‘There is nothing particularly surprising about the growth in the prison population. The prison service it 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 this statement, examine the potential consequences of the prison population crisis in England and Wales; and evaluate what can be done to address it.


This essay will examine the consequences of the prison overpopulation crisis and how it can be solved. Many factors have contributed to overpopulation in English and Welsh prisons that have been culminating over time including backlogs of prisoners waiting to be tried, tougher prison sentences, the war on drugs, a rise in the population in both countries and tougher socio-economic conditions (Crewe, 2009). In 2023 the currently prison population in England and Wales is at 87,216 (Ministry of Justice, 2023).

Overpopulation of prisons is dangerous for both staff and prisoners as it means there is higher levels of stress throughout the system (Haney, 2012). The COVID-19 pandemic showed the cracks in the prison system when the UK faced its first major wave. Due to overpopulation, the virus rapidly spread through the prison population putting both the staff and prisoners’ health at risk (Suhomlinova et al., 2021). The close quarter living that prisoners experience meant that the risk of transmission was extremely high and it was challenging to implement social distancing and other protective measures making the prison population one of the most vulnerable (Williams et al., 2020). Prisons also tend to have relatively small hospital wards and limited healthcare facilities, staff and resources which meant that they did not have the ability to appropriately deal with outbreaks. Overcrowded prisons struggle to meet medical demand at the best of time but during a global pandemic it is bound to buckle under the pressure (House of commons, 2020). On top of this, prisoner populations tend to have higher vulnerabilities due to underlying health conditions such as diabetes or respiratory illnesses meaning that COVID is a lot more serious if they become infected compared to the wider public. Overcrowding in confided spaces exacerbates these inherent vulnerabilities leading to a worst case scenario in events like a pandemic. This is backed up by the data released by the UK Government about the effect of the COVID pandemic on prison populations in which it was confirmed that between the 16th of March 2020 and the 31st of January 2022 “268 prisoners and supervised individuals have died having tested positive” (UK Government, 2022). During this time, prisoners were confined to their cells, alone where possible, in order to stop the spread (HM Inspectorate of Prisons, 2021) . However, this isolation and fear of infection negatively impacted the prisoners mental health leading to increased risk of self-harm, violence and suicide with a study from the House of Commons claiming self-harm incidents were 14% higher in the 12 months after December 2019 than the 12 months prior (House of commons, 2020) . 
In an attempt to combat this, prisons and courts implemented an increase in early release programmes in order to reduce the overall population of prisons and reduce the rate of transmission. Low-risk prisoners had a greater chance of being released early after considering their behaviour and crimes in order to free up as much space as possible without causing additional risk to the general population by releasing violent criminals (Beard, 2021). Home detention curfew and temporary suspension of short term sentences were also used to achieve the same goal of reducing overcrowding whilst pro-active measures were taken for the prisoners who remained incarcerated during this time; these included increase cleaning and hygiene protocols, prioritising vaccinations for inmates and staff and using testing and isolation to more carefully manage transmission (Schliehe et al., 2022) . These measures helped to ensure the health and safety of the prisoners and staff as well as reduce the overall strain on the prisons multitude of systems, including healthcare, and reduced the number of assaults by 34% compared to 2019 (UK Government, 2021).

In late 2022, the prison system in England and Wales faced another strenuous situation when barristers across the UK went on strike due to issues over their pay. This caused widespread disruption in the legal system leading to an even higher amount of backlogs of people waiting to go to trial (George, 2022). For some, this meant spending more time in freedom but for many, especially those facing serious charges, it meant more time waiting in temporary holding for their trial date that was delayed. This led to a higher strain on prisons and an increase in overpopulation (Ministry of Justice, 2022). A specific example of the additional stress this put onto prisoners awaiting trial was a case where a prisoner accused of attempting to assist unlawful immigration to an EU member state, a non-violent crime, threw his cup of boiling hot coffee in the face of a prison officer who was opening doors in the cell block. The prisoner claimed it was due to a misplaced grudge as a result of stress from the long time spent locked in his cell awaiting trial, and even the victim, Officer Wilson, claimed the attack was out of character for the prisoner who he usually got on well with R v Arie (2023). This case shows that additional stress and violence was caused by the barrier strike.

When prisons become overcrowded, an increase in violence usually follows as it creates a tense and volatile environment between inmates due to the limited space and resources. This can escalate to violent conflict and physical altercations between inmates and staff (Fairweather et al., 2000). Overcrowding also means that the quality of living conditions in prisons decrease negatively affected both the inmates and staff as it becomes harder to maintain a high standard of cleanliness and hygiene (Coyle, 2005) . If one hundred prisoners are using facilities built to accommodate only fifty prisoners then those facilities will become run down quicker and need more maintenance meaning an increase in spending will be necessary for the government running the prison and staff or prisoners will be needed to clean more often, potentially leading to an increase in burnout and conflict when people don’t keep their spaces clean. This includes cells, communal areas, fitness areas, eating halls, workspaces and healthcare areas. As well as addition strain and tension, this may also lead to moral and ethical conundrums if conditions become inhuman such as if there is a shortage of food or medical care (Coyle et al., 2016). All of these effects will have a negative impact on the mental and physical health of both staff and inmates.

