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Book Review
Tackling Prison Overcrowding: Build more prisons? Sentence fewer offenders?

The population within a prison in England and Wales is ever-growing, with statistics highlighting that between 1992 and 2012 the numbers had risen from around 45,000 to over 85,000 people. Towards the end of July in 2011 and the beginning of December the prison population increased from 84,902 to 87,371. This demonstrates the overcrowding that is taking places within a prison and the significant additional pressures that the prison system is having to experience. (Cardwell, 2012) To widen the understanding of overcrowding in prisons and how to overcome the struggles and demands that the prison system faces, it is discussed on a variety of platforms and there are different books. 
A book that focuses on this is “Tackling Prison Overcrowding: Build more prisons? Sentence fewer offenders?” written by Mike Hough, Robert Allen and Enver Solomon in 2008. It addresses the law and order in both England and Wales and critically evaluates the idea of building more prisons rather than sentencing less offenders especially for minor offences and low-level crimes. 
The authors main aim of the book is to discuss the proposals that have been put forward in another book called ‘Review of Prisons’ where the author Lord Carter suggests that a significant development within the current building programme for prisons should take place. His recommendations included constructing 6,500 extra new buildings for offenders to serve their sentences. (Coles, 2007) Therefore, the aim consists of producing a captivating analysis of these recommendations and as she states in the book the decisions being made are ‘inadequate’ and ‘highly misleading’. Additionally, a part of the book looks at the legislation and what can be done to reduce punishments. In this section the author states that the ‘strategic capacity for political and economic coordination necessary to reduce punishment is lacking’. Therefore, the author believes that this needs to be addressed to support the overcrowding in prisons, by adapting the politicisation of the criminal justice system within England and Wales would be beneficial to what is appropriated as ‘a prisoners dilemma’. The analysis in this book reveals the struggles of being able to support the idea of custodial sentences due to the costs that come with it, this is believed to be due to ‘fiscal mismanagement’ meaning that the prisons have been careless with the funding. To support this, the findings in this book discuss that there is no relevance to the crimes that have been committed, whether they are minor or serious, the criminal justice system is driven to keep the levels or imprisonment high as it is considered to make a change to crime levels. It is evident within the book that the author has understood that overcrowding in prisons is a political issue due to penal populism. This is where the government has tried to tackle down on criminal activity and therefore political recommendations need to be made and solutions found. 
This book is welcomed literature as there are a variety of books and articles that support the governments ideas, that the prison system must develop by increasing its capacity in order to maintain the number of inmates and tackle the overcrowding struggles faces daily. An example of this is a book written by J M Quinlan in 1991. A lot of the research conducted surrounding this topic is not up to date and decades old, which suggests that this has been an ever-growing concern which is yet to be addressed. Additionally, this is also welcomed literature as it gives an insight to those studying or working in this area and the government on how to improve the daily struggles that have evidently been occurring for a very long time. 
Summary
As an introduction to this book, within the first chapter, the author, Nicola Lacey, analyses the level and quality of the imprisonment, discussing the statistics and how they have risen and fallen over the years. There are two focuses within this section of the book. Firstly, one topic addressed is the political views on what the government believe are reasons for imprisonment. Lacey questions whether the government tends to use the prison system as a ‘dumping ground’ as a simpler way of dealing with offenders. Despite the decrease in crime, the level of imprisonment has continued to rise by 60%, this evidently has not been a part of the contingency plan to reduce the number of prisoners and decisions to incarcerate prisoners on detention ships which Lacey argues to be an unacceptable way for prisoners to be treated and does not appropriate with the English penal history. The second focus in this section are the reform options, so the improvements that need to be made regarding overcrowding in prisons and ways to reduce numbers and the pressures that prison staff members day to day jobs, as well as the quality of life for the prisoners. Additionally, Lacey discusses and debates that liberal democratic economies are in a predicament associated with the ‘prisoners dilemma’ due to the political organisations failing to successfully make the amendments needed to reduce the number of prisoners.  It is suggested in this part of the book that the answer to tackling overcrowding in prisons, is believed to be by removing the criminal justice policy or at the minimum remove some aspects of the policy, for example, the size of the prison system. The book suggests that as a result the criminal policy would be distanced between the parties and an electoral competition would take place. A point that is made within this chapter that Lacey evidently does not agree with, is that the government are enforcing extra stresses and pressures on the prison system by introducing ‘efficiency savings’. The government want the prison officers to keep prisoners in their cells from Friday to Monday, removing their access to education, skills, training, and other activities in an attempt to save £30 million pounds. This is only going to decrease the inmate’s quality of life and is not a way to tackle overcrowding, but a way to increase the pressures on the prison service.
