the success or 
failure of policies to reduce 
crime and in rehabilitating 
offenders.  Most people 
from deprived areas do 
not commit crime, nor do 
all people from privileged 
backgrounds refrain 
from crime.  However, 
the greatest majority of 
people within the criminal 
justice system are from the 
poorest areas of cities and 
people living in the poorest 
neighbourhoods are more 
likely to be the victims of 
crime (Webster and Kings-
ton, 2014).

According to Delgado 
(1985) there is a correlation 
between environmental 
circumstances and criminal 
behaviour. High levels of 
crime and deprivation in 
communities have a serious

impact on their viability 
and result in disincentive 
to occupation, increasing 
vandalism, falls in the levels 
of equity of housing, empty 
properties and the collapse 
of local businesses (Wilson, 
2013) creating a spiral that 
further increases crime. 
Where there are high rates 
of unemployment and 
crime, communities can 
lose a sense of identity and 
cohesion (Delgado 1885). 

Wedlock (2006) found that 
community cohesion has 
a significant role in devel-
oping strong and healthy 
communities.  Cohesive 
communities enjoy a sense 
of identity and belonging, 
where diversity is valued 
and all groups have access 
to similar life opportunities, 
positive relationships and 
the chance to influence 
political decisions. 

This is particularly import-
ant within criminal justice 
policy.  A recent study in 
Holland found that where 
there is increased social 
cohesion within commu-
nities, violent crime fell 
(Hipp and Steenbeek, 2015) 
and where communities 
perceived violence as high, 
cohesion was reduced.  
Another study suggested 
that in disadvantaged areas 
where there are high levels 
of cohesion, levels of crime 
are significantly lower than 
expected (Hirschfield and 
Bowers, 1997).

These factors combined 
indicate that involving 
communities and working 
to develop community 
cohesion within a new 
penal model, would 
increase the likelihood of 
reducing offending.

Drawing Six: Disincentive to occupation (North West and Picture LTD)

Prison has a poor record for 
reducing reoffending with 
45.2% of adults reconvicted 
within one year of release 
and, for those serving 
sentences of less than 12 
months, this increases to 
57.5% (Ministry of Justice, 
2014b). 

Desistance from crime is a 
complex process occurring 
over time. The reasons 
people become involved in 
crime are often different 
than those that see them 
stop committing crime.

Sampson and Laub (1993) 
suggest that developing 
social bonds and engage-
ment in work, marriage, 
family, education or military 
and religious institutions 
with law abiding peers, 
provides people with a 
stake in conformity and 
reasons to desist or avoid 
crime. 

McNeill et al (2012)
suggests that desistance is 
about more than criminal 
justice.  Desistance requires 
engagement with families, 
communities, civil society 
and the state itself. All 
of these parties must be 
involved if rehabilitation 
in all of its forms (judicial, 
social, psychological and 
moral) is to be possible.

Desistance is likely to occur 
when self-image changes, 
when people no longer see 
themselves as offenders 
(Roque, 2014) and instead

develop a coherent pro-so-
cial identity (Maruna, 2001) 
in which people develop 
high levels of agency, 
self-efficacy, a sense of 
purpose and a way of view-
ing their old offending lives 
that ‘makes sense’ of them 
and provides a ‘redeeming 
value’. 

Research suggests that 
the protective factors that 
support men to desist from 
offending are not the same 
for women.  Giordano et al’s 
(2002) longitudinal study 
found that factors support-
ing women to desist from 
offending included access 
to a range of social capital 
opportunities that enable 
a woman’s perceptions of 
herself to alter and to mani-
fest a readiness to change.

We would argue that 
desistance is, therefore, 
gender specific and located 
within social capital where 
people acquire a sense of 
self, through developing 
new and positive identities 
that foster engagement, 
inclusion and active partici-
pation in their communities 
and society.

If, as argued, communi-
ties are central to ending 
offending, penal reform 
and policy has a respon-
sibility to recognise the 
impact of crime on these 
communities and the 
potential role they have in 
desistance and in reducing 
offending.

