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When I was a prison governor we period-
ically hosted visits by journalists wanting 
to write about life in prison. Invariably, 
they would want to take a picture of me 
peering through some prison bars. I 
always refused.

Symbols really matter in prison, and 
in this day and age metal bars are more 
symbolic than necessary. At a prison 
for women, we removed all the window 
bars during a refurbishment. The main 
accommodation block had previously 
been a nursing home and the bars had 
been installed on its conversion to a 
prison. But domestic double glazing, 
reversed to have the toughened pane 
facing inwards, was more than adequate 
to resist even a very determined assault on 
it. And in any event, escape was far from 
the minds of most of the women there –  
a majority looked forward to going back  
to care for their children when the 
sentence ended.

Having removed the bars we started 
to look at other details, from the need to 
have full height shower doors with hooks 
on the back to keep a dressing gown 
off the floor, to the radical departure of 
painting skirting boards in a pastel shade 
rather than the bizarre institutional black 
the prison service expected. What all 
this said, symbolically and practically, 
was that we thought the way to prevent 
suicide and self-harm was not to remove 
every ligature point and allow staff to 
observe women taking a shower, but 
instead to foster respect for individual 
dignity. The way to prevent vandalism was 
to provide a pleasant environment in the 
first place.

We should be sceptical of claims that 
prison design alone can have a rehabili-
tative effect, or even that a new building 
will generate new attitudes, whether that 
be amongst staff or prisoners. Holloway 
prison, now closed but for much of its 
brief history an example of all that was 
worst in English prisons, was rebuilt in 
the 1960s supposedly as a model prison. 
But it is still inspiring to see the humanity 
and imagination invested in the design 
of a prison like Storstrøm, and there is no 
doubt that poor prison design can make 
things a great deal worse for all those who 
live and work there.

Ultimately, a prison’s design needs to 
be driven by a philosophy about impris-
onment itself – just as a school should be 
about a philosophy of education, and a 
hospital about an approach to wellbeing. 
That philosophy will inform the smallest 
detail as well as the broad sweep. But it 
should also inform the planning process, 
and the location. 

So, as a starting point, the most 
important people to consult about prison 
design are the people who live there. We 
can all try to imagine what it’s like to be  
in prison – frankly, if more of us did, we’d 
be a far less punitive lot. But those who 
have actually done the time, and are 
doing it now, should be at the centre of the 
design process.

It is generally accepted, certainly in 
the UK, that people are sent to prison as 
punishment, not for punishment. Another 
way of putting it is to say, as the courts 
have done, that prisoners should only lose 
those rights which are either expressly 
taken away by statute, or which are an 

inevitable consequence of imprisonment. 
The presumption should be that prisoners 
are still citizens during their sentence, and 
there has to be a good reason for life inside 
being different from life outside.

Location, then, matters hugely. For 
most of us, the quality of our life is 
dependent on the relationships we have 
with those closest to us. The perfectly 
designed prison dropped in a field in the 
middle of nowhere will still destroy those 
relationships because families cannot 
afford the time or money to visit.

Privacy matters. Comprehensive 
camera coverage in a prison may be a 
price worth paying to stay safe and to 
prevent staff misconduct. But giving every 
prisoner a key to their own door – and 
their own room, for heaven’s sake – is 
technically straightforward and a vital 
compensation for the inevitable loss of 
personal space that being forced to live in 
a closed community entails.

Communication matters. A small cell 
with a phone in it is probably better than a 
larger one without.

In England and Wales, nearly 300 
people died in prison last year in a system 
which remains grossly overcrowded and 
where standards of safety and decency 
are in sharp decline. Building new prisons 
will not end that national disgrace – to do 
that we need to rethink fundamentally 
who we send to prison and for how 
long. But when and if we do replace our 
decrepit estate, we should start by asking 
those who live there what they think, and 
be honest about the design implications 
of a liberal philosophy more honoured in 
theory than in practice. 

Peter Dawson is director of the Prison Reform Trust (PRT), a former 

prison governor and policy official. Here he gives his perspective  

on the role of prison design in England and Wales. He argues for  

new attitudes and actions

Prison 
design

A campaigner and ex-governor gives 
his perspective on the changes needed 

4

Private bathrooms at Størstrom have curved surfaces 
for aesthetics and safety. Everything within must toe 
the line of being breakable to counteract suicide and 

not powerful enough to be used as a weapon.




