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THE PURPOSE  OF IMPRISONMENT IN ENGLAND AND WALES
     
ABSTRACT
A discussion of the purpose of imprisonment in England and Wales and an evaluation of how the current “prison crisis” impacts on the prison service.
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The government is responsible for providing a robust punishment system which deters people from carrying out acts that are harmful to the community (Matravers, p.13, 2000). According to Uglo (p.268, 1995), the prison service is very much a multifaceted institution set out to achieve a broad range of objectives to the public. Its main purpose is to provide a visible form of punishment whilst serving justice within the criminal demeanour alongside balancing human rights as set out in the Humans Right Act 1998, and promoting “positive custody” for inmates. It is a fine balancing act which needs to be effective in all areas of concern, which comes with much complexity. 
Gauke (2018) expresses that the purpose of prisons within England and Wales is to primarily protect the public from violent and dangerous people. Secondly, to provide punishment by a means of taking a person's liberty and freedoms, believed to be the harshest of sanctions, and lastly, to provide a robust rehabilitation programme which enables prisoners to reflect on their wrong doings alongside giving them the correct tools to integrate back into society to live a law-abiding life.  
A positive step for the prison service was experienced during the beginning of the 1980’s with government spending increasing by 5% within the sector which enabled the construction of eight new prisons by 1985.  Alongside positive growth of the prison estate was the successful recruitment campaign of prison officers, provided a healthy prison officer to inmate ratio. Despite all the above, by the late 1980’s the term “prison crisis” was coined. Overcrowding and lack of space earnt the title and it is believed that the government were to blame.  Long sentences (over four years for men and over 3 years for women) experienced a hike of 50% between 1983- 1987/8 which led to an increase of 6000 to 9000 inmates serving long sentences. The government stressed that such sentences were only to be used for violent crimes, but this did not happen and by 1988 the prison population exceeded its accommodation by 5500 (Vass, p.22-27, 1992). Today, prison occupation levels sit at around 103% (Copple,2018) making the UK prison population the highest per capita in Western Europe (Bandyopadhyay, 2020). 
It is evident that the prison service in England and Wales is still in a “prison crisis” as seen during the 1980’s. The prison service has been a long-standing topic of conversation amongst UK parliament in a bid to improve it as the current standard questions its ability to carry out its aims and objectives. Since the era of austerity, a response to the 2008 financial crisis, prisons in England and Wales have been adversely affected with slashed budget cuts being the culprit of a significantly reduced workforce and a deteriorating service (Ismail, 2021).  In 2016 the Ministry of Justice (MOJ) announced a prison reform as a response to concerns regarding the state of the UK prison service, in a bid to bring about vast improvements. It was identified that prisons require to be more than “criminal warehouses” and a transform of vision was needed to drive reform as a top priority. The overcrowding of prisons, staff shortages, increasing use of technology to infiltrate drugs and contraband into prisons, psychoactive substances and the growing concern regarding violence, particularity on prison staff, are the main contributors to todays “prison crisis” (MOJ,2016).  
Brown (2019) echoes the MOJ report in 2016 by unveiling the prison service to be at “breaking point” with sub standards that should not be seen in today’s society. It is said that poorly designed buildings along with a growing prison population has created a host of problems to the prison service. In a bid to rectify this, maintenance of prison buildings was contracted out to private sector companies but unfortunately, they failed to complete the task, leaving thousands of outstanding maintenance issues across the prison estate. The government's response was to commit to building new prisons and rebuild existing estates through the Prison Estate Transformation Programme.  Unfortunately, the overwhelming continual rise in prison population has led to stalling of the programme, with only three building projects having been initiated (Brown, 2019). 
The Council of Europe (2020), strongly recommends that the government stop investing in “Victorian-era” prisons but on the contrary, avoid building large prisons where inmates spend 21-23 hours a day in their cell. Instead, consideration should be given to building smaller community-based prisons where inmates spend more time out of their cells, with improved regimes to promote an enhanced rehabilitation of prisoners into society. 
