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Freedom of Information Request 
You asked for the following information from the Ministry of Justice (MoJ):

Prisons use franking machines for postage. When a prisoner sends out mail for which he pays the cost the mail is passed through the franking machine at the lower franked rate but the prisoner is charged the full stamped rate.

1. Please identify and provide the Prison Service Instruction/Order/Policy Document which authorises the practice described above.

2. Does each prison individually negotiate the terms and conditions of its own franking machine contractor or is the contract centrally negotiated?

3. Please identify and provide that part of the contract which allows a prison to use the franking machine for profit from third party mail.

4. The Government Financial Reporting Manual requires that NOMS prepares its accounts on an ongoing basis and that the accounts are prepared on an accrual basis giving a true and  fair view of the income, expenditure, recognised gain and losses and cash flow for the financial year.  Please identify and provide any part of the annual accounts of the National Offender Management Service which details the revenue stream and any profit made from charging prisoners the postage rate over the franked rate.

5. Please identify where in the Statement of Cash Flow prepared in accordance with HM Treasury directions made under the Government Resources and Accounts Act 2000 and provided to the National Audit Office the cash flow/profit from the practice described above is disclosed.
Your request has been handled under the Freedom of Information Act 2000 (FOIA).

I can confirm that the department holds some of the information that you have asked for and I am pleased to provide this to you. 
 

In relation to your question one, please note that mail sent out by offenders is processed in accordance with our Prison Service Instruction 49/2011 Prisoner Communication Services, which is available for you to view in the Prison Library.  
The postage for mail may be funded from Private Cash / Spends trust accounts requiring the purchase of postage stamps via the canteen, or through the Cash Disbursements process, for which offenders are charged the prevailing stamp price for 1st and 2nd class mail services. 
The use of franking machines to process outbound mail does offer a small universal payment discount for 1st and 2nd class mail by this method, and this is available for all franking machines, whether Public or Private sectors users. The discount given is in the form of a pricing mechanism for 'franked mail' which runs alongside the stamp prices and is reviewed annually when Royal Mail update their stamp prices in April.  The small discount given to franking machine users is offset against the additional charges and payment fees the franking machine users incur by having the equipment in the first place; i.e. running costs for the lease, annual service contract, electricity usage, asset capital expenditure and depreciation costs for the equipment (if purchased), franking ink and labels, payment in advance for the franking credit on the machine and also the administration fee for credit top-ups.  
  

In relation to your question two, Prisons do not separately negotiate terms and conditions for franking machines; these are acquired either under standard lease agreements on legacy equipment (rental of the machine) or machines are purchased outright and sourced from central agreements, against standard lease terms. 
  

In relation to your question three, NOMS do not use any contracts or terms and conditions which allow the Prison Service to use franking machines for profit.  Offender mail is franked in accordance with PSI 49/2011 for the weekly statutory letter with all postage franked in accordance with the annual Royal Mail prices for franking. 
With reference to your questions four and five, please note that we do not specifically identify or provide separate details of any contributions made towards overheads from charging prisoners the postage rate over the franked rate within the NOMS Annual Report and Accounts or identify separately such data in our Consolidated Statement of Cash Flows.

I hope you find the information provided in response to your request helpful.

You can also find more information by reading the full text of the Act (available at http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2000/36/contents).
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