There is nothing 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. 

Within this essay it will be discuss the current state of prisons across England and Wales and how they are characterised by significant challenges. This will include overcrowding, and the strain on resources, which has profound implications for the criminal justice system and society at large. This surge in the prison population is fuelled by various factors including changes to sentencing legislation and the impact of increased numbers of police officers. Overcrowding within prisons not only compromises the well-being and safety of inmates by also poses operational challenges for staff, hindering their ability to maintain order and provide rehabilitative services (Home Office 2023) (B).  

Prisons across England and Wales are seeing a surge in the increase of prison population which is causing many difficulties. The Ministry of Justice has forecasted a longer-term growth in population, which means that they are changing sentencing laws. They state it will reach between 93,100 and 106,300 by March 2027 (Home Office 2023) (B). Discussions have been had with regards to the sentencing changes within policy. During the King’s speech one of the points that was focussed on was criminal justice, and how there has been many changes to laws and policies which has made it guaranteed that more people serve lengthier sentences in jail (Police Reform Trust, 2023). This proposal has then carried on within the prison system which is now on the verge of collapse due to capacity crisis, which is one of the outcomes of the ill-considered approach to penal policy. It has been anticipated that by March 2027, there would be approximately 106,000 more people in prisons, even with the facts that the prison system has been operating on emergency protocols since November 2022 (Police Reform, 2023). 

This shows that there has been a change within the sentencing polices and there is hope for more police officers which will increase the number of inmates causing prison overcrowding (Taylor 2024). This can cause issues such as restricted access to healthcare and an increase of prisoner violence as well as challenges upholding order and discipline. 
In addition to this, the increase in population is putting an even greater strain on prison resources as more inmates are being brought into custody when during the previous government. The National Offender Management Services’ funding was reduced by around £900 million, with prisons bearing the majority of this impact. Due to this significant lack of funding, there has been consideration for a significant drop in decency and safety. In 2014 it saw the greatest number of deaths in detention ever with 243 deaths (Ministry of Justice 2023). In the past year there has been a 35% increase in serious assaults in addition to an overall increase in attacks (Prison Reform Trust 2015). Whereas during the 12 months to December 2023, there were 311 deaths reported in prison custody, which is an increase of 3% from 301 deaths in the previous 12 months (Home Office, 2024).

This shows that the consideration for the significant drop in decency and safety within prisons is a concerning consequence of budget cuts. With limited resources, prisons struggle to maintain adequate security measures, leading to increased risks for both inmates and staff. The reported increase in serious assaults by 35% and overall attacks further underscores the impact of funding shortages on the safety of individuals within the prison system. Also, more inmates are being looked after by fewer staff members as well 
(Ministry of Justice 2024). Over the past four years, the number of employees in the prison estate has decreased by 29%. Furthermore, there has been a significant increase in staff illness, forcing many of them to take temporary jobs at locations away from their homes (Prison Reform Trust 2015). 

The increase within the prison population has also had a significant impact on the rehabilitation of inmates. Inmates at the prison exhibit significant rates of illiteracy and innumeracy, with over half of them holding no formal education with approximately 47% of those awaiting prison release have no prior education. 42% of prisoners were expelled or permanently excluded from school, and nearly two-thirds (59%) of prisoners had missed on their education. Many prisoners have had little or no success in their academic endeavours, some people may have attained achievement but lack the modern abilities required for citizenship or work. Individuals who have been away from society for an extended period may have significant challenges upon their reintegration, particularly if they lack the necessary tools and are not familiar with current technological advancements (Home Office, 2020) (B) due to the enormous demand for education and training services caused by overcrowding, many inmates are unable to enrol in classes. A prisoner's education may be frequently interrupted by being transferred around the system (Home Office, 2022) (B). This shows me that the high rates of illiteracy and innumeracy among inmates, coupled with challenges accessing education and training facilities due to overcrowding, sheds light on the barriers faced by incarcerated individuals in their pursuit of rehabilitation and reintegration into society. After being released from jail, an individual's employment chances may be significantly impacted by having minimal or no qualifications. For employment roles, many employers need a minimum degree of education or specialised qualifications. Inability to find steady work without these credentials may result in financial instability and a higher chance of reoffending for ex-offenders. Because of this, people may experience financial difficulties in meeting their fundamental needs for housing, transportation, and other necessities if formerly incarcerated individuals are unable to get employment due to a lack of qualifications. Furthermore, unstable finances can exacerbate stress and drive people to turn to illicit ways of income (National library of Medicine, 2019). 
 This also shows the urgent need for educational support within the prison system. Lack of basic literacy and numeracy skills can hinder individuals’ ability to engage in educational and vocational programmes, limiting their opportunities for person development and future employment upon release. 

Lastly, overcrowding limits the access to substance misuse classes, it is unlikely that many inmates who struggle with drug and alcohol abuse will get the help they require to stop using these substances. 54% of adults within prisons across England and Wales were having alcohol and drug treatment between 1st April 2020 and 31st March 2021 (Home Office, 2022) This shows that more than half of the prison population were being treated for alcohol and drug abuse during their sentence. According to a recent thematic report by HM Inspectorate of Prisoners, 60% of inmates who had alcohol issues when they were first admitted stated that they expected to still have one after they were release from jail (Criminal justice Alliance 2012). This can cause major issues for that individuals release into society as he will still be using and abusing the substances that potentially put him in custody this shows a high risk of reoffending within society. 


