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“There has been a developed war between the main political parties and as a result of which the criminal justice system in general and prisoners have been the ultimate victims” – Lord Woolf, reported in the guardian, 17th March 2008 
Prisons are just one of a number of punishment options for offenders. Today’s imprisonment sentences is one of the harshest punishments available to offenders. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the penalty for committing crime would include the ducking stool (used mainly on women and tradesmen), the pillory whipping and branding, all of which were displayed publicly. At the time, the sentence for many other offences like murder was death. In this time, prisons were used mainly as a place of housing for criminal whilst they awaited their punishment. The conditions in these prisons were unhygienic at best as men, women and children were all held together, and many died as a result of diseases. 
According to the Howard League for Penal Reform (2016) it wasn’t until the year 1777 that philanthropist John Howard called for a wide rage of reforms into the prison system which included paid staff working in the prison, a proper diet and other everyday necessities for prisoners and inspections. This all happened because Howard saw the prison conditions and described them as a place that was “disorganised, barbaric and filthy”. He was the first person to help make change to the penal system.
According to Millie (2006) it was reported that a small portion of persistent offenders commit a large portion of crime with 10% of those offenders in England and Wales committing half of all serious crime. Millie (2006) wrote that there is a growing amount of evidence that suggests offender rehabilitation and treatment is having a hand in reducing reoffending rates. 
Certain criminogenic factors are thought to have a link to the risk of reoffending. There is one aspects of a risk principle that assesses the risk and prediction of recidivism. This aspect includes assessments of risk factors which are individual characteristics that when assessed can help predict any future criminal behaviour from said individual (Andrews, D. A., Bonta, J., & Hoge, R. D., 1990). 
Other criminogenic factors that are linked directly to increasing reoffending rates include substance misuse, poor education, poor cognitive and vocal skills, antisocial attitudes and having poor housing/living conditions. By focusing on these factors and finding ways to help offenders living with these factors, rehabilitation may be more likely and may help in reducing reoffending rates (Millie, A. Erol, R, 2006). 
Many projects that happen across England and Wales have helped to address some of the direct and indirect factors for offenders serving a prison sentence, released on licence or offenders serving a community sentence. Programs of work within a prison have not always been very well connected, for example cognitive behavioural therapy (such as anger management, moral development, and relapse prevention therapy) has not been accompanied by a post program support in prison and has not a continued support system to offenders upon their release from prison. This is a flaw in the system because if an offender attended a relapse prevention course for the duration of their sentence which may only be 4 weeks, and then when they get released from prison they no longer have the support of the course then they may find themselves back in a low mental state and may relapse and turn back to drugs as a way to help with their depression or anxiety (Millie, A. Erol, R, 2006). 

According to Mills (2019), “the case for the reform of short prison sentences presented by Ministry of Justice ministers and officials in various media interventions and, parliamentary and public speeches in the first half of 2019 can be boiled down to three justifications”. The first justification is that short term prison sentences do not work.
In a research quest in Scotland conducted by Armstrong and Weaver (2013), they found that around three-quarters of offenders sentenced to prison in 2008/09 had received a sentence of six months or less. In Scotland around one quarter of offenders released from a sentence of six months or less manages to avoid reoffending within two years of their release. This shows that short term sentences are effective but only to some offenders.  Since the 19th century courts have complained that short term sentences in prison “offer too brief a time to work with and change and ‘offender’”. 
This is a problem because if an offender is in prison serving a sentence for only a few weeks or months then prison workers may not have enough time to help them if they have to deal with hundreds or thousands of other prisoners as well and this is because prisons are severely understaffed. This is evidenced by O’Conner et al (2020) as there have been sizeable cuts – about 40% of staff were cut in publicly run prisons- in England and Wales since 2013. In one prison, staff members had been cut from 200 down to 148 with the number of prisoners being held there remained the same and half of those prisoners serving a sentence of 6 months or less. Due to the lack of staff in the prisons, gangs are beginning to fill the gap in prison governance, and this is leading to an increase in psychoactive substance abuse (Ismail, 2020). 
