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Abstract 

 

This paper presents the results of research into the experiences of prisoners from 

Wales incarcerated in England. The context for the research is first set and the 

relevance of language and identity in Wales are explored. The results of a research 

project conducted in 2005 with 181 prisoners from North Wales held in an English 

Jail is then presented. Their responses to a postal questionnaire exploring their 

perceptions about their treatment and their experiences are detailed.  The paper 

highlights that a subset of Welsh prisoners- and primarily those who are Welsh 

speaking, problematise their incarceration in England.. The reasons given for this are 

explored. The paper concludes with some observations about the implications of the 

research for penal practice with Welsh prisoners in England and Wales. 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

On the first of July 1999 secondary legislative powers were formally transferred from 

the UK Government to a devolved administration in Wales. The Welsh Assembly 

assumed most of the powers previously held by the Secretary of State for Wales but 

no devolved powers were therefore conferred on the Welsh Assembly in relation to 

criminal justice matters.  

 

Renewed concerns about the operation of criminal justice in Wales have arisen in 

light of this. For example, in reviewing the workings of the Criminal Justice System in 

2001 Lord Justice Auld argued that the need for bilingual juries in Wales needed to 

be considered further (Auld 2001). In 2002 The Lord Chancellor’s Standing 

Committee on the Welsh language stated that its perception was that language 

provision across a range of criminal justice agencies in Wales needed upgrading 

(2002) Scholarly works have appeared in press which have also explored criminal 

justice practice in Wales. Articles have appeared exploring  probation service 

practice (Madoc-Jones and Buchanan 2003) youth justice practice (Hughes and 

Madoc-Jones 2005) and criminal justice practice more broadly (Madoc-Jones and 

Buchanan 2004). 

 

More recently questions have arisen about the practice of imprisoning Welsh people 

in English prisons. Elfyn Llwyd, currently Leader of the Plaid Cymru in Wales and 
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Westminster suggested in 2003 that those sentenced to custody from North Wales 

courts faced discrimination because there was no prison in their locale 

(http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/wales/2818181.stm.) Then, as currently, adult male 

offenders from North Wales were placed at Altcourse prison in Liverpool, young 

offenders at Stoke Health YOI in Shropshire, whilst young and adult female offenders 

went to Styal prison and YOI in Cheshire.  In 2006 Hywel Williams MP  lodged 

parliamentary questions about  provisions made for Welsh speakers in English jails 

(HC Deb (11 July 2006) Questions 1787W). Concern about young offenders from 

Wales being placed in England has prompted the Youth Justice Board to survey a 

number of sites for the building of a new youth offending institution in Wales (Hughes 

and Madoc-Jones 2005).This heightened concern and activity has more recently led 

the Welsh Affairs Select Committee at Westminster to initiate a consultation exercise 

regarding the issue of Welsh prisoners in English jails. This committee will begin to 

hear evidence from interested parties about this issue in late 2006  

 

This article explores the practice of imprisoning Welsh people in English jails, 

reporting upon research conducted with adult male prisoners from North Wales in 

2005. The rationale for doing this research was that the prisoner perspective is under 

researched and theorised. Equally however alternative sources of data are hard to 

come by. Answers to parliamentary questions for example show that little information 

is gathered about Welsh prisoners in England including data on numbers, availability 

of resources such as library books, educational services and linguistically relevant 

media (HC Deb (11 July 2006) Questions 1787W). The latest annual report by the 

Chief Inspector of HMIP makes no mention of Welsh prisoners (HMIP 2005b) and 

inspection reports on prisons housing Welsh prisoners make little or no reference to 

the needs of this group of offenders (HMIP, 2000a, 2000b,2001,2005a), 

 