Furthermore, Prison has a dismal track record of lowering criminality; almost half of adults who are released are reconvicted within a year. imprisonment is an expensive and overused resource, with an average annual cost per prison place of £36,237 and nearly 75% of those entering prison under sentence in 2014 for non-violent offences (Prison Reform Trust 2015). Whereas from 2021-2022 the average cost of a prison in England and Wales was approximately £46,696 a year (Home Office, 2023) (C). This has a costly and excessive reliance on imprisonment with an average annual expenditure of £36,237 per prison place, which has reached an alarming point. Moreover, the majority of those incarcerated in 2014 were sentenced for non-violent offenses, highlighting the disproportionate allocation of resources.

However, the COVID-19 pandemic has increased issues within the prison system, particularly regarding overcrowding. The necessary safety measures were implemented to mitigate the spread of the virus which has led to significant changes in inmate routines (Pont, J. et al. 2021). With inmates spending extended periods in their cells and limited access to communal areas such as gyms, places of worship and libraries, the already cramped conditions of many prisoners have become more pronounced. Moreover, the reduction in staff presence due to safety protocols means that certain activities like educational programmes and recreational time has been cut, increasing tensions and frustrations among inmates. The isolation of individuals within their cells for extended periods further adds to the strain, as it lilts the capacity to properly segregate and manage the spread of illness (Home Office 2020). Consequently, the impact of these measures has highlighted the problem of overcrowding in prisons, as the confined spaces become even more densely populated due to restricted movement and limited opportunities for alternative forms of rehabilitation or diversion. 

On 24th March 2020 a decision was made by HM Prison and Probation Service to suspend visits as a response to the COVID-19 pandemic, which had significant implications for inmates and their families, particularly regarding their ability to maintain connections and support systems. With traditional face-to-face visits suspended, inmates relied heavily on alternative forms of communication to stay in touch with their loved ones. However, the availability of in-cell telephony was limited, with only 60% of cells equipped with such facilities. In response, HMPPS took measure to increase the number of phones available, ensuring that inmates had more opportunities to communicate with their families (Home Office 2020). Those without in-cell phones were provided access to phones on the landing or given guarded handheld devices for communication. While these measures aimed to facilitate communication, they may not have fully compensated for the absence of in-person visits, which often play a crucial role in maintaining familial bonds and providing emotional support to inmates. In addition to this for many inmates, visits from family members served as a source of motivation and hope for rehabilitation, instilling a sense of responsibility and connection to the outside worlds. (Home Office 2020). 


Lastly, an increase of police officers will have an impact in the prison population. The reason for this is that arrests for a variety of offences may rise if there are more police officers on patrol (Home Office 2023) (A). This might cause more people to encounter the criminal justice system, which would increase the number of persons incarcerated. More police presence may result in an increased emphasis on specific crimes, such as violent or drug-related crimes (Garside 2019). This will result in an increase in the number of people being detained and arrested for these offences, depending on the enforcement priorities. Increased police presence will occasionally be combined with community policing initiatives meant to address root causes of crime, such as mental health, drug misuse, and poverty. Successful community policing programmes may lower crime rates and, as a result, the jail population (National Library of Medicine 2022). 

Some argue that the solution lies in constructing more prison facilities to accommodate the growing number of alleged and convicted offenders. However, historical evidence suggests that this approach is ineffective in alleviating the issue of overcrowding. Despite significant investments between 1997 and 2010, which saw the construction of approximately 26,000 new prison places at an annual cost of nearly £4 billion, overcrowding remains a persistent problem within the prison system. Presently, over 60% of prisons in England and Wales are experiencing overcrowding. The prisons policy white paper, which was published on December 7, 2021, provides a detailed plan for rehabilitation that aims to implement the biggest prison building programme in more than a century. With the help of this programme, crime will decline, and public safety will be maintained by fostering conditions that are favourable to criminals' reform and rehabilitation. Important elements of this strategy include a Zero-tolerance drug policies, cutting-edge body scanners, and airport-style security are all included in newly built jails to discourage criminal activity among convicts, addressing drug and alcohol addictions that obstruct rehabilitation by performing assessments for these addictions when inmates first arrive and putting in place tailored treatment programmes making sure prisoners pick up the necessary reading and numeracy abilities while they're behind bars, so they'll be ready for the workforce when they get out (Home Office 2021). 

The issue of overcrowding in prisons in England and Wales presents a complex challenge with far-reaching implications for the criminal justice system, society, and the individuals involved. The current prison population surpasses capacity, resulting in various issues such as inadequate access to healthcare, heightened violence among inmates, and challenges in maintaining order. Contributing factors to this crisis include changes in sentencing laws, the influence of increased police numbers, and systemic strains on resources within the justice system. Addressing overcrowding requires not only expanding prison capacity but also implementing comprehensive strategies focused on prevention, early intervention, and community-based approaches. Furthermore, there is a critical need to address resource strains within the National Offender Management Service, including budget cuts impacting safety and decency within prisons. Overcrowding significantly hampers rehabilitation efforts, limiting opportunities for education, training, and work programs. Resolving overcrowding is vital for providing prisoners with the necessary support to rehabilitate and reintegrate successfully into society. 
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