According to Council of Europe (2020), the prison service is in “deep crisis”. Perspectives include the prison service as falling victim to continuous elevated levels of violence on prisoners and prison staff within an overcrowded environment which has led to a lack of safety amongst the prison service. During 2019, the highest number of inter-prisoner assaults was recorded at a staggering 34,425 incidents which was a 11% increase from the year before. Attacks on prison staff also saw an increase in 2019 of 15% from the year before, with more serious assaults reaching a record high. According to Livingstone and Owen (p.257,1999) without efficient order in prisons, a climate of fear and violence will emerge. 
Canton (2014), reiterates the growing concern regarding overcrowding in prisons within England and Wales. Despite best efforts to provide prisoners with effective programmes to reduce reoffending and aid rehabilitation, the number of prisoners hinders the ability to deliver such programmes effectively meaning that continual growth of the prison population will lead to the UK prison service solely serving the purpose of detaining, nothing more. 
According to Canton (2014), a solution to prison overcrowding is to reduce the sentence given to prisoners by 10% which would in turn rapidly reduce the prison population by 10%. He argues that deterrence of crime would still be upheld whilst providing an effective rehabilitation programme to drive down reoffending rates. 
Kay (2019), stresses that shorter prison sentences will only work if the probation service is reformed. Reoffending rates in 2016 for prisoners who served 6 months or less was 66.7 %, costing the government between £9.5 and £13 billion. Staff shortages within the probation service, which was privatised in 2013, has led to a ratio of probationers to staff disproportionate, which in turn leads to increased levels of reoffending as seen in 2016 figures. 
Alongside the growth in prison population is the impact that budget cuts during 2010-2014 have had on the frontline of the prison and probation service. Frontline prison staff (band 3-5) were cut by 26% during 2010-17 which has led to an overall 20% reduced workforce. Although the government committed £100 billion to bridge the gap, the number of experienced officers within the service has fell by 26% (Prison Reform Trust,2021). According to Kinman et al. (2016), mental health, wellbeing and job satisfaction of prison officers are considerably lower than that of staff within other emergency and security services in the UK. During 2018, 198 prison officers took sick leave related to mental health (MOJ, 2019). It is feasible to argue that the growing demand on a skeleton workforce is the catalyst to prominent levels of mental health issues and sick leave amongst prison staff. 
According to Lloyd et al. (2018), an extremely influential factor towards the “prison crisis” is the introduction of Synthetic Cannabinoid Receptor Agonist (SCRA), also known as “Spice”. It is said to have been a “game changer” to the prison environment and safety. The drug is not easily detected by sniffer dogs or in drug tests and has no odour making it easy to be used, with a sense that most of the prison population participate in using the drug. The prolific use of SCRA has a negative impact on inmates due to lockdowns, alarms being sounded and lack of association. It also leaves prisoners vulnerable to theft which in turn creates a hostile environment amongst inmates. Medical emergencies are common as a result of using “Spice” with prison officers unsure of how to handle such emergencies. Lack of confidence coupled with staff shortages has made the management of SCRA overdoses fatal, often leading to death. 
In more recent years, methods of infiltrating such drugs into prisons has become more sophisticated and challenging to manage for the prisons. According to O’Hagan and Hardwick (2017), various new methods are now being used such as camouflaging drugs onto paper which is then rolled up and smoked by inmates and corrupt prison staff including officers, nurses, cleaners, and contract workers bringing drugs into the prisons. Alongside this, the use of drones to drop off large packages within the prison walls and even into cells, has seen an increase of 100% between 2013-2015. 
 As well as large volumes of drugs, contraband such as mobile phones are also dropped into prisons via drones which are vital to arranging further infiltration of drugs. Other methods include catapulting drugs over the prison walls where inmates will retrieve the package by using distraction tactics such as staging a fight between inmates whilst in the prison yard. Inmates are aware of the lack of prison officers and prison staff which has led to reduced perimeter checks, meaning they are able to exploit this to their advantage (O’Hagan and Hardwick (2017). 
Managing a challenging situation with reduced resources and workforce which has coincided with the infiltration of psychoactive drugs, within an overpopulated environment, is causing the prison service to fail its objective and fail the people (Taylor et al. 2017). According to Sample (2016), the prison service needs to employ a new strategy to tackle the infiltration of drugs. Prison staff need to be more educated on SCRA’s and how to detect use. Podmore (2016) suggests that the only way to reduce the infiltration of drugs into prisons is for the prisoners not to want them and the only way to achieve this is through education and staff that are dedicated to making a change. 
