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PRESS RELEASE FROM THE CENTRE FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE

Release time: Embargoed until 10 pm Sunday 1 November 2009 
Britain’s chaotic criminal justice system in urgent need of reform, says Iain Duncan Smith
End the “farce” of short sentences to boost rehabilitation, says landmark new report

Iain Duncan Smith will today (Monday 2 November 2009) brand Britain’s criminal justice system as "chaotic and dysfunctional" in a speech calling for sweeping reform aimed at cutting spectacular rates of reoffending and reversing the national crime wave.

"If the criminal justice system were a business, it would have been liquidated long ago," the former Conservative leader will say.

Mr Duncan Smith will say that while Government spending on public order and safety, policing and youth justice has risen by 50 per cent in real terms over the last decade, the results have been dreadful.

Most offenders commit another crime within two years of being sentenced by a court and nearly half of all sentenced adult prisoners have 15 or more cautions and criminal convictions.

Reoffending costs society a staggering £11 billion a year or about £450 per UK household.

The epic scale of this failure has come about despite the Government passing 35 pieces of criminal justice legislation since 1997 – compared with one per decade for most of the last century. An additional 3,600 offences have been introduced, of which 1000 carry a prison sentence.

Mr Duncan Smith's condemnation of the criminal justice system will coincide with the publication of a landmark new report from the Centre for Social Justice, the think-tank he founded five years ago to reverse social breakdown in Britain.

The report Order in the Courts – Restoring trust through local justice calls for a renewed effort to reduce reoffending through giving greater powers and responsibilities to magistrates courts, a more active role for the probation service, and far more widespread provision of drug and alcohol rehabilitation courses.

It has been produced by a 12-strong team of experts led by barrister Martin Howe QC.

Mr Duncan Smith will warn that this "revolving door" of serial offenders are "clogging up the prison estate".

The 192-page report warns that 75 per cent of crack and heroin users claim to commit crime to feed their habit.

The report calls for an end to very short sentences – those of two months or less, which actually mean only 4 weeks imprisonment.

These should be replaced by tougher, longer, more tightly structured community sentences focused on rehabilitation and treatment for drug and alcohol addiction and mental health problems. Judges and courts should play an active part in monitoring such sentences and they should be given the power quickly to haul an offender into prison if he breaches a community order.

In his speech, Mr Duncan Smith will condemn the "farce" of sentences of just four weeks.

"Take very short sentences for example – often only handed down because community orders are even more toothless. They are the primary cause of churn and fuel the chaos of overcrowding.

"Sentences of six months are reduced to six weeks, and those of 28 days are being waived. Even more farcical is a 42-day sentence handed down on a Friday. 42 days is automatically cut to 21 days, and cut again by 18 days due to emergency early release schemes. But because prisoners are not released over a weekend, the offender is actually set free that day with a discharge grant and no time to serve."

The report also calls for clarity and transparency in sentencing. "All sentences of imprisonment should clearly state the actual time which the offender will spend in prison, or at least the range between which the time in custody will last."

More broadly, the report condemns the centralised, box-ticking culture of targets which has hamstrung the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) and the police. The CPS is reluctant to prosecute unless it has a cast-iron case because it is judged on the proportion of successful cases. The police are increasingly resorting to cautions because these count just as highly as a conviction and take less time and effort.

It calls for the revival of local administration of the criminal justice system with magistrates and probation officers enjoying the flexibility to tailor sentences and supervision in response to the needs of particular offenders, each of whom must be viewed in the context of their community.

Notes to editors:

Joining Mr Duncan Smith will be the report’s author, Martin Howe QC, Chairman of the Courts and Sentencing Working Group and Philippa Stroud the Executive Director of the CSJ. All media invited.

Date: Monday 2 November 2009

Place: Clifford Chance, 10 Upper Bank Street, London, E14 5JJ

Time: 11.30 am – 1.00 pm

For media inquiries, please contact Nick Wood of Media Intelligence Partners Ltd on 07889 617003 or 0203 008 8146 or Alistair Thompson on 07970 162225 or 0203 008 8145.

The Centre for Social Justice is an independent think tank established, by Rt Hon Iain Duncan Smith MP in 2004, to seek effective solutions to the poverty that blights parts of Britain.

In July 2007 the group published Breakthrough Britain. Ending the Costs of Social Breakdown. The paper presented over 190 policy proposals aimed at ending the growing social divide in Britain.

Subsequent reports have put forward proposals for reform of the police, prisons, social housing, the asylum system and family law. Other reports have dealt with street gangs and early intervention to help families with young children.
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