Goulding (1998) suggests that within the research process there is an orthodoxy 

which suggests that the researcher should enter a research context as a neutral 

observer who is untainted by pre-existing knowledge.  Glaser (1978) however 

highlights the importance of existing knowledge and theory in sensitising the 

researcher to emerging concepts. Glaser suggests that without such sensitisation 

pattern recognition would be limited to the superficial. Accordingly this article begins 

with a section which seeks to sensitise the reader to the issues and controversies 

surrounding the placement of Welsh people in English jails. Next the research is 

described and the results of it presented. Following on from this an interpretation of 

what they might highlight is offered. Use of the term interpretation foregrounds the 
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paradigmatic approach that is taken by the author. The results   capture only 

elements of the situation of Welsh prisoners in English jails and the author offers one 

interpretation of the data. Whilst the convention of presenting data in tabulated and 

statistical form is followed, this practice should not divert attention from the 

qualitative rather than the quantitative nature of this research.  

 

Background information 

Linguistic Issues 

In terms of language, when Bellin questioned people in south-east England in 1992, 

he found that the majority thought that the Welsh language was a little used quaint 

relic of a bygone age in Wales. In fact however, as the 2001 UK population census 

shows, the Welsh language is a significant feature of contemporary Wales, a 

language spoken by 20.5% of the Wales population (around 550,000 people), and a 

language whose popularity is growing. In  some areas of North Wales up to 70% of  

the population is Welsh speaking (OPCS 2002).   

 

A person’s language ability and proficiency in terms of  their grammar and the lexical 

range is  clearly likely to determine the extent to which they are able to understand 

and engage with the world around them. Some have argued that Welsh speakers 

forced to communicate in their second language face discriminatory treatment (Pugh 

and Jones, 1999; Davies, 1994; Dobson, 1996; Cwmni Iaith 2002, Misell 2000, 

Roberts et al 2005, Drakeford and Lynn 1999, Davies 1999, Roberts and Paden 

2000, Lindsay et al 2002). 

 

In the court context O’Barr (1982) has researched the experiences of witnesses and 

defendants using their second language. She suggests that such individuals were 

disadvantaged because they responded or gave evidence in broken narrative which 

was then  rated as indicting the speaker was less competent and trustworthy than 

those who are more fluent in their articulations. According to Patten in highly stressful 

contexts, such as hospitals or courts of law, or in contexts involving a particularly 

technical vocabulary…”even a quite fluently bilingual person can find it easier to 

communicate in their own language” (2001, P.696). In the prison context the inability 

or limited ability to speak the major language of the institution can lead to problems 

including the ability to engage with peers and staff, to engage with educational and 

offending behaviour services, and navigate the organisational bureaucracy.  
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Whether Welsh speakers face disadvantage when using the English language 

requires further exploration. Henley and Jones (2003) and May (2001) suggest that 

there are virtually no monolingual Welsh speakers in Wales and the population is 

bilingual. Whilst Davies (1994) argues that the ambilingual person, a person with 

equal proficiency in more than one language is relatively rare, Pavlenko (2005) 

suggests the problems this gives rise to in many bilingual contexts is likely to be 

limited. She distinguishes between compound and subordinate bilinguals. Compound 

bilinguals, like  Welsh speakers, are those who tend to learn a language as they grow 

up. Subordinate bilingual are those who tend to learn a language later in life. 

Pavlenko (2005) identifies that compound bilinguals tend to have fewer problems in 

using two languages because they develop two lexical items that are attached to one 

representational system. Subordinate bilinguals on the other hand can experience 

problems because they tend to superimpose a new lexical system onto an existing 

representational system. Even if language difficulties do exist they may  be 

surmountable. Many staff in public services are non-British nationals who do not 

have English as their first language. Communication difficulties can arise routinely in  

the context of a globalised world, but they are often surmounted when additional 

attention is paid to the issue of understanding. 

