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1
Background

Reducing re-offending is a key priority of the prison system, and creating employment opportunities for ex-offenders is high on the list of effective interventions.

A Feasibility Study
 established that the Conference and Hospitality service at HMP Askham Grange has the potential to evolve into a thriving, self-sustaining business within the prison. The study found that the service successfully creates significant and meaningful opportunities for residents; that it has the potential to create real work as well as training programmes; and that it offers the opportunity to bring the market for the service into the prison. 

The study concluded that social enterprise offered an appropriate and useful business model, and that a new role of ‘Enterprise Manager’, whose responsibilities would include supporting and stimulating entrepreneurial activity should be created. 

The study recommended that a variety of internal improvements and innovations should be explored.

Finally, the study suggested that developing entrepreneurial activity at Askham Grange could form the basis of a pilot project which would test the concept.

A Business Plan
, which laid out the steps that needed to be taken to successfully evolve the Conference and Hospitality business at HMP Askham Grange, was also produced.

The Small Business Service (which commissioned this work) asked for a Replicable Model, based on the learning at HMP Askham Grange. This follows.

It should be noted that while the term ‘resident’ has been used to describe people held at HMP Askham Grange (which is consistent with practice at the institution), the term ‘prisoner’ is used in this model as this term is more generally used in the custodial system at large.

This replicable model lays down some of the key principles which are required if a market-led enterprise solution is to succeed. However, each enterprise will require its own business plan which will take account of local conditions and offer strategies for dealing with the unique challenges and opportunities of the particular institution.

2
Underlying assumptions

High level support 

To be successful, an enterprise within a custodial environment will require the active support of the Governor and the senior management team.

What will success look like?

The indicators of success will vary, depending on the setting. An open prison, catering for people towards the end of their sentence, will create opportunities which may not be available in closed prisons. Therefore, it will be crucial to define the desired outcomes in a Business Plan at the outset. This Plan will need the full commitment of the senior management team if the enterprise is to succeed. 
Political environment 

Introducing market-led enterprise into the custodial system is potentially controversial, and certainly innovative. It will therefore require the endorsement of Government if it is to succeed.

Innovative approaches are more widely acceptable the nearer prisoners are to release. Conversely, the political dynamic will become more challenging the more closed the environment in which the enterprise is attempting to operate. There will come a point when the pre-conditions for entrepreneurial success cease to exist.

Start where you are and with what you have

All enterprises face significant challenges, and successful enterprises make the most of the opportunities and conditions available to them. Enterprises within custodial settings are therefore more likely to thrive if they are planned with the physical and human resources available to them in mind. These issues should be addressed in a Business Plan.

Risk

By definition, enterprise involves risk. The level of risk should be explored in the Business Plan. A decision to proceed should be based on a proper understanding of the risks, endorsed at the highest level, and shared by key stakeholders within the prison. 
3
Essential pre-conditions for success 

Market

The Feasibility Study and Business Plan conducted by The Ideas Mine have described enterprise options for the prison service. For enterprises of this nature to thrive and to be sustained, they must first meet two market pre-conditions.

1. The enterprise must offer goods and services for which there is an identified market need, at a price and with standards of customer service which are competitive with other comparable providers (e.g. it is probably not viable to compete with low cost clothing production or electrical component assembly imported from the Far East, but it may well be viable to compete with certain craft skills, specialist food producers, and horticultural and service industries in local, regional or national markets) 

2. The enterprise must offer skills training and work experience in types of employment where there is a ready job market ‘on the outside’.  Catering, hospitality and many service industry jobs have a reasonable ‘churn’ of vacancies and employment is available in most parts of the country. Some specialist craft skills may offer narrower employment opportunities (although some may provide a platform for self-employment).
One of the competitive advantages that a prison-based enterprise will enjoy is lower labour costs. However, this advantage should be used to enhance the quality of training offered and to overcome some of the practical and logistical constraints of doing business within a prison, not to create an artificial market in low paid jobs for which there are few employment prospects after release.

Commitment to enterprise

There must be a desire to develop an enterprise within the prison, either led by, or endorsed by, the Governor. This desire will be translated into action through a management process, which should involve teams interested in education and rehabilitation. Ideally, it will also involve some of the prisoners most likely to become involved in the enterprise. In the short term, an officer will take responsibility for preparing the ground for the enterprise.

Dedicated resource to manage the process

The Feasibility Study has identified the need to create a dedicated post (the Enterprise Manager) to be responsible for business activity within the prison. The post will be a senior and demanding one, and will require a broad range of skills ranging from sensitivity to the custodial environment to an understanding, based upon experience, of enterprise. It will not be sufficient to add the responsibility of overseeing the enterprise to another role.

The post could be attached to an individual establishment (at Askham Grange, for example, there are several significant enterprise opportunities which could justify this resource). Alternatively, the post could serve a collection of establishments and sit centrally (within the ROMS team, for example).

Rewards

Rewarding prisoners for extra commitment or effort is a well-established principle within the custodial system (remission for good behaviour, for example). 