Reoffending and desistance

“Desistance requires 
engagement with 
families, communi-
ties, civil society and 
the state itself.” 
(McNeill et al, 2012)

“Communities have 
a significant role, 
responsibility and 
stake in the success 
or failure of policies 
to reduce crime and in 
rehabilitating offend-
ers”.
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Our 11 guiding principles

1. Based on evidence and excellence
 
2. Everyone has value and social capital

3. Communities, victims and offenders are instrumental 
to rehabilitation and regeneration

4. Reciprocity, reparation, trust and co-operation are 
central

5. Prisoners are valid and responsible citizens of 
their communities

6. Services and goods will be produced, offered and 
exchanged for the common good

7. National prison budget is devolved to local 
determination and control

8. Working with existing community services and 
institutions strengthens local bonds and is cost and 
quality effective

9. Families, enterprise, education and employment 
enable growth and reduce offending

10. Victims require recognition and fairness to heal  

11. The built environment impacts on health, wellbeing 
and prosperity

The picture we have paint-
ed of the state of the penal 
system and the impact 
crime has on communities 
represents an opportunity 
to reimagine the penal and 
social landscape.  

We present a vision that 
is principled and uses 
evidence bases of what 
works to build a new penal 
model that will serve local 
communities, make repara-
tion to victims and reduce 
offending.

The vision stems from the 
principle that everyone has 
value and ‘social capital’.  
Social capital is defined as 
the economic and commu-
nity worth or value where 
social networks are central 
and relationships and 
commitments are marked 
with reciprocity, trust and 
co-operation (Woodcock, 
2000).  

Prisoners would be valid 
and responsible members 
of their community, produc-
ing goods and services for 
their rehabilitation and 
the common good, within 
a locally controlled and 
determined system.

We envisage an inclusion 
model where boundaries, 
buildings and thresholds 
become blurred as the 
penal model acts as a 
catalyst for change within 
communities.

Regeneration would occur 
through building projects, 
social enterprise, volun-
teering and employment, 
thus boosting economies 
and generating tax. 
 
People who have commit-
ted offences and are 
sentenced to prison would 
serve their sentence in 
their home region, enabling 
reparation to victims and 
the community, preser-
vation of contact with 
families, maintenance of 
employment or education 
and attainment of educa-
tion and employment to be 
continued on release. 

We see a dynamic ‘commu-
nity generation hub’ model2  
in domestic scale buildings.  
These hubs would facilitate 
access to education and 
training in local areas 
during the sentence, 
increasing the likelihood 
of a smooth transition after 
release. 

A unique approach is 
required to cater for the 
needs of both women and 
their children. Far fewer 
women than men are 
imprisoned, although the 
significant majority are for 
non-violent offences, with 
over half sentenced for less 
than six months (Prison 
Reform Trust 2015b). Addi-
tionally, only 5% of women 
prisoners’ children stay in 
the family home compared

2 We debated long and hard about the title, interchanging the words ‘rehabilitation’, ‘regeneration’ and ‘generation’.  However, we 
find the first two imply that there is a return to what ‘was’, rather than a turn toward what ‘could be’, with the latter for us implying 
making, producing, creating, inventing something much more than what was; something aspirational.

Our vision

“everyone has value 
and social capital”

Drawing Seven: The 11 guiding principles

to 90% of male prisoners’ 
children (Caddle and Crisp, 
1997). 

Although prisoners would 
experience more freedoms 
than in the current system, 
this model requires commit-
ment from prisoners and is 
not an easy option.  In his 
article looking at the impact 
of new generations of pris-
ons in Scandinavia, where 
freedoms of prisoners 
are increased, sociologist 
Shammas (2014) found that 
the ‘pains of freedom’ were 
occasionally experienced 
as bittersweet, tainted and 
ambiguous.  

Supporting prisoners 
through the Free Prisoner 
model would, therefore, 
require being realistic 
about the complexity and 
difficulty, individualising 
support for change and 
building sustainable hope 
(McNeill et al, 2012).
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The model is designed for 
adults who commit crime 
and under the current 
sentencing guidelines 
(Crown Prosecution Service 
2016, Sentencing Council 
2016)3, would be committed 
to prison by the courts and, 
within the prison system, 
would then be deemed as 
low or medium risk. 

This model is not referring 
to offenders who would 
be on community orders, 
probation or in the CRC 
system. 