The Pandemic has seen an impact on the levels of violence and drug use within prisons in England and Wales. According to HM Inspectorate of Prisons (2021), prisons are a breeding ground for infectious disease which has led to strict regimes which include prisoners being locked in cells for longer periods than usual. This has driven down the volume of violence but increased the use of drugs as a method to relieve boredom for inmates. Alongside this, it has been found the psychological welfare of inmates has been negatively impacted with conditions being described like that of solitary confinement. It is questionable as to whether the prison service employed the correct balance of protecting prisoners from contracting COVID 19 to protecting prisoners’ mental health and wellbeing. 
As set out in HMPPS guidelines, the responsibility of the prison service in England and Wales is to provide a safe environment for prisoners and staff whilst delivering programmes to enhance the lives of prisoners ready for release (Government, 2021). According to The Royal College of Nursing (2020), the standard of healthcare provided to prisoners falls below expectations, with care being particularly poor for the younger age groups (15-34 years). Overall, only 35% of prisoners receive the correct treatment within the adequate time. It could be argued that the substandard level of healthcare coupled with the increased level of psychoactive drug use is a dangerous concoction amongst the prison service. Evidence of this can be seen in the 6% increase in self-inflicted prisoner deaths, including suicide and drug poisoning, between 2018-19 (Government, 2021).
As well as setting guidelines for health care standards, according to HM Inspectorate of Prisons (2021), there is a strategy in place to identify vulnerable prisoners in order to provide a safe environment to protect them from harm. According to Goodman (2019), more than 50% of the prison population suffer with poor mental health including depression, anxiety, and PTSD with 15% needing specialist care.  
The Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC, 2021), argues that although said strategies are in place, the prison service is still failing vulnerable inmates. An inquiry into the detention of adults with mental health conditions carried out by the EHRC (2021) unveiled a catalogue of errors due to a reduced workforce, which has led to the increase in “non- natural” deaths in prisons and deaths that could be avoided had staff received better training to meet basic requirements to keep vulnerable prisoners safe.  
A recent example of such failings is evident in the case of “baby A” at Bronzefield prison in 2019. The mother to “baby A,” “Ms A” was identified as vulnerable in August 2018 and assigned a social worker whilst in police custody, to aid her pregnancy due to drug and alcohol abuse. The expected delivery date of “baby A” was between 6th September and 6th October 2019. “Ms A” was sent to Bronzefield prison on 14th August 2019. On the 25th  September “Ms A” divulged to the prison nurse that if her baby were to be taken away after the birth, she would kill herself or someone else. This information was shared with an officer on duty where it was decided that “Ms A” did not warrant prison service suicide and self-harm monitoring, known as ACCT (Assessment, Care in Custody and Teamwork) (Prison and Probation ombudsman, 2019).  
On the 26th September, “Ms A” was placed on “extended observations” which required that she be checked every morning, afternoon, evening and twice during the night by a nurse but unfortunately this failed to take place. At 8:07pm that evening “Ms A” called the buzzer on numerous occasions for help, but no one attended her cell, until between the hours of 9:27pm and 4:13am, when routine cell checks took place. No concerns were reported during the routine cell checks. At 8:21am on the 27th September prisoners alerted officers to blood in “Ms A’s” cell which was investigated and found that “Ms A” had given birth during the night but sadly the baby was dead (Prison and Probation ombudsman, 2019).  
Findings presented by the Prison and Probation ombudsman (2019), revealed that the care of “Ms A” was grossly substandard. The pathologist was unable to say if “baby A” was born alive or stillborn, but the fact “Ms A” was left alone to give birth without any medical assistance, contributed towards the death. The prison was aware that “Ms A” was a vulnerable prisoner, but they failed on numerous occasions to employ practices to avoid such happenings.  
According to Pike and George (2019), prison officers have expressed a growing concern regarding the amount and quality of ACCT training they receive. Staff also expressed that correct management, and the success of ACCT depends on the stability of the prison population. As previously identified by Council of Europe (2020), prison population volumes are at an all-time high and it is therefore feasible to suggest that overcrowding is negatively impacting on the prisons ability to safeguard vulnerable prisoners. 
