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

Prisons are becoming overcrowded each year, finding solutions on why this is happening and how to address it is crucial to prevent prisons from becoming even more overcrowded. Considering the potential consequences of the prison population crisis in England and Wales, and an evaluation of what can be done to address it will aid in preventing overpopulation in prisons. Evaluating what the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic had on prisons, how the increase in police officers impacted the prison population and how operation safeguard is impacting prisons will show what the consequences are and how to stop the crisis from increasing. Including what the impact of overcrowding in prisons are and what recommendations have been created to address the prison population crisis will also aid in evaluating how prisons become overcrowded and how to stop it. Examples of what may have caused the crisis and what the overall consequences of the prison population crisis are will be included.

In the United Kingdom, there were 92,803 people in prison custody in 2023. 82,128 of these people were in prison custody in England and Wales (Clark, 2023). This shows that there is a large number of people in prison in England and Wales. With the large amount of people in prisons and the overcrowding of the prison population, there are a few potential consequences that have been announced. Taylor (2024) stated that there is nothing surprising about the growth in the prison population and that in 2018, the prison service had predicted that the prison population would reach over 86,000 by March 2023. However, the potential consequences are far-reaching. This shows that prisons are overcrowded and will increase each year, it shows that there are potential consequences of overcrowding in prisons. Beard (2023) states that the rise in the prison population could cause more deprivation, squalor and more risk of violence. Richards (2023) has correlated with this because it states that low prison staffing numbers and the overcrowding in prisons has led to various ill effects such as violence rates surging and reduced access to rehabilitative programmes. This shows that because of overcrowding, violence in prisons has increased. Violence will also be a consequence because of the increased number of violent prisoners in the prisons. Another consequence of overcrowding is that prisoners may be released without having the proper support they need to settle back into the community, which might result in people reoffending. This could be because prisons are so overcrowded, some people might slip through the cracks and not get the help they need. Ismail (2019, pp. 625-632) states that the lack of purposeful activities provide useful context for understands the trend behind the drug-seeking, drug taking and risk-taking behaviour. This could suggest that due to prisoners not having the activities or education they should have, when they leave prison, they seek to do something that they know and find easy, which could show why they go back to committing drug offences or high-risk taking behaviour such as committing crimes and reoffend. Vacca (2004, p. 297) states that prisoners who attend educational programs while in prison are less likely to return to prison after they are released. Prisons may get neglected or really dirty because of how many prisoners are in there and there will not be enough funding for prisons and the prisoners because of the overwhelming number of people in the prisons. Penal Reform International (2024) states that prison overcrowding is one of the key contributing factors to poor prison conditions around the world, it can also be life threatening and prevent prisons from fulfilling their purpose. It can be life threatening due to how poor the prisons conditions are because of the overcrowding. Poor sanitation, higher levels of violence and a lack of purposeful activity are clearly all impacts of overcrowding in prisons.

Taylor (2022) suggests that a lack of purposeful activity such as education, work or any rehabilitative programmes in prison just show prisoners how to survive in prison and not how to survive out in public when they get released, it also stated that it was shocking and depressing that there is a lack of education or ambition for education in prisons. Macdonald and Greifinger and Kane (2012) had stated that prison conditions are harmful due to the overcrowding, violence, poor physical conditions and the inadequate prison activities and health care in prisons. This shows that there are many impacts of overcrowding in prisons that include violence and poor sanitation. Taylor (2024) also states that almost half of prisoners were living in double cells designed for one person and that a significant minority of single cells had no internal sanitation. This shows that prisons are clearly becoming overcrowded. The growing drug problem has also aided in the prison crisis, many people are getting imprisoned because they were involved with illegal drugs. An increase in drug-related prison deaths involving ‘Spice’ is a crisis in the prison system according to new research (Middlesex University London, 2023). Drugs such as Spice and the Black Mamba had caused 62 out of 129 non-natural deaths between 2015 and 2020 (Middlesex University London, 2023). This shows that drugs and substance misuse is also contributing to the prison crisis.

