Explore the challenges faced by vulnerable populations (women, disabled, young adult offenders, individuals with mental health issues), within the prison system of England and Wales.
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Within the UK prison system, vulnerable populations face unique and diverse challenges that requires understanding and targeted interventions. This exploration delves into the experiences of women, young offenders, and individuals with disabilities while incarcerated, focusing on the issues that shape their interactions with the criminal justice system. Despite constituting a mere 4% of the prison population in England and Wales, women in prison face heightened vulnerability, often tied to substance abuse and self-harm (Ministry of Justice, 2022). The contributing factors, such as trauma, domestic violence, and childcare responsibilities, compounds the challenges faced by incarcerated women (Walker et al., 2020) (Ginn, 2013).
Young offenders, particularly those aged 18-24, emerge as a demographic with a heightened rate for both initial offenses and subsequent reoffending, emphasizing the importance for targeted responses and support (HM Inspectorate of Probation, 2021). In addition to this, individuals with disabilities encounter challenges within the prison environment, from insufficient healthcare provisions to challenges in literacy and education (Talbot, 2008) (Allison, 2012). These challenges and issues call for a re-evaluation of current prison practices, emphasizing tailored approaches, community-based sentences, and proactive resettlement initiatives to address the diverse needs of these vulnerable populations. As the criminal justice system continues to evolve, identifying and understanding the circumstances faced by these groups within the prison system is important to developing a more effective approach to time in prison for vulnerable populations. 

In addition to this, substance abuse problems could be linked with self-harm rates. Women can account for 22% of all self-harm incidents despite the prison population of women being only 4% (Hewson, 2022). This can be seen of further evidence of how traumatic incarceration can be for women due to them being a “vulnerable population.” According to Walker et al (2020), women who frequently self-harmed reported issues such as domestic violence, childhood sexual abuse, and adult sexual abuse. It is evident that past trauma such as domestic abuse is a leading reason as to why self-harm rates are higher in women than in men. This subsequently shows how prison can be extremely challenging for women. 
[bookmark: _Int_UbGolNjH]There are multiple ways to help the challenges faced for women offenders. One being the use of community-based sentences rather imprisonment. It is shown that women are less likely to commit violent crimes in comparison to men (Henderson, 1998). Also, in addition to this, 50 % of women prisoners are given short sentences in prison for a term of 6 months or less (Hewson, 2022). Therefore, the use of community-based sentences would be beneficial for the community but also for women as it can be an effective way to help the self-harm issue going on with female prisoners. 
[bookmark: _Int_zWofDj4f]Another way to give women help from their vulnerabilities is the use of resettlement. As identified previously, women face different challenges to which men do while in prison. Therefore, the system should not be identical to the male prison system. The resettlement projects help target these challenges by offering a fresh start for women offenders. Charities such as PACT will have one to one conversation with prisoners to identify what challenges they may face when released from prison (PACT, 2022). A PACT worker would offer help to these prisoners on release to make sure they continue any treatment such as drugs and alcohol help, secure accommodation for them, help set up benefits and mange finances, help with finding employment or education and help in improving their support group with family and friends (PACT, 2022). Resettlement can help to decrease the risk of reoffending as it offers support to women when released to help them move forward and to get back on track with employment or studies. It also gives offenders something to work towards while in prison as many female prisoners say that prison can be a good thing and helps to, “get their head straight” (Gray, Simmonds and Annison, 2016). 

