
 

The aim of this essay will be to focus on what are the main causes of the prison “crisis” in England and Wales? This essay will be examine the overcrowding of prisons in England and Wales, the recruitment issues and the number of officers resigning due to the increase of violence within prisons in England and Wales and finally the number of drugs getting into the prisons. Moreover, there will also be research into what the government is doing in order to up the standards of the prisons and to get out of this crisis. To finalise the essay there will be a summary followed by a list of recommendations that could be put in place to help the situation.

What is defined as the prison crisis?
So, what does the British government define as the prison crisis? Throughout the past 25 years in England and Wales the prison population has almost doubled in size compared to 1993 when there were 44,246 prisoners, compared to September 2018 where there were 82,384 prisoners. Due to this steady increase in the numbers of prisoners, the government has not been able to keep on track with this demand which has now left many prisons overcrowded and at their maximum capacity. It was also found during the government’s approach to tackling the crisis, that there were significant staff shortages and numerous other disruptions which had  seriously undermined the service, such as the delivery of the ongoing rehabilitation services which include; education, mental health, substance misuse and offending behaviour programmes (Parliament, 2018). 

History of the prisons 
From 1816 when the first state prison opened in England which was the Millbank Prison that had the capacity for just under 1000 inmates (Howard League, 2020) there are now 117 prisons throughout England and Wales. But with the number of prisons increasing since 1816 over the years, we have also seen a drastic decrease in the government’s spending on prisons. For example, looking back to the years 2009 to 2010 spending into the prisons stood at 0%, whereupon it drastically decreases in the years 2013 to 2014 where it hits a negative 17% and then still continues to fall into the years 2015 to 2016 where it is now running at a negative of 20%. It then starts to turn around and spending begins to increase again, but is still in negative numbers up until 2017 to 2018 where spending is a currently at a negative of 13% (Institute for government, 2019). But, not only is less funding going into prisons throughout England and Wales, but related to this we also learn that the numbers of prison employees leaving their job from the year 2015/16 amounted to 596 people leaving their roles and for it to soar in the 12 months to March 2018 to a figure of 1,244; this was an increase of 109 %. This is a major jump, as in 2018 the prison service is seeing one in sixteen officers resign, whereas back in the years 2009/10 we would only see one in every 100 were resigning (Bulman, 2018). 

During the prisons inspections run by the Prison Association it was found that there are five key factors that makes each prison run efficiently and that consists of: Safety for everyone in the prison, respect, release planning, purposeful activities and rehabilitation available for everyone and; finally, enough staff in place in order to make all of those four key factors to run smoothly and effectively.
Whereas, the current reality of it all however, is that the majority of the prisons have been taken over by drugs, violence, unliveable living conditions and the inmates not being able to have access to various meaningful rehabilitative activities that should be available to everyone (Portal, 2019).

Prison officers’ statistics and recent recruitment drives
These statistics also reveal that the number of self-harming and violent attacks hit record high levels in the prisons across England and Wales in 2018 with there being 11,600 prisoners that harmed themselves in 2017 and in addition there was also an 11 per cent increase in separate incidents (assault) across England and Wales which stood at 44,600 (Bulman,2018). Even though the government pushed through a major drive to  recruit more officers, which resulted in a 14 per cent increase in staffing members from 2017 to 2018, there has still been a huge increase in the number of resignations that has then highlighted major concerns toward  the lack of experience in the sector (Bulman,2018).  From June 2019 the Ministry of Justice released statistics, which identify that the number of assaults has increased by a huge 5 per cent, taking it to 34,112 on the number of prisoners involved but not only that, there was also major increases on assaults on staff that soared to 10 per cent to 10,424, which is believed to be a record high and which has also happened over the same period of time. Throughout that period of time there has also been a 7 per cent increase of serious assaults on staff, taking the numbers to 1,006 that year (Staton, 2019). From these statistics it can been seen from the Prison Officers’ Association Mick Pimblett that he believes that “Prisons cannot run regimes because of the shortage of staff. Which then leads onto prisoners getting frustrated due to the lack of regime and then they start self-harming themselves” (Staton, 2019).
It could be argued that this is seen to be a major issue that plays a big part in the current prison crisis, as from this alarmingly increasing numbers of officers being assaulted which can then diminish in the number of potential recruits wanting to join the prison service, which can then have an domino effect from which the service is going to struggle to get out of. However, if they push now with the recruitment drive to address as the years 2016 October to March 2018 there has only been 3,111 prison officers recruited, the prison service has had an opportunity to hit their targets early, and as Justice Secretary David Gauke said “they will continue to drive forward with the recruitment even though they have hit the targets early on in the process (Bird,2018). However, many prison officers believe that even though there is a drive to recruit 30,000 more prison officers, there is still going to be a lack of experience and they believe that experience cannot be bought (Financial Times, 2018). So, it could argue perhaps, that even though the prisons are pushing through with the recruitment drive and are they going to employee the right people who are best suited for the job and that have the right mind set, some knowledge and also have some life experience, it still might result in not enough people to do the job effectively and efficiently .

