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Japan's Probation system:
Worthy of serious study.

Andrew Watson 

andrew.watson@shu.ac.uk





Significant reforms made to probation as part of the Transforming 

Rehabilitation 2014/2015 intended to:

• extend post-release supervision to short-sentenced prisoners, ie those 

sentenced for more than one day.

• open up the market to a wider range of providers to encourage innovation 

and more modern ​ways of working;

• create new incentives for providers to focus on achieving reductions in 

reoffending; and





The existing 35 independent Probation Trusts were replaced by:

the National Probation Service (NPS), a part of Her Majesty’s Prison and 

Probation

Service (HMPPS) responsible for managing higher-risk offenders, advising 

courts, supporting victims and managing approved premises; and

21 privately-owned Community Rehabilitation Companies (CRCs) 

responsible for

supervising low and medium-risk offenders, as well as delivering unpaid 

work schemes,

accredited programmes and providing through-the-gate resettlement 

services to released prisoners.

a proportion of CRCs income contingent on achieving reductions in 

reoffending.

Project embarked upon before two pilot schemes were complete.



Review of Reforms.

Some innovative practice, numerous problems documented by HMI Probation and House of Commons 

Justice Committee. BUT

CRC income less than expected, particularly because of significant reduction in the proportion of community 

sentences given, as well as a reduction in the number of requirements attached to both community and 

suspended sentence orders. Other work less profitable.

Less income led CRCs to reduce services.

Substantial reductions in staff.

Evidence of too little training or experience of staff.

Huge caseloads for remaining staff – can exceed over 100 cases.

“Meaningless” community work.



Supervision often on the telephone, rather than face to face - offenders more likely to 

commit new crimes, or disappear.

Poor decisions in managing breaching of conditions causing people to be sent back 

into overcrowded prisons.

Categorisation of offenders ( around 268,000) as either low, medium or high risk. 

Problematic.

Makes no allowance for the fact that levels of risk can change.

Insufficient co-operation between National Probation Service and CRCs.



Collapse of confidence by courts resulting in fewer Community Orders, driving up the 

number of vulnerable people jailed for less than a year who come out “with even more 

issues than when they went in”.

Lack of contact between probation contractors and the courts.

Voluntary sector is now less involved in probation than before.

Failure to develop a “through the gate” to help leaving prisoners with accommodation and 

employment.

Three CRCs falling into administration. Working Links (Employment) Limited.(15th

February, 2019).



Need to make substantial additional payments to CRCs to enable them to 

continue.

Unethical behaviour in Devon and Cornwall CRC including down grading 

risk to avoid using up

resources and marking sentence plans complete without meeting offenders.

“The professional ethos of probation has buckled under the strain of the 

commercial pressures put upon it here, and it must be restored urgently”

Dame Glenys Stacey.



Justice Committee Chair Bob Neill MP said the 2014 

Transforming Rehabilitation programme had failed to meet its 

aims to reduce reoffending and improve the management of 

offenders.

“We are unconvinced that Transforming Rehabilitation will 

ever deliver the kind of probation service we need.”

Fundamentally can the human complexity of needs and 

skills in probation 

be reduced to contractual relations and key performance indica

tors?

Ethically, should rehabilitation be an object of profit?



Government's intentions.

Introduce changes so that offenders are seen face-to-face at least monthly during the first 12 months of 

supervision and staff do more to help offenders find accommodation and employment on release from 

custody

End CRC contracts early( 2020) and explore with the market how we could put in place a more effective 

commercial framework for probation services.

Align probation areas in England, helping to strengthen ties with local partners such as voluntary sector 

organisations, local authorities, and Police and Crime Commissioners.

Introduce a standard training framework for staff across all probation providers, and consult on the 

implementation of a professional register

Introduce new delivery arrangements in Wales which better reflect the devolved responsibilities of the 

Welsh Government and build on existing local partnerships.



Probation trade unions, the Probation Institute, the Howard League, the Centre for Crime and 

Justice Studies, and the Centre for Justice Innovation urge the justice secretary, David Gauke, 

not to rush into re-tendering the contracts until a thorough review of the probation service has 

been conducted.

As a part of this review serious consideration should be given to 

successful models of probation elsewhere, especially that in Japan.



































Concluding thoughts.

Mobilisation of tens of thousands of volunteers, mostly retired and

in their sixties, a community in itself, to assist offenders in the

community is impressive. Differences between Japan and this

country exist and should not be under-estimated. However, what

greater contribution volunteers, not confined to those with age seniority,

could make in Britain, with its strong tradition of volunteering,

and

how they might be organised, is surely worthy of serious

consideration.




