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Evaluate the effectiveness of the prison system in England and Wales in terms of its ability to rehabilitate offenders and decrease recidivism rates.
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This assignment will evaluate how effective the prison service is in England and Wales, regarding its capability in the rehabilitation of offenders and lowering reconviction rates.

One of the five principles of sentencing is rehabilitation (Ministry of Justice, 2020) This principle has the goal of rehabilitating offenders in order to help them improve after they have committed a crime, to prevent reoffending. Reoffending is a serious problem within the UK, and the prison system must take this into account so that they can directly address this issue in an attempt to lower reoffending. As per (Justice, 2024) Justice (2024), between January and March 2022 there was a proven reoffending rate of 25.5%. This is an incredibly significant amount of reoffending. However, there has been a gradual improvement in reoffending rates; Between January and March 2010 there was a proven reoffending rate of 31.3%. This demonstrates that there has been improvement over the past twelve years. However, a change of approximately 6% over twelve years means that progress is being made rather slowly. 

Although progress is being made with reoffending rates, over a quarter of offenders are still reoffending (as per the 2022 statistics). It is therefore essential that the prison system implements tactics to reduce this rate so that we can see the percentages continue to reduce

In order to aid rehabilitation within prisons there are usually classes available to assist inmates learn new skills, like simple literacy and maths skills, using software. A large majority of inmates will get a personalised education scheme with programmes and coaching, like GCSEs, NVQ or possibly Open University. Work is also offered in forms like creating articles of clothing and furniture or electrical engineering (UK Government, 2024). From this, it can be said that prisons do offer a variety of opportunities for those who may have academically struggled in school or those who were capable but didn’t complete their education. As well as opportunities for those inmates who may have completed their education but are no longer interested in what they previously studied and want to try something new. Opportunities like these to aid inmates to improve are extremely beneficial because it means that they will have additional skills when they leave prison. This will mean they will have more opportunities once they have been released such as to access employment.

There had been a quick progression implemented to help the employability of prisoners who were leaving prison. Some of those ex-offenders managed to be guided to employment within half a year. This is over twice as many since April 2021, from 14% to 30%. It also assists in dealing with the £18 billion per year cost for re-offenders since the former inmates are at work (Ministry of Justice, 2023).

While there does appear to be success in some of the programs the prison service is running, there are some aspects where additional support is required. It has been shown that “30% of prisoners have a learning difficulty or learning challenges. However, we heard that this figure is likely to be an underestimate” (House of Commons, 2022). Thus, what needs to be examined is whether the prison service is appropriately catering to the needs of those with these difficulties because the support required would be different to those of an ordinary prisoner.

The MOJ, 2016 stated that they were “putting education at the heart of the prison regime” This demonstrates how important education has been deemed within the prison system.

During the Covid-19 pandemic, the majority of prisoners were in their cells for 90% of the day. The prisoners were unable to complete their daily tasks in addition to having very little contact with friends and families. The pandemic continued to affect prisoner’s classes and work leaving the prisoners extremely bored and claimed their physical and mental well-being was being affected, leading to inmates taking narcotics and hurting themselves to cope with the long time being inside behind bars (HM Inspectorate of Prisons, 2021). While this was during a global pandemic and an unexpected event, it did show the importance of having the prisoners doing things they enjoy or are passionate about and being sociable to help maintain a healthy mental well-being. This will lead to good behaviour within prison which is then likely to continue upon release. Whereas, if inmates partake in negative behaviour, this has the potential for further reoffending or increased sentences.

According to the Criminal Justice Joint Inspection (2021), it was discovered that there were a huge number of people who were going into the criminal justice system with mental illness, but they were not given appropriate care constantly. The prison service, amongst other organisations, was leaking a lot of data and unsure about the data protection rules. There were issues with not providing updates or wrong documents. There was a lack of assistance or a prolonged wait to receive it. There were also unfair delays for a mental health report for the court to allow the prisoners who are seriously unwell to be transported to secure mental health hospitals. Those prisoners who need to receive psychiatric help need to receive the tentative and appropriate care so they are able to go back into society and be participating members. If they are not given appropriate treatment, then it may take longer for them to recover, or their condition may worsen beyond help.

