“There is nothing particularly surprising about the growth in the prison population. The prison service itself predicted back in 2018 that the prison population would reach over 86,000 by March 2023. However, the potential consequences are far reaching” (Taylor 2024). 

In light of the above statement, Consider the potential consequences of the prison population crisis in England and Wales and evaluate what can be done to address it. 




“There is nothing particularly surprising about the growth in the prison population. The prison service itself predicted back in 2018 that the prison population would reach over 86,0000 by March 2023. However, the potential consequences are far-reaching (Taylor, 2024). It is clear from this statement that prison populations are becoming a crisis within England and Wales however there are some key points to consider that may be influencing the said crisis. This is reinforced by Baldock (1980) who stated that the prison population in England and Wales has grown too large, continuing to grow too large and ought to be reduced. Whilst this statement is outdated it is still relevant to today’s population crisis and brings questions as to why it hasn’t been reduced before the crisis became apparent. This essay will critically evaluate the potential consequences that are influencing the prison population this will include the impact of covid 19 on prison numbers, the impact of the barristers strikes in 2023 on prisoners held in remand, the increase in police officers and whether there is a trend between a rise in arrests and convictions and the impact of overcrowding. This essay will then evaluate the ways in which the prison population could be addressed. 


The Covid 19 Pandemic had a detrimental impact throughout the whole of England and Wales as well as many other places around the world. Therefore, a policed lockdown was announced in the UK where people were made to isolate from each other, this caused a problem in prisons due to the virus entering the establishments and putting 800 other inmates at risk of death (Brennan ,2021). Whilst this became a big priority of the prison staff to keep as many inmates as possible safe, the virus brought along some added challenges to what was already a place full of challenges, this included the mental health of prisoners (Hewson, 2020).  Similarly, other factors that were considered in prisons during the pandemic was the overcrowded areas and poor ventilation which made prisoners at that time more susceptible of catching the virus (Suhomilnova et al, 2022). Therefore, it was extremely important that the rules that came from the government were obeyed by prisons. However, Due to many services being closed and isolating at home, prison population numbers increased all the way through covid as community services weren’t available and sentencing in courts were very limited (Dunkel et al ,2022). Therefore, the growth of population increased during this time and brought along even more overcrowded facilities and many challenges. Due to the challenges the prisons faced during covid in the UK, there was a protective isolation unit within the prisons, this allowed prisoners who were possible confirmed cases in the early stage of covid 19 to be held for 7 days before entering a overcrowded general prison population (Coleman et al, 2022). Even though, many prisons were overcrowded with prisoners it was still important that prisons safeguarded the inmates to ensure that they were safe from the virus regardless of their sentencing. 


Similarly, In England and Wales, there has been prolonged court delay and sentencing without going to trial which has increased the population of prisons (Winbury and Church, 1981) Whilst this is quite outdated, it is still relevant over recent years especially during the barristers strikes that have happened through the years specially in 2023. Due to these strikes the UK Parliament (2024) explained that there has been significant backlog of crown court cases hitting more than 60,000, which was the highest rate of prisoners on remand which has caused a significantly big increase in prison population, which in turn creates more challenges. This was also the case back in 2009 as stated by Klamthout et al “the number of prisoners remanded in custody has increased during the last 18 years”. Whilst the barrister strikes are relatively recent remanded prisoners has been a potential consequence for prison populations in England and Wales for many years, this immediately brings questions to why this hasn’t been looked at sooner to reduce the population slightly. 

On the other hand, a positive push for increase in police officers has brought its challenges. Increasing the number of police officers in the UK especially England and Wales have equalled to more arrests (Kleck and Barnes, 2014), this in turn increases the prison population which means there will be more prisoners in the prisons taking up a lot of space and putting more stress on the prisons. However, many will argue that the role of the police is to keep the public safe, so the best place for the criminals around neighbourhoods is prison (Mello, 2019). Therefore, increasing police officers has the capability of increasing the number of arrests which in turn is safeguarding the public but causing a detrimental impact on prisons and their facilities. However, this was challenged by Kleck and Barnes (2014) who found that the number of police officers had no influence in the reduction of criminals in society meaning that this didn’t necessarily increase the number of prisoners. This would be more useful if there was a specific trend between number of police officers and number of arrests to get an exact idea as to whether it is a potential consequence to the rise in prison populations. 

