Consider the potential consequences of the prison population crisis in England and Wales and evaluate what can be done to address it.

The UK prison population crisis refers to the rising growth in people incarcerated in prisons in the UK over the recent few decades. According to data published by the House of Commons in the year 2023, since as early as 1940, during the second world war, the prison population has been rising steadily. That was the case until roughly 1995, from which year the prison population in the UK doubled between then and 2018. Overall, the prison population has quadrupled in size between the years starting 1900 and ending 2018. 

This has led to a crisis of overpopulation in UK prisons as reported by groups like the Howard league. The Howard League reports that prisons such as Leeds prison surpass their overall capacity by 173%, holding 1106 prisoners which drastically exceeds their maximum 641 certified normal accommodation spacing. 

A 2023 report on Leeds prison conducted by HM inspectorate of prisons, details the consequences of this overcrowding. 
One such consequence of this overcrowding is observed to be an increase in prisoner suicides, stating that there were 7 incidents of prisoners taking their own lives between 2022 and 2023 after issuing concerns the report before, in 2022, about the rise in suicides of prisoners. 
In addition to this, the annual report found that the effect on the prison because of these increases in deaths was “stretched the resources at the establishment” as they worked to address the scale of the problem.
Another consequence found of the overcrowding was raised by the findings of this report, the HM inspectorates found that since their 2022 report, the jail was still overcrowded, with roughly 80% of the whole prison population and HMP Leeds were living 2 to a cell specifically designed to house only 1 resident, and due to nationwide prison overcrowding this issue was unable to be successfully resolved. This decreases the quality of life for all the prisoners, making some sentences more difficult and unpleasant. This can consequently lead to poor health of prisoners and even cause issues in terms of increasing the risk of recidivism once prisoner sentences are finished, as according to Wang and Wallace (2020), an article completed by them for the National Institute for Health titled “Does in-prison physical and mental health impact recidivism?”. This article found through case studies that “one's health status, both in and out of prison, likely influences additional aspects of reentry, such as abstaining from crime or adhering to parole terms”. 

This data from what we know about the overcrowding crisis affecting HMP Leeds tells us not only the extent of the overcrowding crisis in England and Wales, by the consequences of this crisis effecting prisoner health, increasing risk of reoffending due to poor prison experiences and even stretching resources of these prisons too thin, further adding to the strain these prisons are under.

We can gather further data on the overcrowding crisis in prisons in England and Wales by looking further at the reports done by the Howard league, taking data from the report done by HMP Swansea in 2023, we can find that this prison operates at over 153% of their certified normal accommodation spacing. HMP Swansea as of 2023 holds roughly 406 inmates, exceeding its maximum standard accommodation capacity of 265 spaces. 

Like HMP Leeds, we can access the HM inspectorate for Prisons report on the consequences of the overcrowding in HMP Swansea. The report found that, due to the overcrowding at this prison, the scope and caliber of educational offerings were impacted by a deficiency of workshops and a disorganized induction and assessment process and insufficient access to assessment tools and curriculum revision. This could be a result of a lack of resources to deal with the intake of prisoners and inability to reduce their numbers due to overcrowding in other prisons in England and Wales. 
Also, as found in this report, we can find that due to overcrowding at HMP Swansea, the segregation regime is said to have been too restrictive, with prisoners spending only 30 minutes a day outside, meaning they were confined to their cell spaces for extended periods of time with little or nothing to do and limited access to a telephone. 
This lack of purposeful activity is most likely down to the inability for an already understaffed prison to deal with a prisoner running 153% over their capacity, leading to poor prison experiences and reducing their overall quality of life during their sentence. According to another report completed by HM inspectorates for prisons (2022) claims that a “Lack of purposeful activity risks more crime" after sentences.

From the data and reports by both prisons, HMP Leeds and HMP Swansea, we can draw conclusions on the consequences of overcrowding in prisons. Wd can conclude that an overcrowding in prisons can lead to massive reductions in the quality of life of prisoners, resources become a lot more limited, and finite will likely lead to a decrease in purposeful activities and educational opportunities for inmates to engage with that is reportedly correlated with risks of recidivism in released prisoners. Overcrowding prisons also has detrimental effects on prisoners' health and safety, increasing the risk of inmates taking their own life due to poor conditions and increasing rates of illness and self-harm amounts prisoners.

Nevertheless, to make suggestions on how the UK prison service can address this crisis and its consequences we must look at the potential reasons as to how this crisis came about and why our prisons in England and Wales came to be in this perilous state of overcrowding, and the consequences to our society as a result of this crisis.

