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‘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).  
  
Considering 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. 


This essay is going to identify several problems withing the United Kingdom’s prison system and explain how these problems affect day to day life within prisons. The essay will then conclude with recommendations that would alter certain aspects of prison life and conditions and potentially change and improve the lives of prisoners. To effectively evaluate the current conditions, procedures and policies surrounding the prison system, five key points will be examined using Borton’s Method of Reflection. This method consists of three questions, what, so what, now what (Janse, 2022). This paper will also include statistics from across the last 20 years. Once the paper has analysed each point, it will then conclude the findings and make recommendations on how the prison system in the United Kingdom could be improved. 

According to Georgina Sturge (2023), as of June 2023, there are over 85,000 prisoners in England and Wales, over 7500 prisons in Scotland and just under 2000 prisoners in Northen Ireland. In total, there were approximately 95,500 prisoners in the United Kingdom in June 2023. In the year 2000, there were approximately 71,500 prisoners in the United Kingdom (Clark 2023). As you can see from these statistics, there has been an increase of roughly 24,000 people in prisons across the UK. There have been some years where the number of prisoners has declined. Between the years 2020 and 2021, there was an approximate decrease of 1400 prisoners across the UK. There are several reasons behind the increase and decrease of the UK’s prison population and this paper will evaluate some of those reasons. 

According to Winchester (2023), serious crimes such as homicide has increased over the last several years. For example, the crime of homicide had increased by 25% between the years of 2021 and 2022 and the crime of assault using a bladed item had increased by 10% between 2021 and 2022. Due to the increase of serious crimes, more and more offenders are receiving custodial sentences, meaning they will be spending time in the prison system. This has a serious impact on the prison population in the UK. Offenders who commit less serious crimes such as theft or criminal damage are more likely to receive a punishment of a fine or community service. However, the Criminal Justice System (2024) state that in the year 2018, 92,071 offenders were given community sentences but in 2022, only 69,691 offenders were given community sentences. From these statistics, you can clearly see that there has been a steep decline in the courts issuing community sentences which may suggest that more serious sentences are being issued, such as jail time. 

All decisions on how the legal and prison system operates are made by the current Government in power. In 2019, the Conservative Government released The Conservative and Unionist Party Manifesto. This manifesto outlined all the Governments plans and goals which included how they wanted to change the prison system. Wordsworth (2019) identifies that the key issues of the legal system are youth offending, addiction, and rehabilitation. He explains how children who attend a well-disciplined school, would less likely commit crimes in the future, so he vowed to invest £500 million in schools and youth services, and he wants to introduce new laws to ensure that schools and local authorities are working together to help young people going through hard times. Adam Wordsworth believes that one of the main things that fuel crime and criminal behaviour is drugs, therefore he has stated that police will prioritise drug related crimes to try and reduce the number of offences being committed by people with a drug addiction. He has identified that rehabilitation of prisoners plays a massive role in the legal system. His solution to the issue of people reoffending is to create a prisoner education service to focus on helping prisoners develop skills that will be useful in the working world. By doing this, when an individual leaves prison, they are unlikely to reoffend and return to the prison system. The Government also state in their manifesto that they would aim to add 10,000 more prison places and will commit £2.75 billion to carry out refurbishments of current prisons making them safer and improving the living conditions of the offenders. 

That is the main key points of the Conservative’s manifesto in relation to the prison service. However, Hoddinott et al (2023), state that in 2021/2022 £3.7 billion was spent on the prison system which is approximately 4.3% less than the previous years. 50% of prison officers at the time of this report had less than five years working experience and there has only been a 1.3% increase in number of full-time prison officers in the UK. Considering that the prison population has grown rapidly, and more prisoners are where they are due to serious offences such as assault with a bladed item, this creates a very unstable environment not just for the prisoners but also the prison staff. Because of this, recruitment of prison officers has been incredibly difficult. If prison’s do not have enough staff to provide a safe and secure environment, they do not just put prisoners at risk, but also their own staff. In a report written by the Independent Monitoring Boards (2023), accommodation had to be reduced in HMP Bullingdon due to issues with the number of trained staff. Because of this, many prisoners ended up sharing cells which increases issues relating to overcrowding. Another factor that increases the risk of overcrowding in prisons is the fact that many prisons have either been closed permanently or are awaiting refurbishment meaning that the prisoners that were there, have been transferred to other prisons who may have already been struggling for room. According to Sinha et al (2023), since 2010, approximately 10,700 prison places have been closed for one reason or another and not enough opened to keep up with the steady incline in prison sentences. At the time this article was written, they say that in the whole of England and Wales, there are only 557 places left in the prison system. Factors such as a lack of financial budget, staff shortages and untrained staff, parts of prisons being closed off and prisons being closed all together all lead to serious problems with prisoner and staff safety, unsanitary conditions within prisons and very distressed and angry prisoners. 