Drug use within the prisons and statistics and prison healthcare 
Throughout recent years we have seen a slow increase in the use of drugs and the number of prisoners that have also developed drug problems within the prison has doubled in the last five years since this report came out at the start of January 2020. Which then leads onto the government having concerns about the state of the prisons throughout England and Wales (Bulman, 2020). Throughout the prisons in England and Wales due to the current increase of drugs being used within the prisons that has been raised as an key issue within the prisons. To which prisons throughout England and Wales have been running random drug tests where it shows the statistics from August 2018 to March 2019. When looking at Appendix One and looking at the start of the graph where it starts in August, the number of people that were tested positive, it starts at 26.51% and from that month onwards to October 2018 we see an decrease in the number of positive drug tests where there was 19%.  In November it makes a slight increase to 20%, but from December to March 2019 the numbers does not get higher then 15%. Where it finishes in March 2019 at 13.35% with the number of prisoners testing positive (Ministry Of Justice, 2019). 

If a visitor or a prisoner is caught smuggling a camera, mobile phone, drugs, firearm, offence weapon, alcohol, money, computer equipment and tobacco they can be faced with a maximum penalty of two years imprisonment or an unlimited fine or both. It is hard to determine an exact price on how much the drug market is worth inside prison, but it is at an estimated £60 million (BBC Three, 2016). It is believed that the most wanted items when in prisons are drugs, knifes and mobile phones. When an ex prisoner was interviewed, who has been getting arrested every year since he first went to prison back in 1999 and (the documentary was brought out in 2016). He described how packages of contraband would get in either through family, packages thrown over a wall, via drones and over the years as his money increased, he would move his was over to screw (prison officers). All of these contraband deals would not be happening if there was no network on the outside. When a recent survey came through in 2016 it was estimated that around 20,000 kilos of drugs were being smuggled into prisons throughout the UK. (BBC Three, 2016). This can then give the reader the impression that even if you get rid of the drug dealer on the street and send them to prison, they are still going to be a drug dealer, but just inside prison or if they are eliminate they can then go onto using screws (prison officers). 
It could be argued that this situation is never going to end, no matter how hard the government and the prison service try this is always going to play a massive part in the prison crisis. The current situation with the drug intake on the increase it is only going to get worse, especially with there being an insufficient number of prison staff and their also not being able to run the specific rehabilitation activities. Which then leads onto the healthcare within the prisons throughout England and Wales It costs them an average of £39,573 for a prison place each year. Where their main function for prisoners is their detention and their healthcare come in at second, and if there is no healthcare available to prisons, then they will go without, as there is no back up within the service. However, this all changed back in 2006 when the Prisons Medical Service became insolvent and all healthcare changed to the NHS. But even now, six years down the line, the NHS prison healthcare is still a working progress, with there being some benefits from this happening, as all doctors are now qualified general practitioners, plus are new facilities available including innovation and investment (Ginn, 2012). This could give the reader the impression that now the services has moved to the NHS this is going to help the welfare and the care of prisoners that keep coming through the prisons, as now they are more qualified and would be able to give the right treatment and support that is needed. However, it could be argued that, when there are prisoners that are in for a short amount of time it makes it hard for them to get engagement with healthcare. When they could already be struggling with poor physical and mental health from the start of their service in prison (Ginn, 2012).