The barristers strike that occurred in 2023 following the covid-19 pandemic has undoubtedly led to this crisis becoming worse and has contributed to the rise in prison overcrowding in England and Wales. According to You.GOV UK the strikes were “launched in a dispute over pay and cuts to legal aid” which led to a large percentage of barristers strike for many parts of 2023. This led to 345,285 outstanding cases at the end of 2023. Due to the slow-moving course of justice seen now many people are being incarcerated in prisons as a result to deal with the long waits between arrest and sentencing.

Covid-19 also negatively impacted the rise in prison population. New powers were introduced to the police under the Coronavirus Act 2020 which led to more arrests over the pandemic, further filling up our prisons and adding to the overcrowding crisis. The prison population was 86,388 in 2017 (gov.uk), which has since risen to 95,526 people as of June 2023 (House of Commons 2023), showing nearly a 10,000-prisoner number increase since before covid. This could be due to the increase in arrests by police officers for covid related crimes during the covid-19 pandemic and an overall increase in cases brought before the courts in the UK requiring custodial punishment.
In conclusion the covid-19 pandemic as well as the accompanying barrister strikes in 2023 have massively impacted the prison service and the overcrowding crisis in these prisons we see today, covid-19 led to many more arrests needing custodial sentence due to new provided powers under the Coronavirus Act 2020, which in turn led to a great backlog of cases dealt with by the court that required these people awaiting trial to be remanded in custody until there case could be progressed. This was then made worse by the barristers strikes as they slowed down the course of these cases and drastically increased the backlog of cases that faced them, increasing further the wait for a conclusion to many cases and so those in remand during custody and bail were kept in the prison system for longer, increasing prison numbers and putting great pressure and strain on the prison and probation services during this time and it is clear from studies and statistics that all 3 of these criminal justice institutes have yet to recover from the events of the covid-19 pandemic and the barristers strikes. Due to these issues and the backlog of cases that came about as a result, it is predicted by the Ministry of Justice that the prison population will increase from 88,225 to between 93,000 and 106,000 by the year 2027 (House of Commons, 2023). Consequently, The Chief Inspector of Prisons, Charlie Taylor “warned that the prison population crisis will mean more deprivation squalor and the risk of further violence”.

So how can the UK work to address this crisis and reduce the overpopulation in our prisons? This can be answered by looking at the plans made and announced in 2023 by the Uk government to tackle this problem.
The government proposed in 2021 to undertake a prison building programme, with an aim to build 20,000 extra spaces in prisons by roughly the “mid 2020s”, and since that proposal, “around 5,400 places had been delivered”. The addition of new prison spaces via this programme would on some levels help this crisis, however how effective the programme will be is unknown due to the prediction of an increase to the prison population by 2027, this programme may prove to be ineffective. It is also noted that this does not decrease the prison population crisis and is only a way to reduce pressure on prisons.
[bookmark: _Int_gSZDMD08]In order to decrease the prison numbers however the Uk government has proposed an Early release on license scheme that would “allow prisoners to be released from prison up to 18 days before their automatic release date”. This can allow for many spaces in prisons to be opened earlier to allow for other prisoners to start their sentences earlier. However, this can also be heavily criticized as it does do much to relieve overcrowding as it only applies to those serving a fixed determinate sentence and, much like the last point, is likely not to be an overly effective method to reduce over crowing and reducing the prison population at least in the short term due to the great backlog of court cases. 

Finally, the government are proposing to legislate for a presumption that “sentences of less than 12 months in prison will be suspended” and make more GPS tags available and increase the monitoring ability of probation services on individuals on suspended sentences to reduce the risk these offenders will be to the public they are released back into. This is likely to be a very effective method of reducing the future prediction of the prison population increase, despite this method not being likely to reduce the current prison population numbers, it will stop people from being sentenced to an immediate custodial sentence in the future which in the long term will likely reduce the number of people incarcerated in prisons and slow the growth of the prison population and even has the potential to reverse the numbers. According to the Uk parliament (2023) “In 2022, 5% of the sentenced prison population in England and Wales was serving a short immediate custodial prison sentence of less than 12-months", this number would equate to roughly between 4,000 – 5,000 offenders that year alone. 

To conclude, the prison overpopulation crisis is at an all-time high in 2024 with most prisons operating on average at 110% over their capacity with some like HMP Leeds operating over 170% over their capacity and this is as a result of a number of issues, two of which aforementioned are the effects of the covid-19 pandemic and the barristers strikes in 2023 leading to a backlog in criminal cases, slower course of justice and more people remanded in prisons during bail. However, the government has proposed ways to tackle this issue, with the most effective being suspending sentences less than 12 years.
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