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Prison overpopulation has been a serious concern in  England and Wales for a long time and has left behind some serious effects on society and the prison service, this essay will be taking a look into what can be done to address the issue as well as take a look at some key events and instances that can be linked with the prison overpopulation crisis in England and Wales. Some of the key important events and areas of discussion that will be referenced throughout the bulk of this essays research into the topic will include the impact of the recent covid-19 pandemic, the impact of the barristers strike in 2023, how the increase in on-duty police officers has affected prison numbers, as well as the specific impact prison overpopulation has had on the prisoners and prisons themselves. This essay will also be discussing all the possible recommendations that have been proposed thus far, and what steps have been taken in order to help deal with the matter concerning the prison overcrowding crisis.

The ongoing crisis regarding the prison overpopulation crisis in England and Wales poses significant challenges not only for the criminal justice system but also for public safety and the effective rehabilitation of offenders, as it could lead to less rehabilitation opportunities being granted to the already overburdened prison capacity, and lead to a further increase in repeat offenders once they are released from these prisons. The projected increase in prison overpopulation numbers has been anticipated for quite a long time now as it was predicted back in 2018 that ‘prison numbers would reach over 86,000 by March 2023’’. HM Chief Inspector of Prisons (n.d.). 

The covid 19-pandemic significantly impacted the prisons systems in England and Wales, which would lead to causing more operational challenges and difficulties for these prisons. The pandemic induced lockdown during the covid-19 pandemic would cause a reduction in the prison populations due to courts not being able to handle a high demand of cases coming in and because of the introduction of early release agreements and schemes, ‘’the reduction in prison population mainly arise from courts processing fewer criminal cases and prisons continuing to release convicts at the usual rate as pre-covid’. House of Commons Justice Commitee (2020). The effect of less prisoners being introduced into the prison system during the covid-19 pandemic meant that offenders charged with crimes but could not be convicted or at least not for the foreseeable future due to covid-19, would remain free from facing justice and ultimately cause more trauma and worries for victims and families of victims, ‘’the prospect of waiting years for justice is likely to be traumatizing for victims and poses an increased likelihood of victims dropping out of cases’’. Criminal Justice Joint Inspectorate (2022). The Covid-19 pandemic causing an even further strain on the prison overcrowding crisis would lead to early release schemes being introduced, the main function of these early release agreements and schemes was to lessen the burden on prison systems and staff and prioritize prison space for the most violent offenders, as well as to promote the ‘’implementation of effective isolation, reverse cohorting of new entrants to custody and the shielding of vulnerable prisoners’’.  Ministry of Justice (2020). 


The barristers strike in 2023 in England and Wales also significantly impacted the criminal justice system after the strike was started due to unrest over disputes relating to ‘’the governments disregard over the pay conditions of barristers and the effect on the justice system.’’ International Bar Association (2023). This would lead to significant delays in court proceedings, increasing the number of offenders held on remand until the situation was resolved, with ‘’at least 700 court cases being disrupted or delayed within the first 2 days of the strike alone’’. Dearden (2022). The increase in individuals placed on remand and awaiting trial and court dates would create a further strain of disruption and backlog of trial proceedings which would already have been significantly strained due to previous covid restrictions placed during the pandemic. These further disruptions on top of the already vast amount of backlog since the covid-19 pandemic meant that there would be further strain and pressure placed on prison capacities and resources. 


In order to manage the crisis of overcrowding and the strain on resources and manpower that were being required in the prisons it was decided that the government would have no choice but to implement and utilize ‘operation safeguard’ which would only be activated in times where it was believed that ‘’prisons would be currently or soon to be at over capacity’’. Central Chambers (2023), this would basically allow police stations to act as a sort of prison themselves and possibly help lessen the burden on prisons. While this approach had attempted to provide some form of short term relief for prison staff and resources, it was not deemed a long term solution as concerns were raised about the quality of the conditions in these temporary accommodations for the prisoners, with inspectors specifically mentioning ‘’the inadequacy of the food, bedding, warmth ,access to natural light and access to showers ’’. HM Inspectorate of Prisons (2014), which were quite likely issues as these cells in police stations were no designed for long term occupation in the same way that prisons were.


The government's decision to increase the number of police officers in England and Wales was made in order to enhance public safety, However this decision backfired and actually unintentionally led to a higher contribution in arrests made, which led to more offenders entering an already overwhelmed prison system due to constraints on resources and space available still being present from previous issues such as the covid pandemic. The  links between a higher number of police officers with the prison overcrowding crisis have already been made in the past with some sources stating ‘the boost in police officer numbers is expected to lead to more people being charged with a criminal offence and running the risk of a prison sentence.’’ University of Portsmouth (2021).


