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A personal view of licence and recall

David Breakspear from Revolving Doors Lived Experience Team, reflects on 
being a person under probation supervision.
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I would like to begin by letting you know I 
understand that to do what needs to be done 
is weighed down by the heavy caseloads which 
probation officers are given. This also makes 
time a precious commodity, especially the time 
to spend with supervised individuals. I am also 
aware of the utopian vision regarding reducing 
reoffending. A complex algorithm that sees me, 
after, coincidentally, being out of prison for the 
same amount of time I was sentenced to in 2015 
- 3 years 9 months - finally having an effect on 
the statistics.

From my perspective, I have seen the relationship 
between probation and supervised individuals 
suffer since they made determinate prison 
sentences a 50-50 affair. Half in, half out on 
licence. Between 2019 and 2020 there were 
approximately 27,000 recalls. A figure which 
to outside observers may seem high, but, with 
on average 60,000 people released from prison 
each year, and the percentage reoffending, it 
is not that shocking. However, a figure which 
does shock me, and one that further damages 
the important relationship between the PO and 
supervised individual (SI) is that almost 9,000 
of those 27,000 were on a short sentence 
licence. This figure also shows there are a 
disproportionate number of women among the 
9,000. Most of those people could be better 
and safely supported on community orders. 
Those serving longer sentences are less likely 
to reoffend than their short term counterparts 
probably because they had the time in prison to 
get their individual needs met. 

We all know that reoffending is most prevalent 
among those who serve sentences of 12 months 
or less, and we also know that 9,000 of those 
were recalled back to prison. By no means do I 
blame probation officers for that - they do not 

write the policies. I would like to see sentences of 
12 months or less abolished for several reasons 
and the benefits I can see for the NPS are many, 
but the most important aspect is the amount 
of time which would be freed up for POs to be 
able to do the job they joined up for, instead of 
feeding a revolving door of going in and out of 
prison.

Is there a risk to be managed regarding those 
who are mainly responsible for the draining of 
probation’s resources, or are there needs to be 
met in reducing their chances of reoffending?
Probation officers need to focus on:

1. Building trust – recognising that distrust 
is rife and power imbalances exist. 
Perhaps peer support is a solution. 
Reducing Reoffending Partnership’s 
Transition and Hope peer mentoring 
project is a perfect example.

2. Taking the time to really understand 
people before it is too late. Find out 
what the real needs are, not just the risk 
factors that might lead to reoffending. 
More trauma informed, more detailed 
assessments, that are genuinely done 
together, will require more time, less 
rushing, and less box ticking. 

3. Showing empathy, and building it into 
the system, making probation more 
humane. Make the service more flexible 
and meet people where they are at, 
understanding that the underlying 
causes of crime, like poverty and 
trauma, or the resulting mental health, 
homelessness, and addiction, is never 
going to be an easy fix.  

When you are a part of a jigsaw there is always 
the bigger picture.  