 

Making provision for all minority languages would be very complex. According to 

some authors however the situation of the Welsh language ought to be given 

particular attention. Arguments, or discourses, for making particular provision for the 

Welsh language are usually premised on ecological concerns (Crystal,2000; Harmon 

1995, Muhlhausler 1996, 2000, Maffi 2000, 2001, Nettle and Romaine 2000, 

Skuttnabb-kangas and Phillipson 1994, Kontra et al 1999) The Linguistic ecology 

argument  begins from the principal that indigenous languages are special because 

they are able to claim a history within a particular the territory. In the  case of 

migrated languages, these language are in the minority due to the relative numbers 

of speakers that happen to migrate into a country. In case of indigenous languages 

however the language is native and is often  in the minority only as the result of the 

deliberate promotion of another majority culture and language. In much the same 

way as attempts are made to save species that have become endangered as a result 

of the activities of human beings, the ecological perspective holds that indigenous 

minority languages should be restored to their natural place in the linguistic 

landscape.  
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Cultural/Identity concerns 

 

In their pure forms, biological/medical, behavioural, psychodynamic, humanistic and 

systemic identity frameworks offer distinct explanations for identity. However in 

practice, from all the perspectives, the fragmentation of identity is often associated 

with the stresses and strains of sustaining a positive and coherent self identity in 

conditions when that identity cannot be adequately expressed or developed (United 

Nations 1999).Goffman (1963) and Rosenhan (1973) have referred to the whole 

process of depersonalisation that has been a feature of institutional service provision 

over the last few decades and the impact this had on individual’s health. Their work 

has highlighted the importance of personalisation in any institutional context. 

For some theorists, who might be termed ‘linguistic determinsists’,  personalisation 

necessitates the existence of opportunities for individuals to use their first language. 

This is because language and identity are seen as having a close link. According to 

May (2001) the theory of linguistic determinism has a long pedigree that can be 

dated to the work of Herder in the late eighteenth century and his contention that it is 

the possession of its own distinctive language that constitutes the essence a people 

(2001) 

 

The concept of linguistic determination was explored further by  Whorf (1956) who 

suggested that the structure of a particular language influences the way that 

speakers of that language know themselves and  understand the world around them. 

He suggested that each language has what in German is termed Sprachgefuhl or 

‘speech feeling’, that directs its speakers towards a particular way of thinking about 

the world and their place within it. According to Sapir  

 

No two languages are ever sufficiently similar to be 

considered as representing the same social reality. The 

worlds in which different societies live are distinct worlds, 

not merely the same world with different labels attached 

(1929, 207).  

  

Davies (1994) illustrates an example when such a dichotomy of worldviews was 

claimed by quoting the experience of the writer John Barnie who learnt Danish and 

stated 
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I had the common experience that speaking another 

language alters the ‘I’ that is being expressed. I had not 

realised before that what you are is largely formed by what 

you speak. (Davies, 1994, p.3) 

 

From this perspective a person’s sense of self will be different depending on the 

language they use. Therefore requiring a service user to use their second language 

would be a significant example of depersonalisation.  

 

In a similar vein not providing other opportunities for an individual to perform their 

culture could have depersonalising consequences. As Anderson (1991) and Billing 

(1995) state, national identity, a component of self identity along with, or indeed 

associated with, race, gender and sexuality, is often expressed and represented in 

banal routine practices. Welsh national identity can be associated with practices as 

diverse as speaking Welsh, supporting a particular football or rugby team, voting, 

attending eisteddfodau or other concerts, singing, associating oneself with a 

particular geography, watching or listening to certain TV or radio programmes to 

name but a few activities.  It could be argued that the absence of opportunities to 

perform such activities could result in a loss of identity.  

 

Against this however must be set the reality that Wales and England have shared 

similar cultural paths over the last few centuries. Given this common history  it might 

be difficult to sustain an argument that the Welsh language contains a separate 

understanding of reality than the English language, or that a separate Welsh culture 

exists. The Welsh  are, like all other groups, a diverse group and  a person’s identity 

will be shaped by many factors such class, race, sexuality, gender and religious 

affiliation. It is therefore not at all clear what practical  relevance being Welsh or 

having to use the English language might have to  most Welsh people or Welsh 

speakers in the  context of being in a jail in England.  