In order to drive down the expanding prison population, reoffending rates need to drop significantly, and it is identified that a solution to this is to provide an effective and robust rehabilitation programme to prisoners which aids them in areas such as employment, substance misuse, housing, and finances (MOJ, 2013). According to Office of United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (2005), much of the prison population serve short sentences but there are tendencies for prison authorities to concentrate on those coming to the end of a long sentence, meaning those serving shorter sentences often fail to become a priority leading up to their release date, increasing the chances of them returning to prison repeatedly. 
In 2013 the UK government recognised that the rehabilitation of offenders needed to improve and embarked upon the initiation of the Transforming Rehabilitation (TR) agenda, “Through the Gate” scheme to help drive down reoffending rates. The scheme was set about to look at the structures and processes involved in rehabilitating ex-offenders with an agenda that involved supervising for a longer time scale upon release, which would provide a service that is more supportive to ex- offenders when they are released back into the community. Although TR was about reforming management and organisational structures, it also involved the physical change within the prison estate by transforming 70 out of the 121 prisons into “resettlement prisons”. The aim of the resettlement prisons is to place prisoners who are serving the remaining 3 months of their sentence into a resettlement prison to receive rehabilitation programmes surrounding accommodation, employment, addictions, and finances in preparation for release.  
Although the aim of TR was to provide a positive impact on prisoners and the prison system, it had the adverse effect. It was ill received by prison staff who expressed that the programme was poorly managed, rushed and added extra workloads to an already overstretched workforce. The prisoner’s perspective was also negative with most prisoners who were on the programme voicing that they were not even aware of the fact. The additional supervision when released has been perceived by prisoners as a further method of policing them rather than additional support (Taylor et al. 2017). 
Matravers (p224. 2000) argues that it is crucial for a prisoner to be morally aware of their wrongdoing to be successfully rehabilitated and avoid reoffending. He also suggests that imprisonment merely serves the purpose of security and questions the ability for such institutions to change the moral compass of inmates to avoid further offending. Whilst in prison, prisoners are given regimes and task in which they abide by to receive privileges, which incentivises prisoners. Matravers (2000) view is that the good doing from these regimes is not brought about from a change in morals, but simply to please oneself, for personal gain. 
It is evident that the UK prison service needs a robust rehabilitation programme to provide prisoners with the tools to live a crime free life and drive down reoffending rates which in turn will reduce the prison population and relieve the stress on a sparse workforce. Evidence of this can be seen in Norway who have moved away from punishment to a more rehabilitative approach which in hand has seen a drastic decline in reoffending rates. As a comparison, the Uk’s reoffending rate within one year is 50% compared to Norway’s reoffending rate being 25% within five years (Bandyopadhyay, 2020). 
Norway's penal system believes that taking a person's liberties away is enough of a punishment. Unlike prisons in England and Wales, Norway prisons offer an environment which is more “normal.” There are no bars at the windows, inmates have access to the kitchen where sharp objects remain, prison staff initiate friendly relationships with inmates and an exclusive rehabilitative package is available to all, including outside vocational classes such as woodwork and woodwork assembly (Sterbenz, 2014). 
In a bid to provide a safer release for prisoners, the UK government have announced the initiation of a new rehabilitation programme, the Prison Performance Support Programme (PPSP). The new programme will use data from 6 prisons across England and Wales to look at ways to provide a more robust, inclusive package of support to prisoners upon release. This initiative sits alongside the £2.75 billion the government is investing in the prison service to help eradicate deep rooted issues and improve rehabilitation and security (Government, 2020). 
It is evident from the research carried out for this assignment, that the government need to heavily invest in the prison service in England and Wales. Crucial areas that need to be addressed as a priority, are the lack of prison staff, overcrowding of prisons and effectiveness of rehabilitation programmes. Alongside new programmes such as PPSP coming into fruition, it would be wise to recommend that the UK government revaluate the current penal system and look to others such as Norway, to engage and use their system as a guide to initiate a novel approach which will end the “prison crisis” in the UK. 
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