According to Oxford Press (2015), there was a study where 1,200 prisoners were released, and of these 42% of the former male convicts who had a minimum of 1 medically recognised mental disorder before leaving prison were 63% far likelier to perform a violent crime. This only highlights the previously stated importance of taking care of mentally unwell patients, as they are likelier to commit a crime when leaving prison if they have not received the adequate care they need.

 

According to the House of Commons (2022), there are already secondary care Mental Health Treatment Requirements currently in all courts and they are looking to bring the equipment’s obtainability to the attention of the judiciary.

Looking at a different aspect would be first-time offenders. Under the Anti-social Behaviour, Crime and Policing Act (2014) a person could be put on trial for “Low-value shoplifting where the value of the stolen goods does not exceed £200. A person guilty of low-value shoplifting is liable on the summary conviction to imprisonment for; a period not exceeding 51 weeks, a fine or both”. While Low-value theft is still morally wrong and is theft, it could be a person’s first offence and a fine in this instance would be an acceptable punishment for the crime. Avoiding prison could be the best option. To rehabilitate the individual instead of punishing them by going to prison may not help them where treatment programmes or community service can.

The UK government are looking to introduce new strategies in order to clamp down on all levels of theft within retail. One of these potential strategies that is being considered is bringing new legislation to deter criminals (Home Secretary, 2024). So, a way the UK wants to deal with theft from retail stores is by putting people in prison while the country is country going through a cost-of-living crisis which was at 11.1% in October 2022 (House of Commons Library, 2024). When the public is desperate to afford everyday essentials the UK government decide a possible course of action would be to give worse sentences for those who may steal out of desperation.

“It is remarkably short-sighted, to say the least, that the Government’s proposed solution to low-level crimes driven primarily by poverty lies in sending even more people to already chronically overcrowded prisons” (Revolving Doors, 2023). This charity which works with policymakers to make a difference is going against even the government to declare that these actions the government have proposed are not good for prisons. Overcrowding is partly down to reoffending and by preventing reoffending we could reduce overcrowding.

A beneficial method to reduce reoffending rates is by supporting ex-offenders upon release from prison. A good example of this is schemes that aid ex-offenders to use the skills they have learnt in prison and become employed. Refreshing a Career (2023) is an organisation that has listed companies that hire ex-offenders in the UK. They explain that “finding work when you have a criminal record poses is challenging. From knowing how to disclose your criminal history to facing stigma, there’s a lot to contend with” (Refreshing a Career, 2023) But they want to give hope to ex-offenders by making it easier for them to find companies who will hire them. The organisation also offer advice and support to ex-offenders. By gaining jobs, this gives ex-offenders stability and a sense of normalcy. This in turn will reduce reoffending rates. As of 2017, there were over 11 million people who have a criminal record (Home Office, 2017). While not all those people may have gone to prison, it doesn’t mean that people who leave prison can’t the end of their sentence once again become a part of society.

Another method to reduce reoffending is ensuring that ex-offenders have a safe and secure place to live. This will ensure that they start their release on good footing and be able to go back to a normal life. Once they establish a normal life once again, they will be less likely to re-offend. For example, those who end up homeless may end up feeling forced into criminal behaviour such as shoplifting, theft or even drug and alcohol abuse. Shelter (2024) is a charity that advises on housing upon release. The prison will refer the offender to the homeless team. Following this, offenders are advised that “the council must look at your housing needs and give you a personal housing plan. The homeless team should speak to people involved in your support and supervision. For example, probation, youth offending team or drug and alcohol services” (Shelter, 2024). This demonstrates the support offered to ex-offenders that can benefit them and increase the effectiveness of the prison system and in turn, reduce reoffending.

In conclusion, it is clear that the prison system in the UK is implementing techniques to attempt to reduce and prevent reoffending, such as educational programmes and providing support for offenders with additional needs (both educationally and mentally). By using these techniques, and improving employability, it is possible that the offenders who benefit from this will be less likely to re-offend. Additionally, choosing the right form of sentence for offenders can prepare them for life once they have finished their sentence. Despite the efforts by the prison system in the UK, there are still clear issues with reoffending, showing that the system is not effective enough in rehabilitation, and this needs to be addressed. With over a quarter of offenders in 2022 still reoffending, it goes to show that there is a long journey that needs to be taken in order for reoffending rates to be reduced. Once the percentage of reoffending begins to reduce further, the prison system in the UK must continue to evaluate their own effectiveness so that they can track their progress, and know what areas have been beneficial, and others where more work needs to be undertaken.
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