 

Identity and prejudice 

 

Identity is  likely to be damaged further in conditions where considerable prejudice 

exists against a particular group. A substantial body of national and international 

research purports to show how different minority groups experience discrimination in 
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criminal justice systems, including groups as black people in the UK and the USA 

(Carlen,1994; Chigwada-Bailey, 2003; McPherson,1999), people with learning 

disabilities in the UK (Sharp 2001,Cooke et al 2002), gay and lesbian people in the 

USA (Bernstein and Kostelac 2002) and in the UK (Harcourt 2003), aboriginal people 

in Australia, South Africa and the USA (Evans 2002, De Klerk and Barkhuizen 2002, 

Eades 2004) and people who are sight or hearing impaired in the UK (Miller and 

McCay 2001). 

 

Contemporary evidence of prejudice towards the Welsh could be assembled. Its 

relevance however largely depends on the  degree to which a incidents reported in  

the media are held up as examples of prejudice and indicative of prevailing attitudes 

towards the Welsh. In 1997 the writer A.A. Gill commented in the Sunday Times   

 

We all know the Welsh are loquacious dissemblers, 

immoral liars, stunted, bigoted, dark, ugly, pugnacious little 

trolls. (Sunday Times, 14.9.1997) 

 

In 2000 Polly Toynbee, a respected journalist, described Welsh as 'that useless 

language'  (Radio Times 23-29 September, 1995). In 2000 Jeremy Clarkson 

microwaved a map of Wales on his televised talk show ‘Clarkson’, arguing the 

country and its people were backward and of no value (BBC2, 26th and 29th October 

2000).  In 2001 Anne Robinson, a popular television quiz show host ,referring to the 

Welsh people asked ‘What are they for?’, before proceeding to question the nature 

and purpose of the Welsh language (BBC2, ‘Room 101’, 5 March 2001). As a result 

of her comments there was some media debate as to whether derogatory comments 

towards the Welsh language constituted a significant form of oppression. This debate 

was explored at some length by Blackledge (2002) who suggested that within the 

media it was conducted in demeaning and derogatory terms. Blackledge (2002) 

comments that in an age where overt racist comments for example would be heavily 

censured, oppressive comments towards language were tolerated even in the face of 

negative reaction to them. 

 

 According to Wardhaugh  “There is a long history in certain Western societies of 

people actually “looking down” on those who are bilingual” (2002, p.98). Matched 

guise experiments such as those done by Lambert (1972) and Dixon et al, (2002) 

provide some evidence of this phenomenon. . A number of authors comment that 

prejudice against minority language speakers is very common. Grillo (1989) refers to 
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the “ideology of contempt” that is consistently displayed towards minority languages 

and that “minority languages are despised languages” (1989, p.174).  

 

 

The Research 

Having synthesised the reader to some of the issues, the research that was 

undertaken with Welsh prisoners in England is now discussed in more detail. The 

aim of the research was to discover what accounts Welsh prisoners would give of 

their imprisonment in England and whether they would make reference to issues 

such as language, prejudice, discrimination, loss of identity or geography. 

To this end the author, in accordance with the regulations concerning research with 

prisoners provided by the prison service, approached the  Governor of Altcourse 

Prison in Liverpool to seek permission to conduct research with the prison’s Welsh 

population. Time and security considerations dictated that the research would have 

to rely on a questionnaire format. Clearly limitations derived from this involving the 

difficulties with formulating non-leading questions and  encouraging responses and 

overcoming the poor literacy skills of many offenders (SEU 2002) 

As its promotional material highlights, HMP Altcourse was the first designed, 

constructed, managed and financed private prison in the UK. An Inspection of the 

prison by Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Prisons in 2000 described HMP Altcourse in 

very positive terms, citing 45 examples of good practice  and describing the 

establishment as the 'jewel in the crown of the Prison Service' (2000a p.15). Given its 

status as a private prison it is to be commended that the Governor of the prison 

allowed research to take place with prisoners from Wales. In so doing a concern with 

good practice clearly took precedence over other considerations. 