In chapter three, the author of this section is Carol Hedderman, she discusses and analyses relevant justifications as to why the Governments should start to tackle the overcrowding by reduce the number of custodial sentences rather than their idea to build more prisons. The government seem to believe that introducing a very expensive programme to construct prison buildings on a much larger scale. Hedderman does not agree that this is the most reasonable or viable option and the research highlights that the public agree with her. She compares her research with the book mentioned earlier, written by Carter, stating that the courts’ use of custodial sentences for low-risk offenders is an issue and something that needs to be addressed. It plays a huge part in the overcrowding in prisons and even a subtle change like that would have a huge beneficial impact on the prison systems. However, Carter argues this saying that the people being caught and convicted for major offences, punishable by imprisonment are rising so therefore it is out of the governments control and the most logical choice to make would be to expand the prison estate by 6,500 within the next five years. He also believes this will improve the likelihood of reducing reoffenders and crime. However, despite the evidence given by Carter she provides a convincing analysis suggesting that the evidence provided is not adequate and says he has construed the problems too narrowly, in terms of efficiency, economy and failing to understand that there are more areas of justice that needs address, and constructing buildings is not the resolution. Carter argues that it is not the governments fault that overcrowding is occurring but that there are more people out there committing serious crimes. However, Hedderman claims that the prison crisis is a political problem because of penal populism and therefore, must be addressed by a political solution. It also states in this section of the book that overcrowding is also affected by the flow of the courts, meaning that more people are coming through the courts, but less parole and early release requests are not being granted. Additionally, due to the overcrowding in prisons, inmates are not receiving the same help and support that they should receive so when they do eventually get released from prison they are straight back in as they have not been supported back into society or completed a rehabilitation programme.
This is a well thought out book, organised, structured well with a logical discussion from start to finish. Each section has a different author, with each giving a convincing and introspective analysis, whilst radicalising with the reader to engage and encourage them to agree with their recommendations for tackling overcrowding in prison. However, due to the government believing there is no viable option than to build a new prison estate, it is not going to have very positive feedback from politicians due to the radical nature that each of the authors use throughout the book. The strengths of this books include the way it contrasts with Carters ‘Review of Prisons’ in every chapter going in to in depth analysis, and discussing that Carters fails to understand the problems too carefully, by neglecting to look at the efficiency and economy and the bigger issues of justice that need adhering too. Additionally, another strength is that their aim was to radicalise the readers to agree with the authors themselves, that overcrowding is in fact a political problem. As it states in the book this is believed to be due to the penal populism over the years and a political resolution is the most reasonable solution to tackle this ongoing issue, not to just spend more money on constructing more buildings. This book uses the opinions and views of different authors which gives a broad view of research, as well as statistics to make it easier to understand. Whilst looking at the recommendations made by the authors of the book, research found suggests that these authors are more supported by others rather than Carter as suggestions made in other research, include reducing the number of people sent to prison for drug crimes as well as reducing the sentences for drug related offences. (Knafo, 2013) The authors do make good valid points throughout the book to support her ideas, such as the increase in numbers of offenders sentenced in courts and stating that prison sentences that have been given for some serious offences has increased significantly as well as the length given. This demonstrates the authors points that the governments priority is to reduce crime and increase the number of offences brought to justice. Research found that in June of this year the government still want to pursue the large complex consisting of four new prisons, however despite this books research being so long ago, the opinions and views still seem to be the same. This article suggesting that building new prisons will not make up for the governments sentencing policies so therefore, the buildings would be quickly filled, and the prison would be back in the same situation (PRT, 2020) However, there are some limitations to this book, firstly being the question of the reliability. This book is now twelve years old and a lot of research, information, studies, for example, have all taken place and there could potentially be new data out there to argue and contradict what the authors are saying. The statistics are from 1997 so therefore, although it is a strength to use them within the book, with it being 23 years ago, it is a limitation of the book as you cannot rely on these statistics due to them being out of date so therefore lacking validity. Additionally, this book has a focus, with all the authors directing and focusing on the same topic, however, each author who is an academic professional in this instance, all have their own views and opinions on this topic. As a result, this is mirrored in their chapters which could possibly cause a contradiction or debate as they use research to support their opinions but may not so much with the others. 
To conclude, the book has made valid points that were reliable at the time, however a new study needs to be conducted with more up to date information. Improvements for this book could include up to date research, so therefore conducting this research again and finding out which is the best way of tackling overcrowding in prisons. As well as this, try sampling everyone’s opinions and suggestions and see which works successfully, analysing the strengths and weaknesses of each recommendation. It is a successful response to the contentious recommendations that Carter made in his book ‘Review of Prisons’. This book successfully debates his points and makes radical comments on what should be done and that it is a political issue caused by penal populism and a political resolution should be the answer.
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