Although not the focus of 
this paper, those prisoners 
currently deemed high-risk 
and dangerous, requiring 
intensive programmes 
of rehabilitation prior to 
integration, would remain 
in a specialised and expert 
national prison and proba-
tion system until such time 
as those prisoners’ risk 
levels have been assessed 
as lowered.  

In these cases and through 
sentence planning, a 
progression pathway into

The Free Prisoner model

Assessment centre

The assessment centre 
would be designed on the 
aesthetic and architectural 
principles of Maggie’s 
cancer centre, where 
harnessing the power of 
space and light is accepted 
as redemptive (Heathecote, 
2006). 

The health sector has long 
recognised the impact of 
the built environment, 
architecture and design on 
wellbeing and performance 
(Herzog et al, 2003).

Psychosocially supportive 
design can stimulate and 
engage people, provides 
a sense of coherence and 
instigates a change in 
mental process that fosters 
positive psychological

through their sentence, 
managed by dedicated 
prisoner case managers.

Prisoner case managers 
would be skilled in security 
and have additional compe-
tencies in liaison with: local 
health services, education, 
employment agencies, 
businesses, families, 
victims’ services and other 
local authority services.  

Prisoner case managers 
‘stay with’ that prisoner 
throughout the duration 
of their sentence and 
beyond, where required, 
to build trust and facilitate 
a consistent personalised 
experience for offenders, 
their families, victims and 
the community. 

The assessment centre 
would be located in a city 
easily accessible to existing 
facilities, such as hospitals, 
solicitors and courts. 

The centre would be people 
centred, with high resource 
input.  It would be secure, 
with skilled staff and 
clinicians making holistic 
assessments of the health, 
risks, readiness to change, 
aspirations and potential 
of each prisoner, preparing 
and supporting them ready 
for their move to a commu-
nity generation hub.  

A prisoner’s sentence 
progression plan (a holistic 
care, education, employ-
ment, risk plan) would be 
agreed and map pathways

community generation 
hubs would be considered. 

The Free Prisoner model 
would replace the major-
ity of the current prison 
system. Prisoners would 
be transferred from court 
to an initial Assessment 
Centre when, after assess-
ment, stabilisation and 
through an individualised 
care plan, would move into 
a community generation 
hub. These hubs would be 
designed, led and managed 
locally with prisoners

3 Note: The Sentencing Council for England and Wales produces guidelines on sentencing for the judiciary and criminal justice pro-
fessionals and aims to increase public understanding of sentencing. 
4 Section 136 of the Mental Health Act gives the police the authority to take a person from a public place to a ‘place of safety’, either 
for their own protection or for the protection of others, so that their immediate needs can be properly assessed.

Drawing Eight: The Free Prisoner model (2016)
This shows the pathway in a typical city from its court, through the assessment centre and out to an option of 
community generation hubs located either in areas of need or in areas highlighted through the local authority’s 
strategic city plan. 

emotions and reduces 
anxiety (Dilani, 2008).

The building would be a 
civic space and an asset to 
the city, potentially stream-
lining other front line 
services by locating them 
in one place. For example, 
additional facilities would 
be available to the police 
for section 1364 purposes 
and non-secure residential 
alcohol and drug rehabili-
tation services. This highly 
intensive, purpose built 
centre would efficiently 
facilitate prisoners’ readi-
ness for their transition to 
the next element of their 
sentence in a community 
generation hub.

supported within their 
community through their 
own evolving and holistic 
sentence plan, and, in 
a reciprocal process, 
prisoners would support 
the regeneration of that 
community.
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Community generation 
hubs would be located 
within the heart of commu-
nities. Community Gener-
ation Hubs would house 
prisoners whilst facilitating 
restorative justice inter-
ventions, deliver commu-
nity regeneration projects, 
develop local industry 
and social enterprise and 
provide a resource to the 
community whilst building 
positive and sustainable 
prisoner, family and 
community relationships. 

Restorative Justice is a 
process whereby parties 
with a stake in a specific 
offence or issue collectively 
resolve how to deal with the 
aftermath of the offence 
and its implications for the 
future (Marshall, 1999). 

Eighty five percent of victims 
of crime who participated in 
restorative justice said that 
they were satisfied with the 
experience and those who 
received restorative justice 
offended less frequently

than matched offenders 
who did not (Shapland, 
2008).