Sample 

Identifying Welsh prisoners within Altcourse presented a challenge. It was necessary 

to proceed on the assumption that those sentenced to custody from north Wales 

courts would primarily be those who would identify themselves as being Welsh. Staff 

at HMIP agreed to distribute a bilingual Welsh/English questionnaire to such 

prisoners. 181 prisoners therefore received a 21 point questionnaire representing 

around 17% of the population of HMP Altcourse.  To provide some incentive for 
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prisoners to complete and return the questionnaire, they were informed they would 

be rewarded with five pre-stamped envelopes for their own use if they included their 

prison number on their returned form. 

The Questionnaire 

The questionnaire was in three parts and contained 21 questions. Part one attempted 

to gather base data bout prisoner’s age, home area, sentence, language use. Part 

two enquired about prisoner’s perceptions about prison in general and how important 

was factors such as location, activities, availability of  appropriate resources, ability to 

mix with other Welsh prisoners and staff. Part three enquired about prisoners 

perceptions about their treatment and how they perceived  they have been treated 

whilst in prison in light of their Welshness. 

Response rate and sample 

Because all returns were anonymised the research could only involve a single trawl. 

70 responses were received, a response rate therefore of 39%.The mean/average 

age of respondents was 25 years, though the most common age (the mode) was 22  

years. 38 individuals answered questions related to the length of sentence. The 

average sentence length was 15 months with the most common sentence being 18 

months. 

Language data was gathered. The Results of this research are broken down 

according to language ability because language is an important dimension in Wales 

and especially in North Wales (Fevre et al 1999) Linguistically speaking of the 69 

prisoners who responded to the question concerning language skills, 28 spoke no 

Welsh ( 40%) , whilst 41 stated they spoke some  Welsh (60%). Of the latter group 

16 indicated that they spoke Welsh fluently (22.8%)  25 that they spoke Welsh “a 

little” (37%). 

The Results. 

Relative Importance of various factors 

Prisoners were invited to indicate on a scale of 1-11 how important various factors 

were to them in a prison. 45 prisoners answered this question, overall the prisoners 

ranked the factors presented to them as follows 
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1. Closeness to home  

2. Good food   

3. Exercise facilities   

4. Access to TV  

5. Good staff relations 

6. Opportunities to work  

7. Ability to socialise with other Welsh people  

Opportunity to use Welsh, to attend educational or offending behaviour classes were 

ranked the least important. 

When the responses of those who  did not speak Welsh were excluded the ranking 

changed somewhat and as follows  

1. Closeness to Home 

2. Good Food 

3. Access to TV 

4. Opportunities to socialise with other Welsh people  

5. Opportunities to use Welsh 

6. Good staff relations 

7. Exercise facilities 

Looking only at those who speak Welsh fluently opportunities to use Welsh move up 

to 3rd, but location and good food remain first and second.  

These results suggest that closeness to home is the most important factor for Welsh 

prisoners. Whilst opportunities to socialise with other Welsh people and opportunities 

to use the Welsh language is not high up the agenda of most Welsh prisoners, it is 

higher up the agenda of Welsh speakers. 

Prison Preferences 

Prisoners were asked to respond to the question “Would you prefer to be in a prison 

in Wales or England” 

The following responses were obtained (broken down by language ability) 

 All 

respondents 

Welsh fluent Speak a little 

Welsh 

Speak No Welsh 
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Yes :     49 (71%) 15  (94%) 23 (92) 11 (40%) 

No   2  (3%) 0 0 (7%) 

No preference: 18 (26%) 1  (6%) 2 (8%) 15 (54%) 

Totals   : 69 (100%) 16 (100%) 25 (100%) 28(100%) 

The data suggests prisoners would prefer to be in Wales as opposed to England, 

with that tendency be more pronounced as language ability increased. 

