























BArrested development

additional £40m to reduce the number of
short-term prisoners by 1,000. This was
achieved. However, because the money
was not forthcoming for two months, pro-

bation areas ended the financial year with.

extra funds on their books because it takes
time to convert money into skilled, well-
traihed and deployed staff.
Thishaphazard approach tofiscal affairs
is a symptom of the subordinate-status
assigned to probation by the government
and Noms, an organisation whose top
three tiers are populated almost exclu-
sively by people from the prison service.
The fundamental demand for skilled
probation services comes from courtsand
the parole board, both of which are inde-
pendent and use probation for sentencing
and monitoring released prisoners. The

constant workload pressures are corro- -

sive, but, in my judgment, are a matter of
considerable political apathy and buck-
passing. If there is a crisis of numbers in
the prison system, 10 Downing St will be
involved directly. People know when a
prisonis, full

Rising tide
The contrast with probation has been
stark. There is no way. of determining
when capacity hasbeenreached. Instead,
the workload simply increases. A previous
chiefinspector of probation described the
failure totackle the workload pressures in
the system as being like building a sand-
. castle with your back to the rising tide.
At the time I took over London Proba-
tion, I was told by the then home secre-
tary, Chatles Clarke: “You are the doctor,
you fixit.” He added that he wanted to be
told personally if there were any barriers
teimprovement, be they policy, resources
or finance.

The most pressing need, we agreed,
was to recruit more high-calibre proba-
tion officers whose judgment, authority
and initiative would be vital to the serv-
ice’s future. Four years on, in the wake of

* the Sonnex case, the Ministry of Justice
is finally going to fund the recruitment of
more qualified probation officers in Lon-

don. However, most probation areas are -

in the process of cutting posts in order to
meet the stringent cuts in their budgets.
London has stubborn underlying diffi-
cultiesin retaining experienced staff. The
inexperienced officer supervising Sonnex
had a caseload of 127 offenders - compared
withanaverage of 37.7 cases per probation

“For Jack Straw (above)
to dismiss lack of
resources as a factor in
the Sonnex case and -
deny that there is any
such lack in the
service as a whole is
-quitesimply wrong”

officer across London. The office where

" she was based was short of staff of all

grades. Yes, management was clearly at
faultin not attempting toremove some of
that workload, butitalsohastoberemem-
bered that a probation officer’s caseload
can vary widely over a relatively short
period of time.

Workload pressures, poor accommo-
dation and failing information systems
were recurrent themes among frontline
staff, and they wanted senior managers,
myself included, to listen more to these,
concerns. Those with senior private sector
experience on our excellent governing
body viewed our operational environ-
ment with dismay and disbelief.

ItisaThroughthe Looking Glassworldin
which London Probation can be criticised
by the justice secretary for failing to spend
money propetly. Yetan exactingindepend-
ent audit regime consistently found the
service tobe adequately orwell controlled,
and delivering value for money.

Inherent failure

The’ criticism is symptomatic, of an
inherent failure to understand the
probation workplace, where staff under-
take skilled and often extremely difficult
and challenging work daily. An eminent
management consultant told me that, in
herexperience, aprobationareaisas com-
plex to run as a hospital - but without the
supporting structures.

With its tremendous staff, London has
the potential to be a flagship probation
service of which we can be proud. But
beyond the enormous challenges it faces
every hour of every day, it also has to
beware of “friendly fire” from those who
seek to mask a very real lack of resources
with charges of ineptitude.
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Final Straw

THE blood-curdling murders of brilliant
French students Gabriel Ferez and Laurent
" Bonomo should never have happened.

They died at the hands of drug
and drink-crazed sadists Dano “Mad
Dog” Sonnex and Nigel Farmer.

Both men had criminal records for
violence. But ringleader Sonnex — a
psychopath who must now spend
life in jail — should already have
been behind bars.

He was wrongly freed on bail
despite the vivid proof that he was
a dangerous menace.

He was released because
over-stretched courts, police and
probation services were trying to cut
corners to save mioney.

As Probation Officers’ leader Harry
Fletcher points out, the service is
grotesquely understaffed and
undertrained.

- But the blame for this runs right
to the top. The government has
squandered untold billions on public
“services, yet little of it has reached
the front line.

From the tragedy of Baby Reter to
the failure to protect patients from
. MRSA, public services are letting
the public down.

Nowhere more so than the criminal
justice system.

. Violent crime is soaring. Yet there
is nowhere to put the worst
criminals,

Jails are crammed with prisoners,
many of them foreign.

Courts are under pressure to dish
out short jail terms or, preferably,
non-custodial sentences.

Criminals are released after serving
a fraction of their time.

Hundreds re-offend while on
licence.

This is a disgrace.

Justice Secretary Jack Straw has
apologised to the parents of the
murdered students. That’s not enough.

He must live up to his title, deliver real
justice and ensure such horroer can never

happen agaimn.




~ Overstretched and unfairly blamed

THE DETAILS of the murder of two French stu-
dentsin south east London last June are terrible
enough. But what makes the case still more har-
rowing is the fact that, as the Justice Secretary
Jack Straw conceded yesterday, one of the mur-
derers ought to have been behind bars at the time
the killings took place.

The probation service has taken the brunt of
the blame for the fact that Dano Sonnex was at
liberty on 29 June when he ought to have been re-

-turned to prison six weeks earlier for breaching
the terms of his release licence. The head of
the London Probation Service, David Scott
hasresigned. ,

And there were clearly failings. Officers took
too long to complete the paperwork revoking Son-
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nex’s licence after he broke the terms of his pro-
bation. But that cannot disguise the clear short-
comings of other arms of the criminal justice sys-

temthat contributed to this disaster. In May 2008,

when Sonnex was charged with handling stolen
goods, magistrates inexplicably granted him bail.
Then, after Sonnex’slicence was finally revoked,
it took the police two weeks before they attempt-
ed to track him down.

The Government must accept some share of
theblame too. Probation officers have long com-
plained of being overstretched - Sonnex’s proba-
tion officer was juggling a staggering 127 cases.
Andyet ministers have failed to provide the nec-
essary resources. Their most significant contri-
bution has been the division of the Home Office

and the Justice Department in 2007, which has
made communication between the various de-
partments of the justice sector more difficult.
This is not the first time in recent years that
bureaucratic failings have allowed dangerousin-
dividuals to kill. Naomi Bryant was murdered by
Anthony Rice in 2005, after “substantial mistakes
and misjudgments” according to the chiefinspec-
tor of probation. Later that year, John Monkton
was murdered by two criminals on probation
after “many deficiencies” by theprison service.
Blaming over-pressed probation officers is not
good enough. It is time ministers accepted that
there is something wrong with the broader sys-
tem in place to deal with dangerous individuals

. released into our communities.