Shapland et al (2008) found 
that face-to-face meetings 
between the victim and 
offender seem to work 
better than other forms of 
restorative justice.

Community Generation Hubs 

“those who received 
restorative justice 
o f f e n d e d  l e s s 
frequently”

#The FreePrisoner

Drawing Nine: Community horticultural generation hub elevation (2016)
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dependent on need, 
harmonising design with 
purpose (Jewkes, 2007).  For 
example, one hub might 
specialise in education 
located with easy access to 
colleges and universities.  

Another might specialise 
in vocational training and 
apprenticeships and be 
located near industrial 

areas (Drawing Fourteen).  
Hubs for horticulture might 
be set up as a community 
farm (Drawing Ten).

The design and layout 
of hubs would facilitate 
the trading of goods and 
services to the whole 
community. For example, 
a hub may include an open 
plan market stall area for 
the sale of products and

services generated within 
the community (Drawing 
Twelve), as well as rental 
spaces that may be used for 
social enterprise, pharma-
cy, GP surgeries or Citizen’s 
Advice Bureau available 
to the whole community 
(Drawing Fifteen). Local 
shops could supply pris-
oners’ ‘canteen’5 and local 
markets might supply the 
hub kitchens. 

5 Prisoners currently have access to a weekly ‘shop’ referred to as ‘canteen’ for items including snacks, tobacco, toothpaste and 
non-prescriptive medicine available over the counter in community pharmacies. 

#The FreePrisoner

Drawing Ten: Community horticultural generation hub axonometric (2016)



2322

 #TheFreePrisoner#TheFreePrisonerThis blurring of the bound-
aries between prisoner 
and citizen, prison and 
community is not new.  For 
example, in HMP Highdown 
the public visit the Clink 
restaurant and in HMP Brix-
ton, the social enterprise, 
Bad Boys Bakery, supplies 
the Clink restaurant and 
over 200 local cafes, delis 
and stalls6.

6 See: The Brixton Blog.com
Drawing Eleven: A common space: blurring the boundaries (2016)
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All hubs would create 
an important interface 
between the community, 
victims and perpetrators 
of crime.  Those convicted 
of offences would no longer 
be locked behind high walls 
removed from society but, 
in this transparent system, 
would be available, respon-
sible agents in their rehabil-
itation and in reparation for 
their actions.  

As the prisoner progresses 
through their sentence plan 
they might move from hub 
to hub in their city, depen-
dent on need, for example 
to complete an educational 
package in one hub and a 
vocational skills placement 
in another. 

#The FreePrisoner

Drawing Twelve: A social interface (2014)

“available, respon-
sible agents in their 
rehabilitation and in 
reparation for their 
actions.”
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Drawing Thirteen: A community nursing hub

Women

Most of the solutions to 
women’s offending lie 
outside prison walls in treat-
ment for addictions and 
mental health problems, 
protection from domestic 
violence and coercive rela-
tionships, secure housing, 
debt management, educa-
tion, skills development 
and employment (Prison 
Reform Trust, 2015a).

Women who are sentenced 
to imprisonment would 
bypass an assessment 
centre and go directly from 
court to a women’s commu-
nity hub where they would 
have access to shared 
facilities, courses and skills, 
education and employment 
opportunities7. 

Support targeting women’s 
sense of self, their experi-
ences of trauma, domestic 
and other violence and 
debt, would be delivered 
within the hub (Giordana 
et al 2002).  

Women’s agencies would 
be co-located within the 
hubs and these services 
would be available to all 
women in the community.

Every year as many as 
18,000 children in England 
and Wales are separated 
from their mothers as a 
result of imprisonment 
(Howard League for Penal 
Reform, 2011).

This separation can bring 
about long-term emotional, 
social, material and psycho-
logical damage for both 
mothers and their children 
(Jones et al., 2013). 

A survey by Goitom (2014) 
of 97 countries’ laws regard-
ing children residing with 
parents in prisons found 
that as women are often 
the primary or sole carers, 
many countries allow chil-
dren to temporarily reside 
with their mothers.  

In practice there are 
usually time or age limits. 
For example in Cuba only 
children under one year 
old stay with their mothers 
where as in Turkey, Mexico, 
Fiji and Cambodia children 
can stay with them until the 
child is six.  Sweden and 
Switzerland on the other 
hand make assessments 
of the length of stay for 

children based on what is 
in the best interest of the 
child.

