
OVER HALF of the 
nearly 80,000 pris-
oners in UK prisons 
have poor mental 

health according to a recent 
analysis from the Institute of 
Psychiatry. 

Campaigners also point out  
that children and young peo-
ple who come into contact with 
the criminal justice system are 
three times more likely to have 
mental health problems than 
those who do not. 

The startling figures have led 
the Institute of Psychiatry to 
claim the UK’s prison system is 
facing a crisis of unmet mental 
health needs. 

It’s a looming crisis that one 
man is determined to do some-
thing about.  

Conroy Harris was recently 
appointed as the chief exec-
utive of mentoring charity A 
Band of Brothers (ABOB). 

Founded in 2009, ABOB 
works with young men who 
have been involved in the 
criminal justice system, many 
of whom have experienced 
traumatic events early in their 
lives such as the break up of 
the family and being placed in 
care, or who may have strug-
gled with issues such as sub-
stance and alcohol abuse and 
homelessness.  

The aim is to help them tran-
sition to an adulthood that is 
not only crime free but one 
with a greater sense of pur-
pose and responsibility.  

As the new ABOB chief exec-
utive, Harris says one of his key 
aims is to generate a national 
debate about how the criminal 
justice system can better sup-
port the mental health needs of 
male prisoners, an issue which 
Harris’ supporters say is key to 
reducing re-offending rates.  

“That is a very big aim of 
mine” he says. “In my view, 
mental health services in this 
country are not set up to deal 
with too many co-modalities. 
But we have to remember that 
often at the heart of issues such 
as homelessness or drug and 
alcohol addiction are mental 
health problems.” 

UNIQUE
He added: “Politicians might 
call for tougher sentencing or 
more prisons. But that’s really 
archaic and Victorian. There 
are different models of justice 
used around the world. Maybe 
it’s time we started looking at 
some of them.” 

After a successful career work-

ing for a range of mental health 
organisations across the UK, 
Harris joined the charity in 2016 
after launching ABOB group in 
Oxford, where he now lives.

Among the various initia-
tives, it runs a unique rites of 
passage mentoring programme 
for young men between the 
ages of 18 and 24 who are ei-
ther at risk of being involved, 
or have been involved, with the 
criminal justice system. 

The weekend retreats are 
an important part of the pro-
gramme and involve a com-
bination of rituals and group 
discussion which provide the 
young men with a safe space to 
challenge the underlying causes 
of their behaviour. 

Following the weekend away, 
they are paired with a mentor, 
an older man from their local 
community with whom they 
will meet weekly over a 12- 
week period. 

At the end of the programme, 
the young men and their fami-
lies are invited to a graduation 
evening event which completes 
their initiation and sees them 
become life members of ABOB. 

Although this may sound like 
an idealistic attempt to recreate 
time-honoured rituals practised 

in other parts of the world,  
Conroy says they are desper-
ately needed in a society in 
which 95 per cent of prison in-
mates are men with many ex-
periencing mental health issues.  
“In communities where these 
traditions still exist you often 
see less of these dissonances 
in how young men behave to-
wards the wider community 

or how they behave towards 
women because rites of passage 
mark the start of them taking 
responsibility for the village, 
for their communities and for 
themselves,” he says. 

“When you take that away, 
as has happened in many West-
ern societies, what you get are 
swathes of disaffected young 
men. The financial and eco-
nomic systems under which 
we now live tend to send out 
the message that the most im-
portant thing is what you can 

get, what you can take from the 
world in order to further your 
individual needs.  

“Within this changed eco-
nomic system, where industry 
doesn’t have as much space for 
young men to go into appren-
ticeships for example or there 
is a lack of opportunities for 
them to learn about what re-
sponsibility to the wider com-

munity might mean, it’s no 
surprise that so many are strug-
gling with questions like ‘Who 
am I?’ or ‘Where do I fit in?’  

Conroy’s own tough life 
experiences have given him 
unique insights on these issues.

Born in Antigua, he moved 
with his family to Nottingham  
in the early 1960s. Like many 
who arrived in Britain as part 
of the Windrush Generation 
Harris experienced racism as he 
was growing up. Leaving home 
at 16 to join the RAF provided 

some form of escape. However, 
when he left after six years of 
service, he experienced what 
he describes as “many difficult 
years”. These involved petty 
crime, a short spell in prison, 
homelessness and the challenge 
of being a single father.  

While this period had an im-
pact on his mental health, it also 
prompted him to embark on 
a mission to support other men 
who had similar experiences. 
One particular incident while 
working as an independent ad-
vocate for people sectioned un-
der the Mental Health Act had a 
lasting impression. 

“I remember walking on to 
this ward and a man wanted to 
see me” he recalls. “He was a 
young black guy, similar build 
and complexion to me. And it 
was a sliding door moment, it 
really shook me up.  

“I thought in different cir-
cumstances it could have been 
me sitting there in hospital and 
him sitting where I was. It made 
me realise that often, the line 
between good and bad mental 
health is so thin. Being able to 
work with people to improve 
their mental health and boost 
their sense of self is massively 
important.”
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Conroy’s band of brothers

 Often, at 
the heart of 

issues such as 
drug and alcohol 
addiction are 
mental health 
problems

Rites of passage mark the start 
of them taking responsibility for 
the village, for their communities 
and for themselves

VITAL SUPPORT: Young men and ABOB volunteers at one of the charity’s retreats. Inset below left, ABOB chief executive Conroy Harris

A charity is helping to provide 
mentors to boost young men’s 
mental health and steer them 
away from crime. By Vic Motune