Abolishing sentences of six months or less, creating a solution to reduce reoffending, and finding more funding for more staff and better rehabilitative services are good solutions to address the prison population crisis (UK Parliament, 2019). Abolishing sentencing from six months or less could aid in less overcrowding and more funding for people already in the prisons. People who are supposed to serve six months or less could be given fines, mandatory courses or house arrest instead which would be a more beneficial way of reducing overcrowding in prisons and saving the funding for the prisoners who serve more time. Reducing offending could cut the reoffending funds to be able to use it for the prisons. It would also reduce crime and the number of the prison population. The economic and social cost of reoffending in England and Wales is approximately £18 billion per year (Malthouse, 2022). This shows that by reducing reoffending, the reoffending funds could also be reduced to get more staff in prisons and for the upkeep of the prisons. Finding more staff with better training and better rehabilitative services could aid in many problems and tackle the issue of reoffending and crime. Many prison officers do not know how to deal with the rising number of conflicts or the overcrowding in prisons, they do not have the proper training for it, and they are understaffed due to the overcrowding in prisons (Vereycken and Ramioul, 2019, p. 3). This shows that the staff in prisons are outnumbered because of overcrowding and that the staff need more efficient training to support prisoners and do their job effectively. These are some recommendations that have been created to address the prison population crisis. The Ministry of justice (2021, p. 12) states that prisons and probation should strengthen the supervision of ex-offenders and monitor them after they are released from prison to keep them from reoffending. They also suggest providing prisoners in prison with education to prepare them for jobs and real-life skills to prevent them from committing more crime and going back to prison.

Taylor (2024) had suggested that during the pandemic, the fall in crime had reduced and so did the prison population, however since then, the levels of offending have returned to the pre-pandemic levels and the prison population has grown again. This shows that the impact Covid-19 had on the prison population was that it had decreased during the pandemic, while people were in lockdown and isolation and while people were not allowed to go to work or outside unless it was necessary, however after the lockdown and isolation, when everyone was allowed to go to work and back out in public, the numbers had increased again, even more so, because of the backlog in courts and that people were allowed back out in public. Covid had also affected prisoners because they were not allowed to go out during the pandemic unless it was for an hour a day for exercise.

According to POA (2024), a system was created called Operation Safeguard where if the HMPPS is running out of prison places, the government have to ask the police to utilise their cells to make sure there is enough accommodation for the prison population. This operation was created to ensure that prisons do not become even more overcrowded than they already are and to ensure that there are still spaces for prisoners to go when they have been charged and sentenced. This is so that people take the overcrowding in prisons to mind and come up with the solution to prevent more overcrowding in prisons. An advantage of this is that there is more availability for prisoners even when prisons have no room, the disadvantage of this is that they are being moved to police cells instead of a more safe and secure place.

College of policing (2021) states that studies had indicated that when police numbers are higher, crime was likely to be lower. It also states that a 10% increase in officers was likely to be associated with a 3% reduction in crime. This shows that the more police officers are out and working, the more crime reduces and lowers which then aids in reducing the prison population crisis and the overcrowding in prisons. This could also show that having more police officers have impacted the prison population because the increase of police officers had created more police to be out on duty when they are called to arrest people. The more police that are working, the more they can tackle any problems and they can take the time to solve crimes at a quicker and more effective pace.

Jones and Lally (2024) state that drivers of the current prison population growth include changes in sentencing policy, such as increased sentence time and other factors like reoffending and policing. This shows that increased sentencing is a reason of overcrowding. The Ministry of justice (2024) states that the overall proven reoffending rate was 25.5% from January to March 2022. Adult offenders had a proven reoffending rate of 25.1% and juvenile offenders had a proven reoffending rate of 34.2%. This shows the amount of people who have reoffended, and it shows that adults had a lower reoffending rate than juveniles. This tells us that prisons are working, however there are still people reoffending after they get out of prison, there is a slight increase of adults not likely to reoffend than juveniles, this shows that prisons are working more for adults than juveniles.

In conclusion to this, prisons in England and Wales are overcrowded. This has been because of the after-effects of covid, the growing drug problem and giving harsher sentences. Not sending people who have sentences of six months or less to prison to stop overcrowding is an example to prevent overcrowding. Penal Reform International (2024) concurs because they state that the use of prison for minor, petty offences are critical drivers of prison population rates and the cause of overcrowding. Preventing offenders from reoffending, to aid in reducing the prison population is also an idea. This could be done by monitoring offenders after they have been released. Another way could be to enrol them in programmes and courses and provide an education so that when they get released, they can get a job, which could prevent them from committing crime and going back to prison. Prisoners do not get the support they need when they eventually get released back into society because of the lack of education, programmes and courses due to the insufficient funding. New prisons have stated that they will play a crucial role in cutting crime by training prisoners with skills, which can help them find a job on release and dramatically reduce the chances of them reoffending (Ministry of Justice and The Rt Hon Raab MP, 2021). This will be efficient to reduce reoffending because it gives prisoners an opportunity to develop new skills for a job when they get released from prison and it will deter them from crime. Overcrowding also increases the risk of prisons becoming unsanitary and deprived of the resources and materials they need. There will be a lack of staff and resources for the prisoners such as hygiene products, food and more, because of funding. It has been stated that creating more funds for education, programmes and more staff could be a way to address the prison population problem. Asking for donations to help could be a way of finding more funds. Axelsen (2022, p. 04) concurs because it states that prison overcrowding has the potential to impact on the quality of health care services such as nutrition, sanitation, education and violent behaviours towards staff and other prisoners.
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