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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).

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.
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This research targets the rising issue of the prison population crisis in England and Wales, giving specific focus to its consequences and the proposals of realistic and effective solutions to address the issue. 
The overview offers insight into some key details, including population figures that emphasise recent trends and the potential causes of the crisis, such as the impact of the COVID - 19 pandemic and the barristers strike, will also be examined. Each factor’s contribution to the increase in prison population will be assessed, as well as their likeliness of influence.  Additionally, the consequences of the prison population crisis and the effect each causal factor has had on both inmates and staff, will be reviewed.  Furthermore, evidence-based research will be used to evaluate both short and long-term solution approaches, with focus on their methods, ease of conducting the issue and their potential effectiveness in addressing the crisis. 

England and Wales are currently battling a prison population crisis, leaving the majority of prisons across the country, overcrowded and unmanageable. In September 2023, the average inmate population of a prison in England and Wales stood at 83,100, an amount that’s quadrupled since the early 1900’s, where the average population stood at 17,400. This population crisis began to unfold in the 90’s with the inmate numbers jumping from 17,400 up to 44,246 by 1993 (Sturge, 2023). Consequently, staff working in these prisons expressed how there was not enough of them to deal with such large numbers, especially since inmates have become more challenging over recent years, due to the increase in the average age of an inmate and the number of inmates dealing with mental health issues (UK Parliament, 2019).  


Additional research also shows that the costs of funding this continuous growth of prisoners has also proceeded to increase across the years. In 2015, the annual amount spent on prisons by the Government stood at £3.56 billion and increased to £4.06 billion by 2021. This has been predicted to further increase by an extra £32 million by 2025, as it continues to grow with the overcrowded prison population (Richard & Davies, 2023).  

Categorising a prison as ‘overcrowded’ requires their Certified Normal Accommodation (CNA) to be established, which stands as a measure to show the population of prisoners that can be held at good service and accommodation. This number varies for each prison based on their staff and resources (Ministry of Justice, 2023). As of June 2023, 61% of prisons across England and Wales were overcrowded, meaning they were operating above their CNA. Further research revealed that the majority of prisons were operating at a capacity of 10,000 prisoners above their CNA, nearing full capacity. This negatively impacts the standards of accommodation for inmates, as staff are not able to equally assist and attend to this large amount of prisoners (Sturge, 2023). These numbers and issues are expected to rise, if not dealt with promptly and effectively, as the Government predicts the population to reach an average of 99,700 inmates per prison, by March 2027.  Without establishing the causes of the crisis and identifying effective solutions, the significant impact on staff, inmates and government funding will be inevitable (Ministry of Justice, 2023).



The COVID – 19 pandemic could be considered as a potential cause of the current crisis, due to its effect on the rising prison population but contrastingly, its initial impact, such as lockdown, saw an immediate reduction in the prison population with figures dropping by 4,437 from the previous 83,957 recorded on the 6th of March 2020 (Ford, 2020). Various factors could have contributed to this decrease, such as the overall recorded crime rate dropping by 8%, which equivalates to approximately 5 million less crimes being committed during the period of April to June 2020 (Office for National Statistics, 2021). Less crimes translated to less prisoners and this was clearly demonstrated in its impact on the prison population. 

Further explanation for this decrease in prisoners is depicted within the Magistrates courts.  Prior to the pandemic, 800 trials were being conducted per week, but government guidelines meant trials were put on hold during the period of March-April 2020.  This resulted in no magistrate convictions and therefore a significant decrease in prison sentences being issued (Ford, 2020).  Consequently, the statistics portray a significant decrease in the prison population, but research suggests that this is merely due to the delay in such court cases.  Evidently, as the national lockdown drew to an end in June 2021, the prison population stood at 78,176, but instantly began to increase and reached 79,092 by the end of 2021.  Only a year later, in December 2022, the population rose to 82,176; the return of pre COVID-19 figures (Richard & Davies, 2023). This sudden rise can be supported by court-case backlogs upon examining the figures from this period. In 2022, the Crown Court also revealed that the backlog in delayed cases had amounted to 60,000, which therefore resulted in the sudden growth in prison population, as opposed to a gradual and manageable amount for staff, inmates, and the Government funding scheme (UK Parliament, 2024).

Additionally, the barristers strike in 2022 also impacted the backlog in court cases and in turn, the prison population. A large amount of members of the Criminal Bar Association completed a strike from their duties after battling with the Government for not meeting their demands. At the centre of this was Legal Aid (Thompson & Dearden, 2022). Legal Aid is a government funded service that provides legal advice and representation for those who cannot afford it privately (Gov.uk, n.d). Barristers argued that whilst working in line with Legal Aid, they were paid half the amount in comparison to private, legal representation (Gregory, 2022). After dealing with progressive delays in receiving their Legal Aid, over 1,808 barristers supported the move to strike. This contributed to the increase in delays that the justice system was already facing (Syal, 2022). On top of the 60,000 delayed cases caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, a further 6,000 hearings were disputed within the first 19 days of strike action from barristers. Further research suggests that per week of striking action, an average of 1,300 cases and 300 trials would be delayed. These delays also increased the amount of prisoners on remand, as after two weeks of barristers striking, there were over 6,000 remand prisoners (Thompson & Dearden, 2022). A remand prisoner is a term used for an individual who has not yet been convicted but is being held in prison until their next court appearance. Such a rise in delayed court hearings left prisoners on remand for increased time periods which resulted in the overcrowding of prisons (Prisoners families helpline, 2021).564

The current prison population crisis proposes a number of significant consequences, including staffing issues and the overall well-being of inmates. Staff have already expressed their struggles regarding time management when dealing with the continuous rise in inmates.  Employees are currently unable to attend to all prisoners equally and feel they are incapable of dealing with any problems that prisoners are facing in an adequate manner. This is due to not having enough time to spend one-on-one with inmates, as they are required elsewhere. This lack of attentiveness can take away the prisons aim of creating a positive environment for rehabilitation (UK Parliament, 2019). 