Governments input into bettering the prison system and their expenditures
However, in August 2918 the government agreed  to fund a £2.5 billion programme to fund more modern efficient prisons where there was set to be an additional 10,000 prison places for offenders and for there to be the first new HMP Full Sutton Prison, they plan on building this prison alongside their already well performing maximum security jail HM Full Sutton. This stems from the current Prime Ministers programme on cracking down on wider crimes (Ministry of Justice, 2019).  In addition, the government has also announced that there will also be other prisons including ones at Wellingborough and Glen Prava that are going to create a further 3,360 places and which should be finished by 2023. In line with this new scheme, the government hope to recruit 20,000 front line police officers to help tackle this crisis (Ministry of Justice, 2019). From the Prime Minister’s recent proposals for what is to come for the future of the prisons, it could be argued that here we can begin to see that the government is working not only from the inside of the prisons to help tackle the prison crisis to make it better in the way that the prison looks e.g. the services that are available for prisoners e.g. rehabilitation or schooling…. they are also looking at it from the outside, at what is making the prisons stretched by putting more front-line officers out there to tackle the external issues.

Overcrowding in prisons in England and Wales
Out of this research it was found that there seven prisons in 2017 that were causes for serious concern and that had 28 days to develop an action plan to make improvements. These were; Nottingham, Exeter, Birmingham, Liverpool, Bedford, Bristol and Feltham a young offender’s institution. In 2017 it was also found that HMP Liverpool was described as having “dismal” living conditions and that there were very little safety regimes in place. However, since then, it has now been viewed as “clean and decent” where there was a visible change and improvements made to their rehabilitation programmes and release planning: the Prison Inspectorate describes these changes as a “remarkable achievement” (Bulman, 2020). These improvements follow on from there being a major reduction in the number of prisoner’s in HMP Liverpool, this is due to the number of inmates being cut down from around 1,150 to 650/700 (Bulman, 2020). 
This gives the reader the impression that if there are less inmates throughout every single prison in England and Wales and with the focus of there being more prisons built throughout England and Wales this would enable more prisons like HMP Liverpool to be able to make these changes and run a far more efficiently and effectively. This is all due to there being fewer inmates and giving the staff more time to be able to focus on the inmates inside each prison. 
At the moment the top five prisons throughout England and Wales that are overcrowded are; 
1. Swansea that are at 174% overcrowded 
2. Durham at 168%
3. Leicester at 168%
4. Lincoln at 164%
5. Leeds at 163% 
With the current statistics showing that throughout England and Wales there are currently 82,456 people in prison (Howard League, 2020). 

Recommendations 
Therefore, from the research that has been gathered, in order to help ease this prison crisis there needs to be some recommendations made in order to resolve this problem so it does not deteriorate to a point where there is no way of coming back from it. The recommendations are as follows;
1. Not all crimes have to go down the route of serving time (custodial sentences) in prison. Each crime that is committed should be assessed for the appropriate and the correct action. For example: restorative justice, where Northern Ireland have been doing it since 2003 where there has been more then 5,500 referrals (Jacobson et al, 2009), counselling, substance misuse, rehabilitation and so on… sending that one individual to prison might not be the right answer in some cases.
2. Further, with the increase in the number of crimes being committed and the number of offenders that are ending up in prison, perhaps the government needs to plan to build more prisons throughout England and Wales.
3. The government clearly needs to invest more funding into the prison sector as there was signs of there not being enough staff, and also not enough funding for the other programmes such as those for mental health and education.
4. Each prison needs to have a unique strategy in place for reoffending prisoners with a clear outlook of what the prison system is going to look like in the future: with there also being clear action plans, timetables and enough resources to implement the planned changes (Parliament, 2019).
5. Finally, there needs to be more support put in place for members of staff, due to there being an increase in self-harming and violence; these factors could have a big impact on the officers dealing with these situations and is one which could also needs addressing as a priority.

Conclusion 	 
In conclusion, from the research that has been gathered on the current prison crisis, it seems that it is only going to get worse before it can get better and how is that improvement going to happen? The English and Welsh governments says that they are putting more money into taking the prisons up to the standards that they should be, but clearly they are not at that stage at the moment, not only that there has been a huge increase in the number of violent incidents that are taking place throughout the prisons (which can be found in my essay above). From the other parts of the research, one can determine that when the number of inmates starts decreasing, the prison standards start to rise and these prisons were able to run the aforementioned rehabilitation activities and planned releases. This was all down to the number of inmates being decreased in HMP Liverpool, which shows that the less people there are in the prisons, this gives the staff more of a chance to help and rehabilitate each inmate and give them the support and guidance they need. There also needs to be more frequent drives with recruitment for various job roles throughout the prison and not just the “prison officers”, in order to help ease the situation. Not only that if they are currently at breaking point, are there any special measures that could be put in place for the current staff working there and who could be suffering? 
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Figure 2: Percentage of positive results from random drug tests, the 12 months
ending March 2009 to the 12 months ending March 2019
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