Additionally, with an increase in prison populations comes an increase in the overcrowding of prison facilities, this then creates unsafe environments and lots of pressure for prisons in Wales and England (HM Inspectors of Prisons, 2003). A prison becomes overcrowded when the number of prisoners exceeds the capacity (Berman, 2013). Exceeding the capacity of prisons starts to interfere with human dignity and loss of privacy for many inmates (Albrecht, 2012). This then brings many other challenges including hygiene of prisoners, fire safety, medical care, and mental health (Thornbury and Call, 1983). Therefore, the increase in prison population is putting more pressure and stress on prisons in Wales and England to keep the prisons safe places. Similarly, overcrowded prisons can become a dangerous place with many inmates feeling degraded, endangered, deprived, and anxious (Haney ,2012). This shows that when prisons are overcrowded a lot more prisoners will begin to feel this way, this might then cause more stress for the prison with more violence and potential crimes happening which in the long run might extend inmates sentences which will influence the prisons numbers. Due to the overcrowding many inmates will share cells with other inmates and might even be locked in for hours on end smoking, sleeping, urinating, eating, and losing their privacy (Evans, 2023). this again makes it hard for prisons to stop any crimes from happening in the cells. 

With this as a concern, many prisons have the responsibility of safeguarding vulnerable inmates who have a right to be protected regardless of their sentencing (Van der verlk ,2021). Safeguarding is the act of protecting children and vulnerable adults from risk of harm or ill treatment (Tom, 2023). This includes having a right to dignity and a good quality of life whilst imprisoned (Van Zyk Smit, 2010). This is important to note especially due to the evidence of overcrowded prisons taking away their privacy as stated previously. Immediately it is clear that the increase in prison populations might be limiting the safeguarding of prisoners. This is reinforced by Padfield (2018) who stated that it is unknown whether prisoners are well supervised. Although this fails to include whether safeguarding is an issue in prisons it is clear to see that safeguarding is a big concern within prisons and it is difficult to see what goes on day in and day out with the many prisoners that are held in prisons around the UK. 



In line with the prison population crisis, the overall aim for prisons in England and Wales should be to reduce the number of prisoners because prison populations are dictated by two things: 1) how many people are being put in prison and 2) how long they stay in prison for (Clear and Schrantz, 2011). One strategy that has been considered before is a reduction in prison sentence lengths is a way of controlling prison population (Perry and Pease ,1992). Whilst this might be an effective recommendation of prison population reduction, some of the types of crimes that are present in prisons today shouldn’t deserve a reduction in sentences. On the other hand, the less severe crimes could be a way of reducing crimes. 

Another recommendation for reducing prison population is to strengthen probation, this could be through surveillance- based probation (Clear and Schrantz , 2011). This would allow less prisoners subject to sentencing within prison establishments but still have their sentence. This could ensure that probation is a secure and more credible sentencing option that prison for judges to consider (Clear and Schrantz, 2011). In turn this will also ensure less prisoners are resentenced to prison which could potentially have a positive impact on the prison population crisis. 

Similarly, interventions such as behaviour programmes has been recommended as a way of reducing prison populations, as this has been found to reduce the number of reoffenders (Friendship and Debidin , 2006).  Whilst this is outdated it is still relevant as a positive recommendation to reduce prison populations and take the pressure off. This is reinforced by Gleicher (2020) who stated that there is a positive correlation between evidence-based community supervisions and less prisoners being taken back to prison. This is important as many prisoners will go back to prison after their sentence. Therefore, strengthening the programmes and interventions available to prisoners will ensure there are less people being re-admitted to prisons for the same or similar crime. 

In conclusion, the above statement stating that potential consequences are far reaching has some relevance with a significant crisis of prison populations in prisons around England and Wales. The analysis of the potential consequences has shown a clear variety of challenges faced by the criminal justice system. Specifically, the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic and how it has caused existing challenges to become more challenging for prisons which in turn has increased the risk of a lack of safeguarding for all prisoners but also increasing the risk of health issues. Moreover, the overcrowding of prisons has caused even more of a challenge for prisons due to the capacity being overreached, many prisoners are comprised of safety, privacy and are living in unsafe environments. This can be caused by more arrests being made from an increase in police officers putting more strain on prison services and even multiple strikes leading to prolonged court delays contributing to the increase in prison populations around England and Wales. 

Therefore, to address the population crisis, the above recommendations have been proposed. This included reducing prison sentence lengths for crimes that are considered less severe, allowing more behaviour programmes and community-based interventions to limit the number of prisoners being resentenced and lastly strengthening the prisoner’s probation to ensure less pressure is put on prisons and their capacity sizes but also ensuring prisoners have better support and rehabilitation when leaving prison in the future. 
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