[bookmark: _Int_j8u85X0e]The population crisis within prisons in England and Wales is a growing issue, therefore plans and solutions must begin to be implemented by either the United Kingdom government or His Majesty’s Prisons and Probation Services in order to resolve and ease these issues. This essay will introduce and explain the prison population crisis within England and Wales, whilst identifying the primary contributing factors to the population crisis and evaluating any potential measures that could be or have been implemented to ease or resolve these issues. In addition to this, the essay will also be discussing the range of potential negative impacts that the prison population crisis could lead to if not resolved quickly. Throughout this essay, the discussion will be open to several potential contributing factors to this crisis, while including all of them fairly and equally to ensure a thorough evaluation is completed and shown. 

[bookmark: _Int_y97biIOd]As of March 2024, the prison population in England and Wales stood at 87,900 (Sturge, 2024), whereas the capacity is a close 88,890. There is clearly a huge pressure on these prisons, as seen from these statistics, which could lead to huge failures in the delivery of services to prisoners and staff and heightening the risk of violent outbreaks or prisoners escaping. According to Sinha and Day (2023), the prison service in the UK is now dangerously close to a breaking point as a result of the growing population, and they called for the government to act upon this emergency. It is clear from this that this crisis has gained a lot of traction within the media, with countless articles and newspaper stories being published regarding the issue, including the one referenced above. Evident from the above statement, is that the collapse of the prison service within the UK is drawing dangerously closer as the months go by and the population numbers increase. 

Many media outlets such as the BBC and The Guardian are now publishing several articles covering this population crisis and explaining the sheer amount of overcrowding in prisons. As a result, this topic received a significant amount of coverage in the media which in turn would have increased pressure on the UK Government to step in and implement a crisis strategy to relieve the pressure. A report by the National Audit Office (2020) published that around 60% of prisons in England and Wales were reported to be ‘crowded’. In addition to this, it was also published that the ‘most crowded’ prisons were running at around or above 147% of their ‘uncrowded capacity’. This highlights the true height of the crisis within prisons in England and Wales, as it becomes clear that prisoners are being placed into far over-crowded prisons, which are not built to house the sheer number of inmates. This leads to the potential risk of these prisons no longer operating in a safe and secure environment, which could then contribute to security risks and pose a threat to the ability to respect individuals' human rights. In addition to this, the UK Parliament (2022) published a report into the staffing levels in prisons in England and Wales, which revealed that more than 600 prison officers had left the role during the previous 12 months, leaving many prisons severely understaffed. This level of understaffing in prisons also poses a severe security risk and increases the risk of violent disorders taking place. 

[bookmark: _Int_7Z4BAbP7]There are several serious implications that come as a result of severe overcrowding in prisons in England and Wales, such as higher levels of violence. Statistics published by Norris (2024) revealed that within 35 prisons in England and Wales, more than 50% of inmates stated they felt unsafe whilst serving their sentences. With such high levels of overcrowding in prisons, violent incidents are imminently increasing as there is simply not enough staff to keep operations running smoothly and to be able to provide a solid presence within the prisons. The levels of violence in HMP Woodhill were published in an inquiry by HM Inspectorate of Prisons in 2023, with the levels being described as ‘very high’ and the prison being reported as having the highest rate of serious assaults against prison officers and use of force against prisoners within England and Wales. A reported 71% of prisoners reported that they felt unsafe whilst serving their sentence in HMP Woodhill. Research has highlighted that HMP Woodhill currently houses around 800 inmates, which is dangerously close to its reported capacity of 819 (UK GOV, 2022). It is obvious from these figures that the levels of violence in prisons is majorly influenced by the severe overcrowding and dangerously low staffing levels. The figures discussed above further support the point that the population crisis within prisons in England and Wales serves as a large contributing factor to the rise in inmate-on-inmate violence. 

[bookmark: _Int_50MDmmYm]Another negative issue arising from the growing prison population crisis in England and Wales is the growing neglect upon prisoners' access to basic hygiene. A findings paper published by HM Inspectorate of Prisons (2017) raised the issue of basic hygiene within prisons in England and Wales, with several failings included in the paper. One failure took place in HMP Wormwood Scrubs, in which many toilet facilities were dirty and lacked appropriate measures such as lids or screens to separate the toilet area from the living area. This is clearly an infringement on prisoners' rights to have adequate access to clean and functional toilet facilities whilst serving their sentences, which could be as a result of the overcrowding in prisons. With much of the budget being spent on being able to house the prisoners in cramped cells, there is less funding for adequate and clean hygiene facilities within prisons.

