
editorial

TRENDS IN UROLOGY & MEN’S HEALTH     JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2015 www.trendsinmenshealth.com

5

In the last issue of Trends in 2014 we
featured an article and a blog on the
imprisonment for manslaughter of surgeon
David Sellu, for delay in diagnosing and
treating a patient with peritonitis. In 
this first issue of 2015 we publish an
excellent piece on ‘Mental health in prisons’
by Jane Senior (page 9). Both the UK and
the USA have disproportionately high
prison populations compared with other
countries. The inmates are predominantly
male, and many of them suffer from
ongoing mental health problems – which
may well have got them in there in the 
first place. Very often these mental health
issues go unrecognised and are poorly
dealt with in a prison environment.

Incarceration in a prison has a powerful
negative influence on individuals 
and communities (particularly poor
communities), creating broken families,
economic disenfranchisement and an
increase in criminal activity. In many
socially deprived areas in North America, 
as many as one fifth of the adult men are
locked away in prison at any given time.
When they are released, they are unable 
to find work, earn less money when they
do find work, and experience a wide range
of medical and psychological issues that
make it harder for them to integrate 
back into society. Because of the lack of
opportunities for former prisoners, rates 
of recidivism are very high. This dynamic
affects not only the individuals who are
incarcerated, but also the families and
communities around them who have to
pick up the burden while they are away 
(eg mothers who have to work and raise
their children alone because the father is
imprisoned, or teachers who have to deal
with disciplinary problems from children
who are acting up due to broken families). 

In the USA the prison industry also
involves private businesses that benefit

from the exploitation of the prison labour.
The prison industry blurs the lines between
free and coerced workers. Some scholars,
using the term ‘prison industrial complex’,
have argued that the trend of ‘hiring out
prisoners’ is a continuation of the slavery
trade, pointing out that the Thirteenth
Amendment to the United States
Constitution freed slaves but allowed
forced labour for people convicted of
crimes. Prisons are very attractive to
employers because prisoners can be made
to perform a great array of jobs under
conditions that most free workers would
not accept (and that would be illegal
outside of prisons): sub-minimum wage
payments, no insurance, no collective
bargaining, lack of alternative options.

As a result of the ineffectiveness of 
prisons at preventing crime, the high 
costs of maintaining them, and the
detrimental socio-economic effects of
imprisonment, many nations (eg Sweden,
Germany and the Netherlands) have been
working towards policies of large-scale
‘decarceration’, addressing crime and
violence with alternative strategies such 
as fines, community service and restorative
justice processes.

The current readiness of the UK Criminal
Justice System to resort to incarceration 
as the chosen punishment for so 
many crimes and misdemeanours has
undoubtedly resulted in the reported
current overcrowding of our prisons. 
Is this right? Do go online to our website
(www.trendsinmenshealth.com) and have
your own say.

ROGER KIRBY, EDITOR
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