The reasons given by the 49 who stated they would prefer to be in a prison in Wales 

were explored in a supplementary question. Only 34 prisoners responded to the 

invitation to explain their answers (12 Welsh fluent  16 who spoke some Welsh, 6 

who spoke no Welsh). In some instances multiple reasons were given. Their answers 

were analysed and coded, in this process it became clear they could be related to 

three key themes which became termed – location, prejudice and  matters of 

culture/nationhood 

 Overall   Fluent Little no Welsh 

Location 26 (77%)          9 (75%)              12 (75%)                5 (83%) 

Prejudice 11 (32%)             5 (42%)             4 (25%)               2 (33%) 

Culture/nationhood 9  (27%)              6  (50%)           3  (18.75%)         0 

Location 

Location was the theme to emerge most frequently. The theme was identified from 

the following typical responses: 

I would be closer to home, it would be easier to travel to 

it would be easier for my family 

easier to get to 

Just as long as its close for visits-30mins to 45 mins is suitable 

The numbers who responded to this questions are too small for comparative 

purposes. Overall however 77% of respondents cited matters that could be grouped 

thematically as related to location. It is perhaps relevant that the response rate from 

those who spoke Welsh was higher. It could be that the issues involved may have 
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been more pertinent to them. Welsh speakers in general, and in line with their 

tendency to be located to the North west of north Wales,  live further away from HMP 

Altcouse than non-Welsh speakers.  The average distance a respondent lived from 

HMP Altcourse was  43 miles, for non-Welsh speakers this was 31 miles, for Welsh 

speakers this was 52 miles.  

Prejudice 

The experience of prejudice emerged as a theme. The theme was identified from the 

following typical response: 

some English don’t like the Welsh 

we don’t get on 

If I was in a prison in Wales it would be easier all-round due to the way Welsh people 

get looked down upon in English jails 

There was a tendency for this theme to emerge more frequently in the responses of 

Welsh speakers, but again the numbers who responded to this section are too small 

for any definitive conclusions to be drawn. Again, what can be noted is a greater 

proportional tendency for Welsh speakers to respond to the invitations to explain their 

views, leading to the possibility that the issues are perceived them as being more 

salient. 

Culture/ Nationhood 

Culture/nationhood emerged as a theme. The theme was identified from the following 

typical response: 

because I live in Wales 

I’m Welsh 

Because it is my country 

our culture and language is very important and it would help maintain it 

Whilst the response rate here is no greater, the greater tendency for Welsh speakers 

to refer to such matters is more visible. 
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Perception of Treatment 

Prisoners were asked to respond to the question-   Do you think that being placed in 

an English Prison makes prison life more difficult because you are Welsh?      

64 responses were made to this question and as follows 

                 

Response 

Overall fluent little     no Welsh 

Yes 35 (57%)     14 (93%)   13 (54%)        8 (32%) 

No 29 (43%)       1 (7%)    11(46%)      17(64%)    

Total 64 (100%)    15 (100%) 24 (100%) 25 (100%) 

The data suggests some prisoners thought that being placed in an English Prison 

made life more difficult for them. Again this tendency was more evident as language 

ability increased. 

30 of the 35 who said yes took up the invitation to explain their answers further (12 

fluent, 12 little 6 no Welsh). Their responses were analyses thematically and very 

similar themes to those previously identified emerged- relating to location, prejudice 

and culture/nationhood 

Theme Overall   fluent little   none 

Location   23 (76%)      9 (75%)            10 (83%)         4  (66%) 

Prejudice 19 (63%)      11(92%)            6 (50%)          2 (16%) 

Culture 4 (12%)          4  (33%)             0 0 

Location 

Location was the theme to emerge most frequently. The theme was identified from 

the following typical response 

difficult for family to visit 

its hard for visits 

Prejudice 

Prejudice also emerged as a theme from the following typical responses 
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I am Welsh, it is separate to the UK, the English don’t get on with the Welsh 

Some English lads don’t like Welsh 

racism, unequality (sic) 

not a lot of Welsh lads here speak Welsh..those who do speak it in front of other 

prisoners they think you are offending them 

Culture/Nationhood 

Culture/nationhood emerged as a theme from the following typical response: 

not being able to keep up with Welsh news 

no Welsh books in library, no Welsh speakers 

I don’t get to speak Welsh here 

its like being in England and I’m Welsh 

Discussion 

Altcourse prison was generally well regarded- in response to  questions prisoners 

reported on good staff relations, and the availability of a range of resources and 

activities. In numerous instances prisoners took the opportunity of beginning their 

responses with positive comments about Altcourse, one respondent commenting  

the people who run this place should build one in Wales 

Several additional  themes emerged however specifically concerning the 

imprisonment of Welsh prisoners in England.  