[bookmark: _Int_O2vIBDwt]This crisis has been a growing issue for the past few years, with a range of different issues contributing to the growing population (Rowland, 2024). One of these issues is the growing number of prisoners being held ‘On Remand’, which ties in with the issue of the Barrister strikes between June and October 2023. Prisoners being held ‘On Remand’ are those who are in prison whilst awaiting their trial or sentencing, so therefore have not received a criminal conviction but have been deemed too high risk to be allowed to await trial in the community (Prison Reform Trust, 2024). The issue of the high number of prisoners being held on remand links with the detrimental Barrister strikes. HM Inspectorate of Prisons (2023) produced the figures of prisoners being held on remand in recent years, showing an increase from 11,000 in 2020 to 14,951 individuals being held on remand in March 2023. It is evident from these figures that the strikes contributed to more prisoners being held on remand as there is now a backlog of individuals awaiting their trial or their sentencing as they were unable to attend court. As a result of this, these extra prisoners being held on remand are clearly adding further strain to the prisons service, as these individuals' trials are not happening quickly enough to ensure people are serving the correct custodial sentences for the correct period of time. 

In addition to the extra prisoners being held on remand, the Coronavirus pandemic (Covid-19) that began in March 2020 also had a detrimental toll on the prison population crisis within England and Wales. According to a report by the House of Commons Justice Committee (2020), the concept of ‘Release on Temporary Licence’ (ROTL) was suspended during the Covid-19 pandemic as a protective measure, meaning less prisoners were being released, even for short periods. The Prison Reform Trust (2021) explains that being released on temporary licence is the process of allowing prisoners to leave the prison for short periods of time for a range of different reasons. In a report by the Criminal Justice Joint Inspection (2022), it was published that prisoners were spending around 22 to 23 hours a day locked in their cells during the Covid-19 pandemic. This could potentially have led to prisoners feeling let down by the prison system and allowed them to leave the system without feeling like they had been properly rehabilitated, which then heightens the risk of them reoffending whilst being back out in the community. As a result, the number of individuals reoffending then contributes to the growing prison population as they end up serving another custodial sentence. 

Multiple media outlets are now reporting on the strain on the prison service within England and Wales, whilst publishing ‘crisis strategies’ for overcrowded prisons. The BBC (2024) reported that certain prisoners could be released up to a maximum of 60 days early to allow for more room to be made within especially crowded prisons. In October of 2023, the Justice Secretary announced a strategy to reduce overcrowding and boost funding within prisons in England and Wales. The strategy included releasing prisoners early, using the alternative ‘suspended sentence’ for shorter sentences and removing foreign offenders from the country under the early release scheme (Beard, 2023). These strategies would significantly ease the pressure on prisons, as it allows for more people to complete sentences within the community and free up spaces for serious or violent offenders. However, Waller (2018) proposes a concept which counters altering sentencing and increasing capacity, instead proposing that the UK Government begin focusing on reducing crime, specifically violent crime. This concept has the potential to reduce the number of individuals offending, therefore reducing the number of individuals being handed custodial sentences. This would be beneficial to reducing the prison population crisis, but only if implemented correctly and efficiently by Parliament. 

[bookmark: _Int_As2s0iBU]To conclude this essay, through the statements and figures produced and examined throughout this essay, it is clear that there is a detrimental lack of breathing room for UK prisons in 2024, with far too many serving custodial sentences in far too overcrowded prisons. Evidence highlighted throughout this essay has emphasised the rise in violent attacks and the high percentages of prisoners who live in fear of violence whilst serving their sentences. Information also included in this essay has shown the extent of the poor hygiene facilities in certain prisons, which are subsequently worsened by the levels of overcrowding. It has become evident through research that there are several contributing factors to the prison population crisis, such as the Covid-19 pandemic, barrister strikes, and the growing number of prisoners being held ‘on remand’ whilst waiting for a trial or sentencing hearing. This essay has fully introduced and explained the current prison population crisis within England and Wales, whilst fairly examining potential contributing factors and several potentially negative outcomes of this crisis. Through research and evaluation, it’s clear that one of the best strategies to deal with this crisis is to utilise suspended sentences for short sentences, as mentioned above. This again would allow for more serious offenders to be housed in the correct facility and to ease overcrowding issues in several prisons. 
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