Moving onto the unsanitary conditions within UK prisons. A report written by HM Inspectorate of Prisons (2017), talks about what some of the key problems are within UK prisons, especially when it comes to living conditions. The report states that in some prisons, prisoners were kept in their cells for up 22 hours a day. This is a serious issue as there are many schemes where prisoners can attend classes and activities to not only improve their mental health, but to also stay physically fit whilst learning brand new skills that they could possibly use after they are released. By keeping them confined to their cells for nearly the entire day, they do not have these opportunities and over time, their physical and mental health will start to struggle which will lead onto more problems. The report goes on to explain how overcrowding has caused a big issue with sanitary conditions within individual cells. A lot of the time, prisoners do not even have a privacy screen around the toilet or adequate toilet essentials like a closable lid or toilet paper. They are simply left to figure it out for themselves and have been seen using items such cardboard or pillowcases to create a little room around the toilet. It has also been identified that flushing an open toilet in the same room that you consume food and drink, can lead to serious illnesses and over poor living conditions.   

These unsanitary and poor living conditions were known to have occurred before the Covid 19 pandemic. In 2019, the Corona Virus hit the UK with force and the Government announced that new lockdown policies and procedures would come into place. Everybody would soon learn the new rules of wearing masks when out in public, washing hands on a regular basis with warm soapy water, social distancing and isolating yourself if you showed symptoms. This was not the easiest thing to get used to or follow in people’s day to day lives, however it was nearly impossible to following all these new rules within UK prisons. The biggest issue was the fact that not everyone had their own cell. As previously stated, many prisoners had to share cells due to overcrowding which makes social distancing practically impossible. HM Inspectorate of Prisons (2021) outlines some of the biggest issues prisons had when it came to Covid 19. In their investigation, they found that adult prisoners were more at risk than the average person due to the unsanitary conditions that prisons had been suffering for years before the pandemic. It was found that to reduce to possible transmission of Covid, prisoners were allowed to leave their cells even less than before the pandemic and such facilities such as the prison gym and workshops were always closed. Prisoners were only allowed to leave their cells in small groups for short periods of time to get essential work done. On top of that, many prisons in England and Wales stopped allowing visits from family and friends which had a severely negative impact on prisoner’s mental health.  

Living in the poor conditions of prison and being treated like nobody cares about you does have a long-lasting negative affect of prisoner’s mental and physical health. It is understandable that blood starts to boil and eventually prisoners say enough is enough. In December 2016, Birmingham Prison erupted into chaos after a group of prisoners rushed the guards, stole their keys, and then released over 600 inmates from their cells (Gall, 2018). According to the news report, the prison in question had been under constant criticism for the horrible living conditions and the lack of control by the G4S staff. Clarke (2017) states in their report that the prison was failing to meet adequate standards in certain areas which may have negatively affected prisoner morale and in turn, may have led to the riot. It was found that the staff came across as quite relaxed with the rules and prisoners were able to do things such as verbally abuse staff. Some prisoners reported that it was easy to get drugs into the prison and one prisoner admitted that he only started his drug habit in prison. One of the biggest issues that was found was that many prisoners only had on average 4 hours out of their cells a day. If they cannot leave their cells to exercise, socialise or attended classes and workshops, they will begin to struggle mentally which is likely to lead to tempers rising. 

The National Suicide Prevention Alliance (2024) explains that the Probation Service is responsible prisoners after their release from prison. They are there to make sure the individual knows what they can do to rejoin society but are also responsible for making sure the individual does not become a threat to the public. The Justice and Home Affairs Committee (2023) identified that the biggest issue with the UK’s Probation Service is that there are not enough staff to effectively work through the caseloads. For example, in 2023 the number of required staff across the country was 6,780 but there were only 4,390 fully trained probation officers. The issue with this is that if ex criminals who have recently been released from jail, do not receive the support that they require, then they are more likely to reoffend and end up back into the overrun prison system. 

In conclusion, the prison system itself are that it is severely understaffed due to budget cuts and lack of recruitment. This needs to be reviewed and a new more suitable budget needs to be drawn up. The Government also need to investigate why recruitment is so low and see what incentives could be put into place to secure people’s interest in the role of a prison officer. Life of a prisoner has a big impact on the entire system and if prisoners feel that they have been forgotten and feel forced to live in poor conditions, then they are more likely to commit further offences whilst in prison which will mean that they will occupy a cell longer than they need to. Prisoners should have plenty of opportunities to understand what they did was wrong and to learn and develop new skills which will help them after release. A crucial stage of the whole process is after a prisoner has been released. If they do not receive the proper support and help from agencies such as the Probation Service, they are likely to fall back into the world of crime and eventually end up back in the prison system. It is recommended that the Government investigate why there are so few probation officers and put a better, more reliable plan in place for individuals who have been released from prison, providing them with the support to stay on the right track. 
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