The most important consideration for all Welsh prisoners was closeness to home. 

Their responses suggest an assumption was made however that being in Wales 

would automatically mean being nearer to home. This is clearly not going to be the 

case for many prisoners. At HMP Cardiff, prisoners from North Wales would be in 

Wales. However they would be considerably further from their home area than they 

would be were they housed at HM Altcourse in  Liverpool.  
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In terms for distance, the latest data that this author could find suggests that Welsh 

prisoners at Altcourse are not especially disadvantaged compared to other prisoners 

in the UK. As note above, the average distance a respondent lived from HMP 

Altcourse was  43 miles, for non-Welsh speakers this was 31 miles, for Welsh 

speakers this was 52 miles.  In 2002 the Secretary of State for the Home Department 

was asked what the average distance from home is for adult male prisoners. The 

figures as at 30 September 2001 were as follows:  

Miles  

Population Group 

Average distance from home 

Adult male prisoners  

18 to 20-year-olds 49  

Over 20-year-olds 53  

(HC Deb (27/ Feb 2002) Questions Column 1394W) 

Distance may arise as a particular issue in North Wales however because the rural 

nature of the region makes travelling the distances involved especially difficult.  

A number of Welsh (speaking and otherwise) respondents mentioned that they 

perceived themselves to be looked down upon, with a tendency for this to be 

mentioned more often by Welsh speakers. This finding must be considered within the 

broader context that experience of oppression is fairly common within the prison 

context. For example in 2000, the CRE reported on racism between Welsh and 

English prisoners at a Welsh prison, with English prisoners subjected to anti-English 

and racist abuse (CRE 2000). Nonetheless, aany experience of oppression is 

concerning in the prison context and needs to be addressed.  

HMP Altcourse takes bulling and discrimination seriously. The HMIP inspection on 

the establishment comments on its pro-active action in this area (2000a). Given an 

emphasis however on racism and the low level of approbation directed at anti-Welsh 

comments when they have appeared in the media, the institution would have to make 

significant efforts  to ensure that abuse faced by Welsh people were taken seriously. 

Whilst oppressive comments and practices towards Welsh people do not draw upon 

the same shameful legacy of violence and brutality as racist comments and 

practices, a number of authors argue that over the years Wales has been 

economically marginalized within the UK and its culture has been systematically 
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eroded. Such authors would accord great significance to the loss of a way of life and 

a language and emphasise the effect this has on individuals  (Pugh and Jones,1999; 

Davies, 1994; Dobson,1996; Cwmni Iaith 2002, Roberts 1994, Misell 2000, Roberts 

et al 2004, Drakeford and Lynn 1999, Davies 1999, Roberts and Paden 2000, 

Lindsay et al 2002).  

Little direct reference was made by Welsh prisoners (Welsh speaking or otherwise) 

to issues such as access to Welsh news, papers, Welsh speaking staff, Welsh tv 

(s4C), access to education in Welsh or offending behaviour courses in Welsh. One 

respondent commented that Welsh language letters seemed to take longer to 

process, and one that 

it can be hard doing the time especially if you re not  strong English speaker 

but there was rarely direct mention of communication problems across languages or 

mention of procedural problems that have arisen because of language difficulties.  