We would propose a model 
where assessments are 
made in the best interest 
of the child and, where 
appropriate, with the child’s 
wishes considered.  

Small hubs would be 
designed with the needs 
of mothers and children 
in mind and with consid-
eration of the security 
and safety of women and 
children balanced against 
normalising childhood, 
access to playgroups, 
friends and schools.  

Our model would require 
legislation changes (where 
currently babies born 
to women in prison can 
reside with their mothers 
up until 18 months old) 
but could reduce the long-
term impact of separation 
and loss felt by children 
(Jones et al., 2013), whilst 
supporting and developing 
parenting skills for moth-
ers who require this and 
provide safe and secure 
accommodation.

7 We have chosen not to include our drawings for women’s hubs. This is deliberate. The recommendations from Baroness Corston, 
the closure of Holloway and the example from Scotland where the Scottish Prison Service are pursuing community hubs leads us to 
believe that the next step is to work with women, women’s groups, a local authority, NOMs and the Prison Reform Trust to design 
the women’s community hub model. We intend to be involved with and energise this process.

Older men

People aged over 50 are the 
fastest growing prisoner 
population age group since 
2002 (Prison Reform Trust, 
2015).  

Older people often have 
distinct and complex health 
and social care needs that 
are hard to meet in an ill 
equipped prison system.  

Older prisoners and those 
with significant health and 
social care issues would 
be located in a community 
nursing hub, designed 
specifically for their needs 
and serviced by local district 
nursing teams. 
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As discussed, community 
generation hubs would be 
designed as community 
resources, enabling an 
interface between prisoner 
and their community, offer-
ing goods and services to 
the local community whilst 
prisoners stay close to 
home, build relationships 
with non offenders and 
access goods, services, 
education and employment 
locally. 

Education and employment 
are significantly important 
elements to reduce offend-
ing.  

The Prison Reform Trust 
(2015b) reported that 
people are 33% less likely 
to reoffend if they have a 
qualification (MOJ, 2012).  
In her recent review of 
education in prisons, Dame 
Sally Coates said that ‘if 
education is the engine of 
social mobility, it is also the 
engine of prisoner rehabili-
tation’ (Coates, 2016).  

She states that education 
must offer a broad curricu-
lum, including creative arts 
and personal and social 
development, if it is to be 
accessible to all those in 
prison, to build self-knowl-
edge and confidence that 
also supports reduced 
offending.

How education is delivered 
to ensure prisoners receive 
an appropriate level to be 
meaningful is a key ques-
tion and driver for us.

Only 16 of the 42 men’s 
prisons inspected by Her 
Majesty’s Inspectors of 
Prisons in 2015 had suffi-
cient activity places for their 
population and those that 
were available were often 
badly used due to a combi-
nation of staff shortages, 
poor allocation processes 
and failure of staff to chal-
lenge non-attendance.

The Free Prisoner model 
would ensure prisoners,

dependent on their needs, 
ability and readiness, would 
have access to the full 
range of learning from local 
education institutions on 
offer in their area, bespoke 
or otherwise.

Prisoner case managers 
acting as facilitators 
between institutions and 
the prisoner would support 
prisoners’ access to basic 
literacy courses, building 
colleges, arts schools, 
colleges and/or university 
places. 

We would surmise that 
this pathway for education 
would reduce costs by 
accessing education that 
is already there and fund-
ed, providing meaningful 
courses taught by skilled 
professionals and enabling 
prisoners to continue with 
their educational journey 
upon their release. 

The Prisoners Earnings Act 
1996 was implemented in

Fear of crime is generally 
accepted as the driving 
force underlying the turn 
to punitive criminal justice 
systems (Cullen et al, 2000).  

Although reducing the fear 
of crime and victimisation 
reduce this tendency, Baker 
et al (2015) found that 
the majority of the public 
prefers putting resources 
toward rehabilitative 
crime policies.  As long as 
citizens perceive that legal 
processes and procedures 
are fair, both positive and 
negative (legal) outcomes 
will be viewed as acceptable 
(Miller and Hefner, 2013).

Managing prisoners work-
ing within communities in 
a constructive way may 
therefore be more accept-
able than we might expect, 
and is not new.