Rehabilitation focuses on allowing prisoners to reflect on and improve their behaviour, allowing them to act efficiently and reduce their chances of reoffending upon returning to society (Woodland, 2023). With prison staff, psychologists and social workers feeling that the workload creates insufficient time to have effective interactions with prisoners, their chances of positive rehabilitation are decreased. Ultimately, this can have a negative effect on reoffending rates and in turn allows the prison population crisis to continue and grow (Shepherd & O Regan, 2023).

Overcrowded prisons pose great consequences upon the living conditions for inmates. Extreme cases of this were illustrated in 50 prisons across England and Wales, where approximately 7,000 cells were not equipped with a toilet.  Research demonstrates that inmates were instructed to ring a bell when they required to be taken to the toilet but were also given a bucket as a precautional measure for when staff were too occupied to assist them. However, it was reported that most prisons did not provide sanitation within cells, and once inmates used their bucket as a toilet, they were then unable to wash their hands as a result of limited sanitation available (Pidd, 2023). Further sanitation issues were found in extremely overcrowded prisons where only half of the capacity were able to shower daily, with some younger prisoners being provided as little as two showers a week. Such poor hygiene conditions are a result of the lack of space to accommodate the capacity, with insufficient showers to offer all inmates equal time on a daily basis (Preece, 2018). 

Overcrowding is also experienced within the prison cells, as research conducted on a Bristol prison discovered that half of the inmates shared their cell, despite the allocated area being designed for only one person. Although a prison sentence is not designed to be a pleasant experience, it is felt that basic human needs such as ample space should be provided (Taylor, 2024). Some prisoners are also deprived of any purposeful activity as staff and other authorities lack the time to complete them due to the excessive amount of inmates being dealt with on a daily basis. Failing to engage in educational, cultural, or religious tasks can worsen any pre-existing mental health challenges that individuals may already be dealing with.  This can lead to a build up tension that could present as aggression and anger within the prison, overall hindering the safety of the establishment for both prisoners and staff (MacDonald, 2016).

When addressing the issue of overcrowding in prisons, sentencing reforms could be considered. This process focuses on reforming sentencing for different crimes, such as extending prison time for serious crimes and looking at alternative ways for offenders to carry out shortened sentences. Earlier this year, the Government proposed a sentencing bill; introduced in the Kings speech, it proposed terminating prison sentences that stand at less than one year in certain circumstances. Allowing the lower-level crime sentences to be carried out through community service or probation will instantly decrease the prison population (Gov.uk, 2023).  In 2022, the number of inmates serving a sentence less than one year was 4,039 (Mutebi & Brown, 2023), and although reducing the overall prison population by this amount seems insignificant, maintaining this over a number of years alongside alternative strategies, will lessen unnecessary overcrowding in prisons and assist in battling the overcrowding crisis.

Subsequently, introducing community service as a form of short term sentencing can benefit offenders as it allows them to feel as though they are part of a community whilst guiding them away from crime (UK Parliament, 2023). Here, offenders can learn about meeting public safety needs, giving emphasis to how every citizen has the right to feel safe as they go about their daily lives (Region Security Guardian, 2022). Interactive work such as recycling, and graffiti removal (Sentencing Council,2022) could also allow offenders to positively reflect on their behaviour and re-examine how they view themselves within society.

Additionally, nurturing rehabilitation within prisons has been proven to reduce reoffending rates, as evidence supports that offender behaviour programmes have been specifically successful in reducing reoffending rates in recent years (Taylor, 2022). Such deterrent methods target specific triggers of criminal behaviour for offenders.  ‘Anger management’ for instance, allows offenders to learn how to reduce the frequency and severity of their negative feelings, before turning to crime or violence as a result. These programmes can also include ‘enhanced thinking skills’ where offenders learn how to control their thoughts around criminal behaviour, including developing their morals and controlling their impulses. By allowing offenders to work on their personal growth and develop these skills, their likelihood of turning to criminal behaviour as a solution reduces. This is a result of them feeling emotionally equipped to deal with issues in a more effective and moral manner, which in turn, reduces reoffending rates and assists in the gradual decrease of the overcrowding in prisons (Offender Behaviour Programmes, n.d).


Although the growth in prison population in England and Wales was predicted, factors such as the COVID-19 pandemic and barristers' strike caused a significant increase in inmate numbers that lead to overcrowding and resource strain.  The extensive consequences of the crisis have been detriment to inmates' well-being and rehabilitation efforts, with prison staff unable to provide sufficient care and support, and prison facilities falling below that of basic human need.  The emotional response to these conditions could have serious consequences, jeopardising the safety of other prisoners and staff.  However, the proposed sentencing reform that favours alternatives to short prison terms, such as community service, could diminish overcrowding and an increased investment in rehabilitation programs could allow for positive behavioural changes among offenders and reduce reoffending rates across the country.  By implementing these evidence – based solutions and prioritising rehabilitation to address the issue, the crisis can begin to be reduced, creating a more effective criminal justice system in England and Wales.
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