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This report, prepared for Emma Woods, the Police Crime Commissioner for South Wales, examines the challenges of recidivism in South Wales. It explores key issues such as recidivism rates, the role of prisons in reoffending, individuals at heightened risk of reoffending, and alternative approaches to imprisonment. Additionally, it evaluates the Wales Reducing Reoffending Plan 2022–2025.
Findings reveal that recidivism is influenced by factors such as unstable housing, unemployment, limited education, substance misuse, and mental health disorders. Evidence indicates that imprisonment, particularly under harsh conditions, may not be the most effective deterrent and can sometimes higher the likelihood of reoffending. The report highlights alternatives to imprisonment, including community-based programs, deferred prosecution initiatives, and support for reintegration, all of which have demonstrated success in reducing recidivism.
The Wales Reducing Reoffending Plan 2022–2025 emphasises the importance of investing in learning and skills development in prisons, as well as providing treatment for substance misuse. These initiatives aim to enhance the independence of former inmates, contribute to safer communities, and reduce the financial burden of reoffending.
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A proven reoffence is defined as any offence committed during a one-year follow-up period that results in a court conviction, caution, reprimand, or warning, either within that year or during an additional six-month period allowed for the offence to be proven in court (Ministry of Justice, 2022). The Ministry of Justice (MoJ) reported that the proven reoffending rate for the April to June 2020 offender cohort in England and Wales was 29%, a 2.7% increase compared to the same period in 2019. This was the largest year-on-year rise since 2009. However, the MoJ noted that the cohort size was significantly reduced due to the coronavirus pandemic, which may have contributed to greater range in the figures (Ministry of Justice, 2022).
According to Taylor (2022), reoffending rates have fluctuated between 24.7% and 31.8% since 2008, with an average rate of 29.8%. Lower rates were observed primarily during the pandemic period. For the April to June 2022 cohort, approximately 81,000 offenders were released from custody and of these, around 21,000 committed a proven reoffence within the one-year follow-up period. Collectively, these reoffenders were responsible for just over 80,000 proven reoffences during this time (Ministry of Justice, 2022). The current reoffending rate for adult prisoners serving 12 months or more stands at 25.4%, showing some progress in reducing reoffending rates, however, the level of improvement remains modest (Futures Unlocked, 2024).
Fazel and Wolf (2015) conducted a systematic review of worldwide recidivism rates and although it was difficult to make comparisons due to the varying definitions and timeframes, they found that Denmark had the highest recidivism rate at 63% (two-year reconviction rate), while Norway recorded one of the lowest at 20% (two-year reconviction rate) in 2015. In the same year, the UK had a recidivism rate of approximately 48%, measured over a one-year period, indicating nearly half of released offenders reoffended within a year. 
According to Ministry of Justice (2013), a range of factors, such as unstable housing, unemployment, inadequate education, substance misuse and mental health disorders, contribute to reoffending. The risk is increased by inadequate social support and restricted access to rehabilitation, particularly for those who are homeless or have experienced early-life disadvantages such as family instability or childhood trauma (United Nations Office of Drugs and Crime, 2022). Research indicates that these elements can significantly affect a prisoner’s risk of committing another crime. For instance, having stable housing lowers the chance of reoffending by a fifth, whereas employment lowers the risk by a third to a half. Many inmates have limited work experience and abilities, few supportive social networks, and serious housing issues; these issues are made worse by drug, alcohol, and mental health issues (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2022). 
According to a Welsh study on Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), half of all people in Wales experienced at least one ACE as children, and more than one in ten experienced four or more (Bellis et al., 2015; Hughes et al., 2018). ACEs are stressful or traumatic events that happened before the age of eighteen, examples include being physically, emotionally or sexually abused or living in a home where there is domestic violence or drug usage. Four or more ACEs increased a person’s likelihood of being arrested at some stage in their life by twenty times. Research has also shown that ACEs are linked to more serious offences and recidivism, and that people in the criminal justice system report higher levels of childhood adversity than the general community (Ford et al., 2019)
It is argued that imprisonment may not be highly effective in reducing crime or lowering the likelihood of reoffending, but instead, could potentially have the opposite effect (Bales and Piquero, 2012; Durlauf, Loeffler and Nagin, 2021). The idea that harsher jail conditions will discourage recidivism after release is not supported by any scientific data. In contrast, there is evidence to support the reverse, which is that whether operationalised in terms of security levels or crowding, harsher circumstances raise the likelihood of reoffending. Gaes and Camp (2009) analysed data from an experiment and found that individuals with the same security classification (level III) were more likely to reoffend after being released from higher security prisons (level III) compared to lower security prisons (level I) in California. Similarly, Chen and Shapiro (2007) used a regression-discontinuity approach to examine three-year recidivism rates for individuals released from federal prisons in the US. Their findings showed that release from higher security prisons did not reduce the likelihood of reoffending compared to release from lower security prisons, with some evidence suggesting better outcomes for those released from lower security facilities. Overcrowding, another measure of harsh prison conditions, has also been linked to higher reoffending rates in studies from England and Wales (Farrington and Nuttall, 1980) and Italy (Drago et al., 2011). In 2002, the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister stated that too many people with serious mental illnesses were being  incarcerated instead of being in safe treatment centres. This adds to the issue of overcrowding, which further restricts the ability of probation, prisons and other programs to successfully lower recidivism rates (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, 2002). This is still true today, according to the Criminal Justice system Joint Inspection (2021), the inspectors found that people with mental health issues were often left in prison instead of getting treated at mental health hospitals. 