The current prison system 
utilises ROTL and open 
prison conditions to enable 
prisoners nearing release

to experience a stepped 
transition from secure 
prison to release.  Statis-
tics show that less than 
1% of the 485,634 ROTLs 
in England and Wales 
between October 2013 
and September 2014 failed 
and, of these, 6.1% involved 
arrestable offences, equiv-
alent to five arrests per 
100,000 (Prison Reform 
Trust, 2015b).  

Although relatively low, any 
recidivism raises concerns 
for the public.  Weak risk 
assessment and planning 
in the ROTL process has 
put it at risk (HMIP, 2015) 
and learning from incidents 
would be key to organising 
the new system to best 
effect.

One way to reduce these 
risks could be the use of 
technology as part of a care 
planned service. 

Some European police 
forces have experimented

with the use of Global 
Positioning System (GPS) 
tracking on a voluntary 
basis with ‘persistent and 
priority’ offenders (Dunt, 
2014). 

Scandinavian countries use 
tracking as part of a holis-
tic package that include 
community activities and 
intensive personal support 
within existing rehabilita-
tion services for offenders 
(Nellis 2014).  

We propose GPS as a posi-
tive and planned mecha-
nism to support a prisoner’s 
pathway to desistance.

All hubs would promote and 
encourage free movement 
as part of the prisoner’s 
sentence plan.  However, 
to manage the ebbs and 
flows of risk, each hub 
would have secure areas 
where prisoners would be 
located when individual 
behaviours or risk issues 
demanded higher security

2011 enabling governors 
to impose a levy on up to 
40% on the wages over 
£20.00 of ROTL prisoners.  
In 2013/14, £1,033,711 was 
raised for Victim Support 
from the salaries of 1,155 
working prisoners.  These 
would be returned into this 
system to cover investment 
in the community, future 
growth and regeneration.

Income earnt to support 
themselves and their fami-
ly, providing lessons on 
money management for 
their future.

This Free Prisoner model 
for rehabilitation delivered 
within the community, 
inherently presents a 
number of challenges. 
Careful consideration 
is therefore required to 
balance a vision for more 
autonomy and agency in 
prisoner rehabilitation 
with the immediate and 
legitimate concerns for 
public safety and our sense 
of safety and justice.

management.  This would 
enable the temporary 
removal of people from 
the personal benefits of the 
system until full engage-
ment was reinstated and 
risk reduced. The Free 
Prisoner would therefore 
embed risk management 
systems within its design, 
fundamentally enabling 
the benefits of an inclu-
sion model to be realised, 
where prisoners serve their 
sentences in their commu-
nities. 

To achieve this vision  high 
performing leadership will 
be required, a skilled and 
experienced workforce 
and control over budgets 
that enables strategic local 
planning across sectors.
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Drawing Fourteen: Pathway to industry, working in the community (2014)

#The FreePrisoner
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The prison system is 
currently centrally fund-
ed.  To some degree this 
is wise where decisions 
over elements of security 
would not waver across 
the country (O’Brien, 
2016).  However, a whole 
systems approach that 
has centralised control 
does not allow for effective 
pooling of local budgets to 
enable value for money 
commissioning. 

Using the Local Govern-
ments Devolution Bill 2016 
and building on the recent 
reform agenda, prison 
commissioning budgets 
would be devolved to 
be coterminous with 
the courts of the region, 
co-commissioning part-
nerships between Local 
Authority/Police and Crime 
Commissioner (PCC) with 
Executive Governors would 
be employed directly. 

This ‘intelligent’ commis-
sioning of pooled budgets 
to local knowledge would 
achieve economies of 
scale, engagement with 
and boosting of local econ-
omies for businesses and 
services, whilst normalising 
rehabilitation. Furthermore 
with PCC’s and local author-
ities responsible for costly 
prison places, there will 
be increased incentive to 
work with sentencers and 
probation to increase local 
prevention provision that 

will reduce the numbers 
entering custody (O’Brien, 
2016).

We would envisage a social 
enterprise model for each 
hub, serving its community, 
generating income and 
managing itself within an 
enterprise and business 
model.  Hubs might be 
delivered through a part-
nership of local services and 
charities. Supporting Exec-
utive Governors and their 
hub leadership teams, each 
hub would have its local 
constituted management 
and advisory board, made 
up of community leaders, 
businesses, education, local 
statutory and non statutory 
services, victims, ex/offend-
ers and families. 

