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UPDATE ON PENAL REFORM PRIORITIES
In advance of Election 2011, IPRT issued a set of ten priority issues for penal reform to all political parties (see www.iprt.ie/election2011). Many of these priorities were reflected in the Programme for Government. Here we assess progress on these ten issues over the intervening 16 months.
1. 
Prevention and Early Intervention
IPRT has consistently identified a number of areas as being critical to preventing crime and to building safer communities: in particular, investment in tackling drug and alcohol misuse and educational disadvantage, and in supporting primary healthcare (physical and mental) and child protection services. 
· IPRT calls for targeted investment in addiction services, educational disadvantage, mental health and child protection services as crucial investments in any joined-up crime policy.
2. Reduce Prisoner Numbers 
The Irish Prison Service Three Year Strategic Plan 2012 - 2015 prioritises the reduction of overcrowding in Mountjoy, Cork, Limerick and Dóchas Centre in 2012-2013. In conjunction with The Probation Service, the Irish Prison Service intends to expand the Community Return Programme which allows certain categories of prisoner serving sentences of 1 - 8 years to exchange part of their prison sentence for community service. The Irish Prison Service aims to place 400 prisoners on this scheme per annum. The Sub-Committee on Penal Reform of the Oireachtas Justice Committee is also currently considering proposals for reform of temporary release, remission and parole, and is due to report in the autumn.
· While the dramatic rate of increase in prisoner numbers of recent years has slowed, figures show that the prison population increased to 4,493 as of 14th June 2012 (up from 4,288 on 22nd June 2011).
3.
Alternatives to Prison for Less Serious Offences 
In Dáil debates in September 2011, the Minister for Justice and Equality stated that funds were being allocated to the Courts Services in 2012 to put in place the necessary ICT facilities to allow payment of fines by instalments. At that time, the Minister said this would take approximately a year to complete. 
The Community Service Amendment Act was enacted on 1st October 2011. We also welcome the development of the Community Return Programme detailed above. 
· The Fines Act, with the necessary ICT systems in place, must be fully commenced with urgency.
· The resourcing of Community Service schemes must be a priority. 
· The continued resourcing of the Drugs Court and the Cloverhill Mental Health Prison Inreach and Court Liaison Service are also critical in diverting offenders to appropriate services.
4.
Review of Mandatory Sentencing
The Law Reform Commission has recently published a Consultation Paper on mandatory sentencing, which questions the effectiveness of current laws relating to sentencing for drugs offences. 
· IPRT calls on the Government to respond to the LRC Paper by repealing or amending the relevant statutory provisions on mandatory and presumptive sentencing.
5.
Humane Prison Conditions

C wing of Mountjoy has now been renovated and B wing is currently being refurbished. There are proposals for a new prison at Cork which would eliminate the practice of prisoners having to slop out. However the plans will be subject to Government approval. On the 11th June 2012, the Minister for Justice and Equality announced major redevelopment plans in Limerick prison with proposals to replace A and B wings with a modern 100 cell block.   
· Renovation plans for Cork, Mountjoy and Limerick must continue. IPS must also ensure that overcrowding in those prisons is not exacerbated during renovation work. 
· Replacement of outdated accommodation must not be used to expand overall prison capacity. 

6.
Accountability
One significant area of progress was the announcement on 19th April 2012 that the death of any prisoner shall be the subject of an independent investigation by the Inspector of Prisons. However, questions remain over whether the Inspector will have the powers to compel witnesses to give evidence, and what level of involvement families of the deceased will have.
A new internal grievance procedure is proposed in the Irish Prison Service Three Year Strategic Plan 2012-2015 under which a Professional Standards Unit will be responsible for the investigation of complaints internally. We look forward to seeing the detail of this proposed internal grievance process, but IPRT’s view is that an independent complaints body such as a prisoner ombudsman is required.
7.
End Imprisonment of Children in Ireland
On 2nd April 2012, the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs announced a plan to end the detention of children at St. Patrick’s Institution within two years. In June, the Minister announced that the remit of the Ombudsman for Children has now been extended to include the boys detained in St. Patrick’s.
· IPRT is awaiting information on what interim measures are to be put in place to improve the regime at St. Patrick’s during the 2-year period while the new facility is being built at Oberstown, Lusk. 
· IPRT welcomes the recent announcement that children detained in St. Patrick’s Institution can lodge complaints to the Ombudsman for Children for investigation. 
8.
Review of Detention of Women
In response to the increasing rate of imprisonment of women, IPRT called for a strategy to be put in place for developing appropriate alternatives to prison and an open prison response to women’s offending. The Irish Prison Service Strategy commits to developing proposals for women offenders, working in conjunction with The Probation Service.
· IPRT calls on the Irish Prison Service and The Probation Service to bring forward a strategy for diverting women offenders away from prison as a matter of urgency. IPRT also calls for proper consideration of open facilities and residential therapeutic centres for women offenders. 
9.
Reintegration and Rehabilitation
The Spent Convictions Bill has now been published, and IPRT has issued an initial reaction to that Bill.

10.
Making Our Communities Safer
There has been no progress on the establishment of the proposed Penal Policy Review Group or on the development of a National Crime Strategy.
