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Prisons and probation 
Opinion 
England’s prisons are war zones. Unless austerity ends, things will get worse 
Dev Maitra 
I have witnessed the proliferation of gangs and violence, and the rock-bottom morale of staff. The need for funding is now desperate 

• Dev Maitra is a criminologist and ethnographer 


Where there are landings without adequate levels of staff, there exists an authority gap which will be filled – often by prison gangs. Photograph: Dan Kitwood/Getty Images 
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The last time I was in a prison was in the summer of 2016. Within the first day there had been two assaults on the wing where I was based. The following day there were two further “incidents”, one which involved a prisoner attacking several prison officers, and another serious disturbance which ended in physical violence. By the end of my week at the prison, I had become used to alarm bells ringing, regular violence and general chaos. It was not always this way.

Violence and self-harm in UK prisons continue to surge 
Read more 
As a criminologist and ethnographer, I have spent extensive amounts of time in English prisons. The first time I entered a prison was in January 2013, and although they will always be challenging environments, at this time, government cutbacks had not fully set in. I have gone back to prisons of varying security categories over the following years, and several factors have become increasingly apparent: the numbers of prison officers has rapidly decreased, the levels of drug and weapon usage have dramatically increased, and prisons are in a more precarious position then they have been for a long time.
The violence that now pervades our prisons has not only been in the form of prisoner-on-prisoner assaults, there has also been a large rise in the number of assaults on staff, and incidences of prisoner self-harm. The empirical data on these facts is supported by the testimonies of prisoners: I have spoken to those who have described how makeshift weapons have now become a fact of daily prison life; of how gang “turf wars” have become a regular feature of the penal landscape; and how drug dealing and usage are commonplace.
Indeed, there has been a rise in the number of prison deaths linked to psychoactive substances, with 79 deaths between June 2013 and July 2017. Similarly, fatal prisoner-on-prisoner assaults are becoming increasingly frequent.
The reduced staffing levels have been attributed to various factors, including failed drives to recruit new officers. However, underpinning this staffing shortage – which has now reached crisis level according to many accounts – is the reduced investment in prisons. As early as 2014, prison governors were ordered to cut annual costs by £149m, and the powerful union the Prison Officers’ Association has said that these cost-cutting measures are the primary reason why vulnerable prisoners are now at greater risk.
I have spoken to many officers and managers who contend that the funds are not there to do what they want: to increase staffing levels on wings, provide more rehabilitative and constructive activities for prisoners, and provide more care and support for staff. The stresses of the job lead to low morale, lower rates of job retention, and a lower uptake of new staff, due to a reluctance of individuals to take on a daunting role in this new, Conservative-era prison system.
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The stresses of working as a prison officer lead to low morale, lower rates of job retention and a lower uptake of new staff. Photograph: Andrew Aitchison/Corbis via Getty Images 
The rapidly decreasing number of prison officers should not be viewed in isolation. Ever since austerity began, the Conservative government has made a point of reducing the number of public servants across the board: from prison officers to police officers and community support officers. It’s gradually transforming Britain into what Robert Nozick termed a “night-watchman state”.
In Anarchy, State and Utopia, Nozick sets out his ideal notion of governance, involving only the most minimal levels of state involvement. Nozick emphasises that this minimalist state is desirable, as it involves the protection of citizens’ most basic rights. However, in practice, such minimalist government poses serious problems: we see it through the extinction of the bus conductor, the near absence of police on the high street, the cuts to legal aid, of ever decreasing welfare provisions. The state has retreated. If you fall, you must get yourself up. And if you can’t, tough.
Early release won’t cure a prison service that has become a national disgrace 
Ian Acheson 
Read more 
But in prisons this poses an altogether different problem. As where there are landings without adequate levels of staff, there exists an authority gap which will be filled: often by prison gangs, whose members I have spent extensive time interviewing. As with post-conflict zones, where the absence of state actors leads to the emergence of militias, so too are prison gangs proliferating at alarming rates. Even gang members concede that more gangs mean more prison violence.
This is not a crisis that will go away without serious action and investment. Prisons are at bursting point. And the situation looks set to get worse.
• Dev Maitra is a criminologist and ethnographer, currently studying for a PhD at Cambridge University
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