According to HM Inspectorate of Probation (2021), young adults from the ages of 18-24 are more likely to offend and reoffend than every other age group. One reason highlighted is the transition from being a child to becoming an independent person can cause young people to turn to crime. This can be down to less maturity within younger people and transitioning from education to becoming employed can be difficult to keep up with (HM Inspectorate of Probation, 2021). The key focuses to help solve this is better education and training with a path to employment and activities to enhance young people to take responsibility and independency (HM Inspectorate of Probation, 2021). Also, it is suggested to separate those who are 18-20 in prison from older prisoners (Ministry of Justice, 2013). This could help by ensuring that the younger prisoners who may not have any “role models” do not idolize other prisoners which can decrease reoffending rates. 
A vulnerability towards young offenders is the risk of mental health problems. According to O’Hara (2013), between 2010/11 and 2011/12 there was a 21% increase of self-harm incidents with young offenders in custody. Also, more alarmingly, 3 children died in custody in 2011/12 (O’Hara, 2013). One specific case of the risk of mental health condition is the case of Phillip Knight. Phillip Knight was a 15-year-old male who was in HMP Swansea awaiting sentencing for stealing a handbag. After just two weeks of being in custody Phillip Knight committed suicide (Verkaik, 1996). After this case, the government passed legalisation so that young offenders are not able to be remanded in an adult prison (Verkaik, 1996). 
[bookmark: _Int_GMUxGOQ5][bookmark: _Int_tvqo4G1K]One way youth offenders can be helped and reformed is by the use of prevention programmes. Young offenders would be placed in these programmes if they have had problems with the police, has a high risk to offending or they are involved in anti-social behaviour (Government Digital Service, 2011). Youth offending teams will work closely with the young offenders and try to establish any causes for the young person's offending and find out how much of a risk this person is to themselves and others, which can identify what sort of programme would be suited to that offender (College of Policing, 2013). These assessments can help young people get specific help to their problems, such as mental health problems which could help lower the rate of self-harm in young people in custody. 
Another group of people who may face challenges while incarcerated due to vulnerabilities is people with disability. One challenge that disabled prisoners may encounter is the inability of prisons and officers to facilitate to their healthcare needs. Daniel Roque Hall was a prisoner who was sentenced to 3 years and suffered from Friedreich's ataxia. Friedreich's ataxia is a disease that can affect the co-ordination of the whole body and causes problems with the heart which requires constant monitoring. Hall was rushed to hospital from prison to be placed on a life support machine. Lawyers were asking the high court for hall to be relocated to a prison to fit his needs as in the previous prison he was denied medication and two constant carers he needed which could have contributed to spasms he was having (Allison, 2012). It is evident in this that prisons should accommodate for every type of person and should have specific workers to help vulnerable prisoners with effective healthcare systems. 
Another challenge disabled prisoners may face, in specific prisoners with mental disabilities is the issue of not being able to read and understand forms they are given at the start of their sentence. According to Talbot (2008), over two thirds of prisoners struggled with reading and writing and 75% of these prisoners were likely to have learning problems. While in prison these prisoners with learning difficulties were less likely to be in touch with their friends and family. Also, in addition to this, these prisoners were often bullied by other prisoners. This can lead to the issue of depression while in prison which is almost 3 times more likely for prisoners to suffer from depression if they have a learning problem (Talbot, 2008). These issues can be down to the prisoners not being able to fill out the forms required to get help and support they need and to these prisoners not getting the additional help they need from staff. 
[bookmark: _Int_pz03wd91]One way to help support the challenges faced by disabled prisoners is the use of diversity officers within prisons. Diversity officers can help prisoners with giving information to the managers to what help the prisoners need as well as organising activities for the prisoners to take part in while in prison. This is all done by having meetings with the prisoners to identify the challenges faced and finding a way forward (Prison Reform Trust, 2017). Some prisons can offer reading mentors, these are other prisoners who can help with reading prison information and letters (Prison Reform Trust, 2017). This can help reduce stress and anxiety as the prisoners with reading difficulties are able to still read helpful information by the help of others. In addition to this, prisons can offer educational services. Many prisoners with learning difficulties most likely did not have much of an education. The time in prison is a chance for them to build their educational skills. The prison can offer help for people with learning difficulties to learn and utilise reading and writing skills which can help and prepare them for a better life when released from prison (Prison Reform Trust, 2017). 

To conclude, the analysis of vulnerable populations within the prison system underscores the urgent need for an empathetic response to their unique challenges. Women in prison, constituting only 4% of the population, is characterized by an overrepresentation of vulnerability, with issues such as substance abuse and self-harm deeply rooted in complex factors like trauma and domestic violence (Ministry of Justice, 2022) (Walker et al., 2020) (Ginn, 2013). Community-based sentences and resettlement programs are shown to be good strategies to address the distinctive needs of incarcerated women, offering tailored support during and after prison time.
Young offenders, particularly those aged 18-24, face a critical transitional period to adulthood, marked by a greater risk of offending and reoffending (HM Inspectorate of Probation, 2021). Prioritizing education, training, and targeted interventions becomes critical, potentially breaking the cycle of criminal behaviour. The proposition to separate younger offenders from older prisoners aligns with a preventive approach, getting rid of negative influences and adopting a rehabilitation-friendly environment.
Individuals with disabilities, with healthcare and educational challenges within prison, makes it imperative for an inclusive correctional system (Talbot, 2008) (Allison, 2012). The roles of diversity officers and reading mentors emerge as crucial in facilitating communication, providing support, and eliminating mental health risks associated with the challenges of disability while being incarcerated.
In embracing innovative strategies such as community-based sentencing, targeted support, and educational initiatives, society can move toward a more effective criminal justice system. Recognizing the humanity of those within the prison system and prioritizing rehabilitation over punishment holds the potential to break the cycle of vulnerability and foster positive, lasting change (Ministry of Justice, 2022).
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