Prisoners of hope

A shared experience of life behind bars offers a rare insight as Erwin James meets Jonathan Aitken to discuss the former Tory minister's radical ideas for penal reform
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Erwin James interviewing fellow ex-convict Jonathan Aitken about rehabilitation and his report, Locked Up Potential. Photograph: Eamonn McCabe

It was a hot June day in 1999 and the packed prison television room was bursting with a collective sense of glee. Rarely was there such a crowd for the evening news. But this day was different. After being found guilty of perjury and perverting the course of justice, top Tory, Jonathan Aitken, the man who vowed to wield a "trusty sword of truth" in his pursuit of an ultimately failed libel action against the Guardian newspaper, had been sentenced to 18 months in prison. By then, I had been inside for 15 years - 13 of them under a Conservative government.

Listening to the cheers of fellow cons that evening, I shared the common view. "Good enough," I remember thinking as pictures flashed up of Aitken's prison van taking its once elite cargo to London's notoriously tough Belmarsh jail. The feeling was that it was about time someone at the top had a dose of life at the bottom. 

Some weeks later, I read an interview in Punch magazine that Aitken had given to Noel "Razor" Smith, a prisoner in a neighbouring Belmarsh cell. Like Smith, I had developed dreams of becoming a journalist. I was envious of Smith's stroke of luck. Why couldn't Aitken have been sent to my prison, become my neighbour? 

Almost 10 years later, I am sitting in Aitken's elegant home in Earl's Court, west London, and over a cup of tea I reveal my old sentiments. This is a scenario I could never have imagined all those years ago, I tell him. "Life is full of surprises," he says, smiling. 

For the last 18 months, Aitken has been heading a prison reform group on behalf of former Conservative leader Iain Duncan Smith, whose thinktank, the Centre for Social Justice, has a track record of producing robust reports on social issues - from homelessness to unmarried mothers. The latest, launched this week, is Locked Up Potential: A Strategy to Reform our Prisons and Rehabilitate our Prisoners. 

Rehabilitation is a word I have struggled with for many years. Having been in prison and subjected to the ambiguities and hypocrisies of the system for many years, it was hard not to spit whenever I heard it. Like Red, a leading character in the Hollywood film The Shawshank Redemption, I often wondered if it was just "a made-up word, a politicians' word". 

Aitken has no hesitation in providing his definition. "It means living again," he says. "It means living again in a new way, a changed life. I personally feel rehabilitated because I am living again, in a new and changed life. I think, in terms of anyone who goes to prison, it means giving them a fresh start, encouraging them to be determined to lead a new kind of life. The prison part and the post-prison part need to be geared to helping them to achieve that, which is often not the case at the moment." 

Aitken comes across to me as an honest man. I wondered if he thought of himself as dishonest before his conviction for perjury. "I didn't think of myself as an overtly dishonest person," he says. "But clearly I had great failings in the area of personal integrity, and therefore personal honesty. We've all got areas of being less than perfect in the integrity and honesty department. Maybe I had more than most. Certainly, when I cornered myself in the courtroom drama, obviously that was dishonest." 

But supposing he had won the libel case: what chance of rehabilitation then? "I've got no more quarrels with the Guardian. If I'd won the libel case, in the short term it would have been a spectacular victory. I think I would have been wise enough not to crow too much - not least because the effect of a bruising trial, on both sides, were enormous. I lost the case for well-known and justified reasons. If I'd won the case, I think I would have been careful to avoid triumphalism. 

"In the long term, I think I would have always lived in some fear and, as a result, I would have resumed my political career. But I'd have always been nagged, not only by conscience, but also by a fear that out of the blue some source would suddenly give some sensational interview. The chances of a mine blowing up would have always made me live with the secret worry."

Rehabilitation, then, has been good for Aitken. But isn't it the case that providing rehabilitative activities, such as education and other skill-building programmes for people in prison, is often interpreted as giving in to those who have done wrong, pandering to the criminal?

"Well, rehabilitation is in the interest of an offender, but is also very much in the interests of the community," Aitken says. "Hard cash is one consideration. As an ex-Treasury minister, I understand that perhaps more than most. The cost of reoffending is estimated at £12bn a year. At least two-thirds of prisoners reoffend within a relatively short time of leaving prison. We are spending £5bn a year running Noms [National Offender Management Service] and building £2.5bn worth of new prisons. So we have to ask: is this value for the taxpayers' money? And no, it is not. 

"If rehabilitation reduces reoffending, you have two bonuses: you save money and, perhaps more importantly, communities will start to feel safer."

Growing problems
Why is it I ask him, that governments historically have been reluctant to embrace the idea that prisons should primarily be about rehabilitation? 

"Politicians rate prison reform low on the agenda," he says. "But because of the growing problems of overcrowding, of cost, it is rising on the agenda, and thoughtful people are starting to realise that it is actually quite important. 

"I think back with some embarrassment to when I was a young Tory backbencher and secretary to our home affairs committee. I used to talk what I now know was pretty good nonsense about prison, that life sentences really must mean life - not quite 'lock 'em up and throw away the key', but that was the general thrust, to be tough on crime. 

"But I always remember that there were people who had a long history of thoughtful comments on prison reform and rehabilitation. It just hasn't been given priority, [or] leadership. And people don't even bother to define the purpose of prison, which, if we really want to reduce the number of future victims of people who have been through the prison system, must include rehabilitation."

Is the problem then that, despite the fact that we lock up more people in the UK than any other European country, we are still not really sure what prison is for? "Quite probably," Aitken says. "Until we have a clear view of the 'why' of prison, we will never resolve the problem of the 'how' of prison." 

So crime is not genetically driven? "Goodness, no. I think that is a philosophy of despair. There may well be people who, because of family background and history, may become inclined towards criminal behaviour, but the idea that they can't be rehabilitated out of that is just too despairing." 

One big idea in Aitken's prison reform report is that prisons should be run by local trusts, much in the way primary care trusts administer part of the NHS. But establishing his Community Prison and Rehabilitation Trusts (CPRTs) - like another radical idea in the report, a Second Chance Act, similar to legislation in the US that puts a limit on how long a conviction remains on record - would require primary legislation. How likely is it that these ideas would ever reach the statute books? Isn't it just an intellectual exercise? 

"I don't think so," Aitken says. "My old political sixth sense tells me that we are on the turn in terms of people asking what it is we should do with offenders. We haven't been doing it right. Could we do it better? There are some quite dedicated politicians who are interested. David Cameron is interested in this. People in all political parties are interested, including Alan Milburn and Jack Straw - although I do think he doesn't know whether he is coming or going sometimes." 

Does he still think about prison? "I do. Occasionally, I dream about it. I still see a lot of people in the prison world because I am in and out doing various things." 

Sad places
Aitken proposed a scheme in Brixton to reward prisoners who passed 10 or more voluntary drug tests with a couple of phonecards, but was told by the prison service that it would not be "in the spirit" of voluntary drug testing to offer such rewards. 

"I think a locally-run administration such as our CPRTs would be more inclined to be flexible in a case like that," he says. "Prisons are sad places, and getting sadder. We need to bring in some optimism."

How did he feel when Smith asked him to produce this report? "As I say in the introduction, I'm very grateful to have been given this opportunity, to provide such a valuable service." 

Has it reignited any political ambitions? "Not at all," he says adamantly. "I have no political ambitions. I am peaceful, happy, busy, fulfilled. I count my blessings, of which there are many. I'm grateful for so much, for my wife Elizabeth, my children, my friends. One day, I might write a book called Gratitude: the Secret of Happiness."