According to the Chief Inspector of prisons in England and Wales, Charlie Taylor, prisons are falling short in reducing the likelihood of reoffending. He noted that many prisoners struggle with basic literacy, while others participate in courses unlikely to improve their future job prospects. Additionally, he highlighted that the widespread availability of drugs in certain prisons affects rehabilitation efforts (Jones, 2023). Similarly, Bob Neil, the Chair of the Justice Committee, argues that the Ministry of Justice and Treasury are guilty of a crisis management approach to prison that has been failing for the past five years and that ‘throwing money’ on the jail system to address a variety of problems diverts funds from outside rehabilitation initiatives that could stop or even reverse many of the problems (UK Parliament, 2019).
According to the Wales Reducing Reoffending Plan 2022–2025, reoffending rates decrease by up to nine percent for inmates who secure employment, enabling them to become more independent and contribute positively to society. To improve individuals' chances of obtaining long-term employment upon release, enhance community safety, reduce future crime victims, and lessen the financial burden of reoffending, the plan emphasizes investing in learning and skills development in prisons (Welsh Government, 2024).
Additionally, the Welsh Government (2024) outlines efforts to provide drug and alcohol treatment for individuals struggling with substance misuse. To address these needs, HMPPS in Wales collaborates with partners, including police, crime commissioners, and area planning boards. In the region, 37% of probationers have drug misuse needs, while 26% require support for alcohol misuse. As part of this initiative, five substance abuse contracts have been commissioned to ensure comprehensive support for those under care.
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Research shows that short prison sentences are not very effective at helping offenders rehabilitate or stopping them from committing crimes again. Instead, community-based alternatives work better. These include community orders (COs), suspended sentence orders (SSOs), and other programmes that intervene early to prevent crime. Such programmes are better at tackling the causes of criminal behaviour and reducing reoffending. They are also more affordable than sending people to prison (Muebi and Brown, 2023).
Specialised courts or initiatives like Northern Ireland’s Enhanced Combination Order (ECO) focus on addressing underlying issues like mental health problems or drug misuse. These programs combine rehabilitation with community service, offering offenders support and structure. Studies show that this approach reduces reoffending while promoting accountability and helping people reintegrate into society (Muebi and Brown, 2023).
Deferred prosecution programs give offenders the chance to make amends without getting a criminal record. For example, Durham Constabulary’s ‘Checkpoint’ program reduced reoffending by 10.3% and lowered the risk of reoffending by 30% compared to traditional methods. These programs emphasise accountability and encourage offenders to repair harm and create plans to avoid future crimes (Muebi and Brown, 2023).
Community service has long been recognised as an effective, sentencing option. Research highlights that the quality of the community service experience significantly influences its impact on recidivism. Tasks that are fair, meaningful, and allow offenders to engage with the community, help them take responsibility and build new skills. This reduces reoffending, boosts self-worth, and helps offenders feel like part of society again (McIvor, 2004).
According to MacInnes et al., (2021), having a secure place to live is key to stopping reoffending. Homelessness increases the chances of mental health issues and criminal behaviour. Nearly 80% of people who were homeless before prison re-offend within a year, compared to less than 50% of those with stable housing. 
Post-release support: Programs like RESET help recently released prisoners adjust to life outside prison. RESET offers a 12-week program focusing on housing and mental health care, which are essential for reintegration. Such support helps prevent relapse into crime and reduces the cycle of reoffending (MacInnes et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc187076949]Conclusion
In conclusion, while recidivism rates among adult prisoners serving 12 months or more have dropped to 25.4% (Futures Unlocked, 2024), the progress remains modest. Homelessness, a key driver of reoffending, significantly increases the likelihood of recidivism, with nearly 80% of homeless individuals reoffending within a year, compared to less than 50% of those with stable housing (MacInnes et al., 2021). Addressing housing instability and related challenges is therefore critical to breaking the cycle of reoffending.
Programs that provide post-release support, such as RESET, and community-based alternatives to imprisonment have shown to be effective in tackling the root causes of criminal behaviour and reducing reoffending rates. The Wales Reducing Reoffending Plan 2022–2025 serves a guide to these efforts by prioritising skills development, employment opportunities, and substance misuse treatment.
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