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Foreword  

Throughout the year BEST has had approximately 20 volunteers regularly visiting foreign 
nationals at HMP Wandsworth. On 23 March 2020, when the lockdown came into effect, we 
had to suspend visits until further notice. On 20 July the prison resumed Social Visits. 
However, visitor numbers have been halved owing to restrictions imposed by social 
distancing. Throughout the year, including the lockdown, BEST has continued operating in the 
prison, with the Director attending the prison 5 days a week.  

The year in summary  

At time of writing in late July 2020, a key priority is to adapt to the ever-changing 
circumstances of the Coronavirus crisis. This means, when the lockdown is more fully eased, 
getting back into action as swiftly as possible. Having built a strong team of volunteers we 
want to do all we can to keep them actively involved, and for BEST to revert to operating as 
normally as circumstances allow. The challenges will include ensuring compliance with the 
stringent healthcare regulations, such as no physical contact and the need to keep a “social 
distance” of 2 metres.  

At time of writing in late July 2020 Foreign Nationals represent 49.7% of the prison population 
of just over 1,500. This is a higher proportion than usual, largely because Immigration has not 
worked in the prison since before the lockdown and this, combined with the Coronavirus 
crisis, has prolonged detention of many who would otherwise have been released. In the 
prison we are typically dealing with 30 cases a week, mostly relating to healthcare, exercise, 
education, in-prison work, contact with loved ones, appointing or chasing lawyers, 
understanding and responding to Home Office and other official papers (usually on 
deportation or extradition), preparations for release, with about 10% of cases involving 
concerns relating to bullying, incompatible cell-mates and complaints against staff.  

In January 2020, after nearly 3 years as a Trustee and our Head of Training, Olivia Beer left us 
to concentrate on her career at the Ministry of Justice. She was replaced both as a Trustee 
and Head of Training, by Françoise Petre, who has previously worked with Hibiscus - 
https://hibiscusinitiatives.org.uk - and, as Françoise is security-cleared and key-trained, she 
has also worked in HMPW, including (until 23 March) regular attendance at the weekly BEST 
Friday surgeries in Legal Visits.   

BEST prison visits remain a vital component of our core mission, bringing immediate and 
enduring benefits to the men visited. Having said this, the fact remains that almost all the 
FNO’s we work with also require in-prison support, and providing that support requires us to 
operate regularly in the prison. Of necessity, this requires a number of volunteers who are 
security-vetted and key-trained and can, therefore, enter the prison freely and see the men 



 

on the Wings, as required. At present we have four such volunteers: Geoff Smith, the 
Director, Françoise Petre, Isobel Smallacombe and Leona Potter. In the year ahead we hope 
to add one or two more to this team of volunteers who can also operate within the prison.  

Lack of funds (we currently have just over £400 in the bank) has meant we have had only 
marginal involvement with support “through the gate”, mainly involving 4 ex-offenders who 
became known to BEST while still in custody in 2018-19.   

We are currently dealing with some 110 cases a month. Since 7 August 2019 prisoners can 
contact BEST via the prison kiosk, and to date (25 July 2020) we have had 596 kiosk 
applications. This represents 45% of the total number of cases BEST deals with, and each 
week we send relevant details to the Equalities Department, indicating name and NOMIS 
number of prisoners seen, and a short description of the subject matter. An overview of the 
total number of cases and the referral source is given in the table below:  

Overview of BEST cases 1 August 2019 – 1 August 2020   

Referral Source  Referrals per month  Referrals per year % 

Prison kiosk 50 600 45 

Prison staff  16 190 15 

CRC 14 170 13 

Prisoners  11 135 10 

Chaplaincy  10 125 09 

Other* 9 110 08 

TOTAL 110 1330 100% 

Minor errors due to rounding  

* “Other” is mainly comprised of Immigration, Healthcare, and “partner organisations”  

As ever, it is impossible to overstate the importance of our relations with staff and these can 
honestly be described as excellent. Certainly, cooperation from officers on the Wings and 
senior management has been consistently strong.  

Finally, we wish to stress how pleased we are with the calibre and commitment of our 
volunteers. Although still a relatively small group, BEST volunteers have made a hugely 
beneficial contribution to prison life and the morale of the men we befriend and support - 
helping them to engage more fully with prison life and view their longer-term future more 
positively.   

Thanks to our donors  

We would like to thank all those who have supported BEST with generous donations, most 
notably in the last year including Balham Baptist Church, the Wandsworth Quakers and a 
small number of generous private donors.  

Summary  

Although BEST has had another productive year we are acutely aware the charity needs to 
build its infrastructure: the most pressing need being to build a core team of full-time paid 
staff. Otherwise, over-dependence on a small number of key volunteers leaves BEST exposed 
to the risk that, if two or three key volunteers disappear, BEST may not survive. For this 
reason, and because BEST remains sole provider of a charitable service aimed at 40-50% of 
the prison population benefiting over 1,300 prisoners a year, a key goal in the year ahead will 



 

be to raise enough funds to build our infrastructure and ensure we survive and make an 
increasingly significant contribution to the quality of prison life - both for prisoners and prison 
staff.  

 

   

 