Another major consequence of overpopulation, that won’t be felt until much later down the line, is the limited access that prisoners will have to education and rehabilitation programmes if too many people are trying to access them. These programmes can be massively influential on a vulnerable person such as a prisoner and can be the difference between an inmate leaving prison and becoming a functional member of society and an inmate that leaves prison and instantly commits another crime, either to survive or in order to go back to prison to have a free place to stay, free food and other free amenities (Arbour et al., 2024). These programmes are essential for preventing reoffending and offer inmates hope that their lives are not over just because they’ve been to prison. This does not just affect the prisoners though, the staff assigned to the prison will have to deal with the frustration of this lack of access firsthand and may even be subject to abuse or violence as a result (Crewe et al., 2013). On top of that, if this issue does indeed cause a prisoner to reoffend then it will be the state that ultimately pays the price as it costs £48,000 per year to keep a prisoner in the UK (Ministry of Justice, 2023) . In short, overpopulation of prisons ultimately costs everyone involved in the operations of prisons time, money and effort if it is not resolved quickly.

Another issue that makes prison overpopulation worse is the fact that the jobs at prisons are relatively low-paid meaning the entire industry is understaffed and struggling to hire enough to meet the demand of the prison population (Collins , 2023). This shortage of staff means every aspect of prison life suffers; medical care, cleaning, maintenance, administration and guards. This means that staff are under extreme pressure to do the jobs of multiple people while only being one person which can lead to oversights when it comes to actions such as searching cells, prisoners, stopping conflict or controlling crowds (Burke et al., 2020) . As a result, the chance of a violent riot or serious event happening is increased and the safety of the staff is vastly reduced. One proposed method to deal with this is to use advanced smart technology to pick up the slack that the human staff can not handle. For example, in Northamptonshire the UK has opened it’s first ‘smart prison’ in 2022 that takes advantage of technology such as x-ray machines to scan inmates when they pass through secured checkpoints (Ministry of Justice, 2022). This means a less invasive and less labour intensive method that is more accurate than a body search can be employed to save time and money on searching inmates whilst reducing the risk of contraband like weapons or drugs can be smuggled into prisons. This has the double benefit of saving the government resources whilst also making the prisons a safer place for both staff and inmates (McDougall et al., 2017).

Legislation is another avenue to solve the prison overpopulation crisis such as sentencing and bail reforms as well as diversion programs can be used in order to reduce the overall population in prisons. Reducing the length of sentences for non-violent and white collar crimes will help to reduce the turnover time a prisoner spends in prison whilst bail reforms can help increase the time those yet to be imprisoned spend outside of prison, both of which will reduce the amount of prisoners inside prison at any one time helping to alleviate the stress the system is facing (Mills, 2019). Diversion programs are targeted towards former inmates to reduce the likelihood of reoffending by helping them find jobs and housing after they leave prison. By doing so the former inmates will feel hope that they can survive outside of prison which means they will be less willing to commit any crimes in the future, keeping them out of prison and so keeping the overall prison population low (James, 2010). On top of this, community service can also be used as punishment for some of the lower tiered crimes such as white collar crime as it does not require the assailant to reside in prison. This means that more cell space is available for the most violent criminals and the local community benefits from the work the assailant does as part of their community service (Andersen, 2014).

Building new prisons is another way to combat the capacity issues that England and Wales face today as, although costly, it will provide much more space to house inmates and increase the number of cells available to the prison population. In August 2019 the UK Government announced a plan to create 10,000 more prison spaces for a cost of £2.5 billion and a year later in 2020 announced further plans to build another 18,000 spaces for £4 billion with 3,500 of those spaces already on their way as of 2019 (Beard, 2023). However, as of 2023 the government announced only a quarter of those spaces had actually been constructed with two new prisons, HMP Five Wells and HMP Fosse Way, partially completed (BBC News, 2022).

In conclusion, prison overpopulation is a present and serious issue that drastically effects the way prisons across England and Wales operate. The consequences of this overpopulation is vast and widely felt by prison staff and inmates alike. The negative effects range from threats to mental and physical health, additional stress on an already brittle system, increased operating costs that ultimately the tax payer covers, increased degradation of on site facilities such as communal and medical centres and centralisation to global risks such as disease and administrative gridlock (McDowall, 2010). Fortunately, there are many solutions to this problem, a lot of which are already tried and tested methods that show positive results. Some of these are simple administrative or legislative changes, such as diversion and rehabilitation programs and bail and sentencing reforms to reduce sentence length, while others are more practical solutions such as the construction of new prisons in order to increase the total capacity of the prison system or increasing the use of punishments like community service that still require assailants to serve time but do not take up the resources of prisons due to the lack requirement for staying in prisons (Cattermole, 2019).
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