The hub’s workforce would 
be TUPE’d from the current 
prison system into local 
hubs, bringing with them 
experience, expertise and 
skills invaluable to the 
system, with further train-
ing to deliver the extended 
case management role and 
liaison with community 
services and providers.

Involving and engaging 
communities and local 
services early in the co-pro-
duction of a devolved 
system, would be central 
for its efficacy and integral 
in the design of the Free 
Prisoner model.

Drawing Fifteen: Exchange and social enterprise (2014)

“commissioning of 
pooled budgets to 
local knowledge would 
achieve economies of 
scale, engagement 
with and boosting of 
local economies”

#The FreePrisoner
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Logistics

Engaging communities 

The process that authorities 
would adopt when consid-
ering the location of a hub 
would fundamentally influ-
ence the extent to which 
communities are satisfied 
with the plan (Farkas, 1999).  

Courtright et al (2010) 
suggest that three distinct 
cons iderat ions  are 
required: a) the extent or 
not of the impact on local 
communities b) the extent 
to which the community

would welcome a prison 
within their locality and c) 
issues related to siting a 
prison in a community. 

They suggest that commu-
nity involvement is of 
paramount importance 
in obtaining community 
support or at least toler-
ance.  When the commu-
nity is involved with and 
takes an active role in the 
process, the stage can be 
set for strong community–

Reoffending has economic 
repercussions and currently 
costs the economy between 
£9.5 and £13 billion annu-
ally (Ministry of Justice, 
2015d).  The average cost 
per place of holding a pris-
oner for the year in 2014/15 
was £36,259.00, with total 
costs at £2.8billion (Ministry 
of Justice, 2015e).

The Free Prisoner is as yet
uncosted. Understanding

devolved budgets, capital 
costs for new builds, the 
funding available within 
PCC and local authority 
budgets to the pooled pot is 
complex and the next step.

A scientific approach would 
be required using tools and 
guidelines that help calcu-
late cost and benefits of 
public service transforma-
tion for example by Public 
Service Transformation 

Conclusion

This paper suggests an 
alternative to assumptions 
that prisons should be 
removed from communities 
and built on a supermax 
scale and instead challeng-
es the reform agenda to be 
bolder. 

The current prison system 
is barely reducing reoffend-
ing.  It is hugely expensive 
with money targeted at 
individual offenders with 
little invested into the 
communities from where 
they come and the victims 
of their crimes. 

Whilst communities and 
victims are thought to 
want only punitive systems, 
evidence suggests that they 
would be satisfied with a 
fair system that takes their 
needs into account and 
involves reparation for their 
suffering.  

Too many prisoners on 
release return to these 
communities jobless, 
homeless and without 
sufficient support to desist 
from crimes. 

Sustained desistance has 
been argued to require a 
fundamental and intention-
al shift in a person’s sense 
of self.  

Developing penal policy 
that supports change, 
recognises identities are 
fluid not static and evolve 
over time enables value to 
be applied to not just who 
they are through their crim-
inal actions, but who they 
could become as valued 
and functioning members 
of their communities. 

The Free Prisoner model of 
locally serving community 
generation hubs presents 
a holistic alternative, invest-
ing in an evidence based 
approach, devolving and 
pooling community and 
criminal justice budgets, 
endowing responsibility in 
local services and agencies.  

It is couched in the resto-
ration for victims, regen-
eration of deprived areas, 
addressing the needs and 
rehabilitative function of 
families and evidence on

what reduces reoffending, 
bringing benefits to the 
whole community.

The Free Prisoner model 
of community generation 
hubs is not a utopian vision. 
Instead it presents a genu-
ine contender within penal 
reform discourse to be 
explored as an alternative 
to the current, out dated, 
costly, failing penal system.

Drawing Sixteen: A community resource

prison relations that have 
long-term benefits for both 
(Thies, 2000). 

We would suggest, there-
fore, that a coproduction 
model with stakeholders 
on both prison design and 
location is central (Young, 
1998) but what does it all 
cost?

Network (2014) or the 
Green Book ‘appraisal 
and evaluation in Central 
Government’ (HM Treasury, 
2011).  
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