The Feasibility Study found that it was essential to adequately reward prisoners who participated in the conference and hospitality service for their effort. An attractive reward structure will:

· increase the satisfaction that prisoners can derive from extra effort (an extra 50 pence in return for added responsibility and longer working hours is seen by residents at Askham Grange as derisory)

· bring recognition which will be valued
·  increase the likelihood that participants will acquire new skills which, upon release, will enable them to find employment and thus reduce rates of re-offending. 

Financial rewards over and above those available from prison resources should be funded through income from the business.

Structure to ensure that the business is maintained

To be sustainable, the conditions which apply to business in general should as far as possible apply within the custodial environment. This will require significant innovations. The business should seek to

· involve prisoners in decision-making at every level of the business

· allow prisoners access to, and where appropriate control of, the business finances

· have clear channels to reach the market (advertising externally, for example, or attending client or supplier meetings)

· respond to the changing market

· be financially self-sustaining within three years (business plans will vary, but three years should be a maximum)

Social enterprise

The Feasibility Study concluded that social enterprise (‘enterprises, societies and associations formed to achieve specific social objectives and using business management and development approaches’
) offers an appropriate and helpful business structure for prison-based businesses. Organisations which provide support for social enterprises are identified in the Business Plan, and should be consulted when this model is applied.

Barriers 

The Feasibility Study analysed barriers which enterprises within prison may face. A key inhibitor will be hostile public opinion, which in the past has proved a major obstacle to innovation. Overcoming this barrier will require a sophisticated communication programme, endorsed by the Governor and supported by the wider service (perhaps through the Prison Service press office, for example). 

Resources

Each enterprise will require a business plan, which should clearly identify the physical, human and financial resources required. Where resources are inadequate, the plan will either suggest an approach to building capacity, or an alternative project. 

One of the Enterprise Manager’s principal responsibilities will be to effectively manage the available resources. For example, the mandate to assign prisoners to enterprise roles which will take precedence over other prison activities. 

The enterprise will require a significant degree of financial independence, in order to generate and retain income streams to fund wages and business investment. It may also require the ability to raise funds for investment.

While the enterprise will fall within the jurisdiction of the Governor, and be subject to the obligations and responsibilities of all activities within the custodial service, the enterprise will also require a degree of management independence.

Training

The purpose of enterprise within prisons is to create educational and vocational opportunities, within a business environment. Therefore, each enterprise should be designed to create high value, transferable skills. 

4
Desirable pre-conditions for success

Reciprocal flow of resources with the community 

Developing a fertile reciprocal environment with the wider community will benefit the education and rehabilitation processes and help to break down the ignorance attached to prisons in the population at large. There are sound business reasons to encourage this process. It will 

· stimulate skill sharing

· professionalise the service

· facilitate access to customers and markets

· help to foster an aspirational environment

· create opportunities for work placements when these are appropriate

Benefits will include

· sharing best practice

· opportunities for acquiring qualifications

· employment references

Enterprises in open prisons will generate additional benefits which may include

· work placements 

· guaranteed job opportunities

These processes will require officer support and commitment, and ideally should provide opportunities to involve residents in all levels of decision-making associated with the business.

5
Establishing a prison based enterprise

For the purposes of clarity, this model assumes that  

a) the essential pre-conditions are met

b) the initiative is new, and not an extension of an existing service or operation

c) resources have been identified to fund start-up costs (including the Enterprise Manager’s salary)

In prisons where there is an existing operation which lends itself to enterprise, some of these steps may not be necessary.

Process

Following the commitment of the Governor and the senior management team to support the enterprise, a team of staff and prisoners should conduct an initial feasibility study. This process may conclude that the enterprise is not viable, in which case no further effort or expense should be incurred.

If the skills to carry out the study are not available internally, external support should be sought. 

If the decision to proceed is taken, the Enterprise Manager should be recruited. 

Once the Enterprise Manager is in post, he or she will lead the creation of the Business Plan, and seek resources to fund the set-up costs of the enterprise. This process will identify skills gaps, and may require external support. 

A process of identifying key partners (who may provide financial support or business advice, for example, or be trading partners or suppliers) will begin.

Marketing materials and processes (defined by the Business Plan) will be created and disseminated. Contracts with customers will be negotiated and signed, and the business launched. 
As far as possible, it will be important to run the business like any other: to maintain quality, to retain and grow the customer base; to maintain tight financial controls. The first few months of trading will provide an important opportunity to learn, and to resolve the inevitable issues which will arise. 

This period will also provide useful insights into the robustness of the business plan; adjustments may be required. This process will help to sharpen the business vision, and will provide a timely opportunity to seek new markets.

� The Ideas Mine, 2005, ‘Developing a business in the Conference and Hospitality sector at HMP Askham Grange - A Feasibility Study’, June





� The Ideas Mine, 2005, ‘Developing a business in the Conference and Hospitality sector at HMP Askham Grange Business Plan October 05 – September 07’,  September





� Howarth, R and Sear, L, 2001: Understanding and Supporting Social Enterprise, a policy    overview
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