There is also concern about the negative effects of short-term prison sentences in England and Wales in England and Wales
The second justification is that offenders sentences to a short-term sentence are filling prisons for crimes that are “less serious/ less harmful for which there are better responses in the community” (Mills, 2019). This links back to the fact that short term sentences are ineffective because short-term sentenced offenders are overcrowding prisons and there aren’t enough staff to control and help all the prisoners.
The third and final justification is that all the short-term sentences “create chaos and churn in the prison estate” (Mills, 2019). And again, this links back to the overcrowding in prisons and if there aren’t enough prison officers then prisoners could retaliate, and riots could break out within the prison. 
When the Covid-19 pandemic started in the spring of 2020 and the lockdown happened we all know what happened to the world but what isn’t talked about enough is the effect that the pandemic had on not only the prison system but the mental state of the prisoners. According to Rethink mental illness (2022) it was reported that around every 4 in 10 prisoners suffer from mental health problems and or wellbeing issues. It was also reported that many prisoners self-harm and in 2016 there were around 40,161 self-harm incidents and around 120 suicides in prisons. With prisoners being controlled by a very strict regime on a day-to-day basis, it may be hard for them to be able to do things to help them de-stress and relax and if they don’t receive the proper help for their mental health problems then it may get increasingly worse, and the suicide and self-harm rates may rise.  
To date, there is very little talk about the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the mental health of prisoners. With many prisoners having pre-existing mental disorders, a history of suicide and self-harm and them maybe not receiving the proper help for them they may be at risk of reoffending as there are links between poor mental health, suicide, and self-harm, and reoffending behaviour (Hewson, Et.al 2020). With the lockdown, visitation in the prison may have been limited which would further the down spiral of the prisons with severe cases of depression and not only that but if prison officers kept the prisoners in their cells for more time to reduce the risk of spreading the virus, then the prisons would’ve had limited contact with other prisoners as well, leaving them with no one to interact with and if the inmates families weren’t allowed to visit because of the social distancing rules then this would leave the inmates into a further state of isolation and loneliness. 
The 2020 pandemic not only had an effect on prisoners but also on offenders who were on remand for a longer period of time because of the suspension of jury trials and delays for court hearings. With these offenders left on remand for a longer period than normal if left them in a situation where they would mull over what the decision of the judge will be and with that, they may experience some distress, uncertainty, and anxiety over what their future may hold (Hewson, Et.al, 2020). According to Hewson, Et.al (2020), the uncertainty and anxiety the offender will feel while on remand could heighten the risk of the offender committing suicide and using self-harm as a coping mechanism. 

In most Western European countries recidivism rate are very high with prisons in those countries becoming increasingly overcrowded the materials needed to help with reintegrating offenders back into society are virtually non-existent. Norway on the other hand has one of the lowest recidivism rates in Europe which is as low as 20 percent (Denny, 2016). Scandinavian countries including Norway take a very unique approach to the way they operate their prison system. Compared to other European countries Norway has more highly secured prisons and while extremely violent crime in Norway are very rare the prison system in Norway is extremely different from other European prisons. The unique prison system in Norway offers opportunities for prisoners that other countries do not, and this may explain why the recidivism rate are so low there compared to other European countries and “the United States, which stands at 52 percent” (Denny, 2016). England and Wales have a two-year reconviction rate of 59 percent among offenders.
According to the BBC News (2019) murders, rapists, and drug smugglers in Norway's maximum security Halden Prison practice yoga and according to the prison governor “it calms them”. This prison is unlike any other, here all the guards and prisoners are together all the time “they eat together, play volleyball together, do leisure activities together”. This allows the guards in the prison to interact with the inmates and they have a chance to properly talk to them and help them. 
In conclusion there needs to be a massive change to the way the prison system in England and Wales operate. There should be an evaluation on short term prison sentences and courts across the country should evaluate all their options. For example, if a court is going to sentence and offender - who has a history of drug use - to 4 weeks in prison then they should consider sending that offender to a rehabilitative centre for drugs and alcohol instead. Sending him to prison where he may not get any help at all may result in the offender getting released and being in the same position as they were in before they got sentenced and because they haven’t had any extensive help for their problem they wouldn’t have changed and may continue to take drugs. Maybe if the UK took some ideas from how the Norwegian operate their prison system, then the UK may be able to lower their reconviction rates and actually help prisoners on their return into society 
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