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HMP PENTONVILLE – SOME PROGRESS 

HMP Pentonville was making some progress but inevitably there was much 

more to do, said Nick Hardwick, Chief Inspector of Prisons, publishing the 

report of an unannounced full follow-up inspection of the London jail.  

Pentonville’s four central wings are almost 150 years old. The prison has a 

large and transient population drawn from some of London’s poorest 

boroughs and its prisoners have among the highest incidence of mental ill-

health and substance abuse of any local prison in the country.  

Inspectors were pleased to find that:  

 the atmosphere in the prison was generally calm and the environment 

generally clean; 

 drug and alcohol treatment had improved and there had been some 

success in reducing the flow of illicit drugs into the prison;  

 security was mostly proportionate, use of force was not excessive and 

the segregation unit was basic but decent;  

 staff-prisoner relationships appeared reasonable; 

 the health care centre and most health care services were good; 



 time out of cell was reasonable for those with activities to attend and 

opportunities to access education had expanded significantly; and 

 some promising partnership working was underway with neighbouring 

local authorities to help with resettlement.  

oweH ver, inspectors were concerned to find that:  

 reception remained extremely busy and staff had little time to address 

all the immediate issues presented by prisoners; 

 there were similar pressures on first night and induction arrangements, 

affecting prisoners in their most vulnerable early days in custody;  

 violence reduction and anti-bullying systems were weak; 

 while some aspects of care for those at risk of self-harm were good, 

other areas were underdeveloped;  

 some accommodation was overcrowded, with unscreened toilets and 

poor showering facilities; 

 services for foreign nationals were underdeveloped;  

 despite some ambitious plans, there was still too little activity to occupy 

all prisoners and many prisoners remained unemployed; and 

 there were too few services to help prisoners reintegrate successfully 

into the community.  

 

Nick Hardwick said:  

“Pentonville is among the most challenging local prisons in the country 

to run. Its ageing and crowded fabric offers limited scope for change or 

development, its population is not only transient but also needy – and 

sometimes challenging – and resources are declining. Despite all this, 

managers and staff were working hard to make the prison a safer and 

more decent place. It goes without saying that there is much more to 



do. Indeed the scale of the issues facing Pentonville means that it is 

also essential that the prison is supported by an effective London-wide 

strategy – but there is now at least a positive sense of direction.” 

 

Michael Spurr, Chief Executive Officer of the National Offender Management 
Service, said: 
 

"I am pleased that the Chief Inspector recognises that improvements 

have been made at Pentonville especially in making the prison safer. It 

is a credit to the Governor and his staff that progress has continued in 

spite of the obvious limitations in a large, old prison with a transient 

population. 

 

"The report acknowledges that the prison is working hard to expand the 

provision of activities for prisoners to ensure they address their 

offending behaviour and reduce the likelihood of reoffending on 

release. Given the challenges faced by a large local prison such as 

Pentonville this is an encouraging report."  

 

ENDS 

 

Notes to Editors: 

1. A copy of the report can be found on the HM Inspectorate of Prisons website from 17 

August 2011 at http://www.justice.gov.uk/publications/inspectorate-reports/hmi-

prisons/prison-and-yoi-inspections/index.htm 

2. HM Inspectorate of Prisons is an independent inspectorate, inspecting places of 

detention to report on conditions and treatment, and promote positive outcomes for 

those detained and the public. 

3. This unannounced full follow-up inspection was carried out from 24 February – 4 

March 2011.  

4. HMP Pentonville is a category B local prison for adult males servicing the courts.   

5. Please contact Jane Parsons in HMI Prisons Press Office on 0207 035 2123 or 

07880 787452 from 0915 to 1415 Monday to Friday if you would like more information 

or to request an interview with Nick Hardwick. 

 


