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On 30 June 2010 the Secretary of State for Justice, the Rt Hon Ken Clarke, made his first speech on criminal justice reform under the new Coalition Government, at the Centre for Crime and Justice Studies.  

Mr Clarke outlined reforms that will have an impact on agencies across the sector, rethinking how to tackle issues of crime, reoffending and public protection.  He emphasised community punishment and effective treatment of offenders, meaning a number of impacts for the sector.  

We know that the excellent services delivered across the justice sector are down to the skills and abilities of the people that work in it. We know that the sector is going to face tough times, with budget cuts and pressure on maintaining high standards of performance. 

We welcome the emphasis on ensuring that everyone going to court – victims, witnesses and offenders – get the best service possible. Our work on further developing the skills of case administrators is all part of ensuring effectiveness and efficiency across courts, tribunals and prosecutions, so that services have a flexible and responsive workforce. 

For the National Offender Management Service, this speech heralds a shift from short custodial sentences to increased use of community punishments.  This will impact on the workforce and their skills. We agree with the Secretary’s comments that this cannot be a numbers game or solely about investment. 

From our perspective, maintaining and building the skills of the workforce is critical to ensuring effective rehabilitation.  Many of the people that offenders come into contact with are highly skilled and motivated individuals, who want to work to improve the lives of offenders. 

A renewed focus on community punishment will place expectation on the role of probation services, who are already working to enhance the skills and development of their workforce through the new Probation Qualifications Framework, designed with us, to make sure skills development is at the heart of the excellent service they offer.  

It is important that the role of those in contact with offenders is not neglected in the wake of budget cuts or changes to the system.  It is these people who can have most impact on the choices of individual offenders, whether they work in the public, private or voluntary sector.  Making sure they have the skills and ability to do that effectively is vital. 

We support the government’s notion of improving services and taking a long look at how justice is delivered in this country.  We would advocate an approach that also takes account of the people who directly deliver services to offenders, to victims and to witnesses, building on their skills to ensure consistency of practice and high service standards for all. If the proposals laid out by the Secretary are to be achieved the government must also take account of the skills and abilities of the people working to deliver these aims. 
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