This lack of reference by Welsh speakers is a little surprising given that when asked 

which language they had used in court and why, of the 16 fluent Welsh speakers, six 

stated they had elected to have their trials in Welsh and 1 bilingually. Another 5 made 

responses which suggested they had wished to use their Welsh language but felt 

they could not. Many of the 16 therefore preferred to use Welsh, but this preference 

did not show itself in this research with reference to problems arising in the use of 

English. What references that were made to culture and the opportunities to perform 

culture were general and might be summed up by the respondents who commented: 

I was brought up to speak Welsh in Wales, did my crime in Wales, I should do my 

time in Wales 

our culture and language is very important and it would help maintain it 

This response contains implicit reference to principles related to national sovereignty, 

belonging and language as opposed to practical difficulties arising in using English or 

being in an English jail. The principles appear to be that  Welsh matters ought to be 

processed in Wales and that an indigenous language like Welsh can only be 

resuscitated when it use is embedded within a country and lived out within its 

institutions.  
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There was a greater tendency for Welsh speakers to make reference to issues of 

distance, prejudice and nationhood/culture. This phenomenon is explicable if 

language and Welsh identity is linked more strongly. A number of authors note that 

language and identity are linked in Wales (Pritchard-Jones1982, Scourfiled et al 

2003, Scourfield and Davies 2005). Davies (1993) for example argues that the Welsh 

national identity has historically been bound up with the Welsh language, whilst 

Drakeford and Williams state that consideration of the Welsh language is central in 

any discussion of national identity in Wales.  

 

“if a shortlist were to be drawn up of claims upon which 

Welsh nationhood could rest, language would be high 

upon it” (2001 p.161).  

 

Hourigan (2001)  comments  “The Welsh have a highly developed sense of 

nationhood linked to the language” (P.83), Thompson and Day (1999) note that “the 

Welsh language…for many in North Wales is the decisive signifier of Welshness”. 

The Welsh Language Board suggests that 82% of Welsh people believe that 

speaking Welsh increases a sense of Welsh identity and Welsh speakers generally 

consider themselves to be more Welsh than non-Welsh speakers(Bwrdd yr Iaith 

2000). In this regard Evans and Trystan (1999), and Fevre et al (1999), note from an 

analysis of the vote for devolution that most Welsh speakers in Wales voted for 

devolution whilst most- English speakers did not. That Welsh speakers made greater 

reference to problems of distance, prejudice and culture most often, suggests a 

greater alienation effect upon them of being in an English prison.  

The research highlights that pragmatic and principled considerations run through the 

debate concerning Welsh prisoners in England. It is possible to imagine a scenario 

where one  set of concerns trumps the other. One example of this would be if it were 

decided that Welsh prisoners ought to be housed in Wales when one consequence 

of this could be that they are further away from home than they might otherwise be.  

Welsh Prisoners in England: Foreign Prisoners? 

Welsh prisoners in England might be considered foreign prisoners. This appears to 

be the approach adopted by HMIP. For example in relation to Welsh prisoners at 

HMP Altcourse, the inspectors use the subheading “Foreign Nationals” to discuss 

their needs: 
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Foreign Nationals 

8.129 The establishment had recognised that there was a 

significant number of prisoners who were Welsh speakers 

and all written prisoner information had been translated 

into Welsh. One Welsh language paper was provided to 

each unit daily. This was good practice.  

                                                            (HMIP 2000a, p.134) 

 

 Linguistic, psychological/cultural and geographical issues are foregrounded in 

research which looks into the experiences of foreign prisoners (Richard et al 

1995a,Richards et al 1995b, Davies 2001, Finkelstein 1997,  Bhui 2005) This 

research has indicated that similar linguistic, psychological/cultural and geographical 

issues arise in the case of Welsh people. One way of addressing the linguistic and 

psychological/cultural issues faced by foreign nationals in jails is through the 

provision of linguistically and culturally relevant resources. Another way is through 

providing the opportunity for them to  serve their sentences in their home country. 

This sets the agenda for managing Welsh prisoners. Nothwithstanding that little 

mention was made of it by prisoners in this research, prisons could seek to address 

the needs of welsh prisoners by increasing the linguistically and culturally relevant 

resources available to welsh prisoners. Equally however in much the same way as 

foreign nationals are given the opportunity to apply to serve their sentences in their 

home country, the same  right might be afforded to Welsh prisoners. Such a choice 

would clearly only be meaningful above the geographic level however were it to be 

the case that existing or a new Welsh prison provided a culturally and linguistically 

relevant context for Welsh prisoners. 
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