The impact of overcrowding in prisons is a critical issue that not only affects the operational and functional effectiveness of the prison systems by causing a strain on their resources but also affects the prisoners themselves and the humanitarian standards that must be kept when looking after these prisoners, ‘’prison overcrowding undermines the ability of prison systems provide basic human needs as well give rise to new health conditions or make existing ones even worse’’. Birbeck University of London (2019). Overcrowding in prisons can lead to concerning issues such as cases of poor sanitation, a heightened increase in violence between inmates which can lead to further issues if not prevented, as well as a lack of purposeful activities to keep the prisoners busy, all of these issues can in turn lead to contributing to a further deterioration of prison conditions and can also play a part in interfering with the wellbeing and rehabilitation of the prisoners themselves. One of the most prominent issues concerning overcrowding in prisons and the effects left on the prison systems and inmates themselves involves the decline in sanitation standards, this is because as the number of prisoners grows in these already overcrowded prisons so does the strain on waste management and sewage systems within the prison facilities. This increase of usage on sanitation facilities can result in unsanitary conditions that can pose major health and safety risks for the prison population if not resolved which can in turn lead to the spread of infectious diseases between the overcrowded prison population, ‘’prison overcrowding is a major contributor to inadequate water and sanitation facilities. the limited access to sanitation, clean water and healthcare compounds the risk of infections within prisons.’’ Penal Reform International (2022).  Overcrowding in prison can also lead to other problems as it can heighten already existing tensions among inmates and make them more prone to acts of violence. These acts of violence and heightened stress can stem from many causes as result of prison overcrowding, such as limited space and accommodation available, competition for the limited use of facilities such as bathrooms and recreational activities or devices. This environment where acts of violence are more frequent can not only pose risks to the physical wellbeing of the inmates but the mental health and wellbeing also as it the increased levels of anxiety and stress could cause issues such as depression or paranoia among the inmates. Some studies that have been conducted in recent years actually help bridge the link between prison overcrowding and heightened levels of violence within prisons and have made statements based off their results that the two issues are related and go hand in hand, ‘’there were significant effects of overcrowding and turnover on prison violence, increased overcrowding and turnover were associated with increased prevalence of violence.’’ Baggio (2020). Furthermore, overcrowding in prisons can lead to issues with providing adequate purposeful activity and rehabilitation opportunities to the vast number of inmates in the prisons which are crucial in helping the inmates develop the necessary skills they will need in order to help them function and rejoin society once they are eventually released from prison. By not being able to provide these opportunities and skills to the prisoners due to overcrowding it could potentially lead to them not being able to function properly once they are released or might even spur them into going back to a life of crime and endangering the public or getting sent back to prison which would only contribute to the prison overcrowding crisis again, ‘’Having little to do risks frustration, feelings of hopelessness and fuels demand for drugs, a lack of purposeful activity also impacts prisoners’ chances of successful reintegration back into society.’’ UK Parliament (2023).

To address the prison overpopulation crisis, several recommendations have been put forward by the government with the aim of solving the prison overcrowding issue and enhancing the overall effectiveness of the criminal justice system. One recommendation that has been put forward to address the issue involves sentencing reforms which would readjust sentencing policies to help reduce the number of people being imprisoned for low level crimes and have them punished in some other way such as fines or community service possibly, as well as save those spaces in prison for higher level offenders instead. Sentencing reforms would also ‘’streamline the charging process, freeing up capacity to deal with the most serious and complex crimes.’’ Tony Blair Institute for Global Change (2023).  Other proposals put forward to help reduce the prisoner overcrowding crisis include prisoner employment initiatives which are put in place in order to help those already in prison help find themselves employment and a sustainable living once they are released and prevent the chance of them reoffending again, ‘’the employment initiatives were introduced due to the known positive impact and link between employment and reducing reoffending.’’ UK Government (2024). Multiple recommendations to restrict the use of prison sentences to only the most violent or serious criminal offences have also been made in an effort to resolve the prison overcrowding issue, ‘’measures to decrease the strain on prison capacity may include providing sanctions for petty and non-violent offences as opposed to handing out prison sentences’’. United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, p.52 (2013).  past studies and evidence actually show that alternatives to short-term sentencing for low level crimes are effective at preventing further criminal behavior and would make a positive impact on reducing prison overcapacity numbers, ‘’it has long been recognized that short sentences do more harm than good and that alternatives such as community orders are more effective at reducing reoffending’’. Prison Reform Trust (2023).
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