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 The prison system in England and Wales is tasked with the great responsibility of maintaining law and order, punishing offenders and rehabilitating individuals in order to integrate them into society However, within this system various vulnerable populations, including women, individuals with disabilities, young adult offenders and those with mental health issues face distinct challenges that can hinder their rehabilitation and furthermore contribute to a cycle of recidivism. This essay aims to explore and analyse these unique challenges faced by these vulnerable peoples within the prison systems of England and Wales.

Women face many issues within the prison service that are often underrepresented when talking about the general issues associated with the prison system in England and Wales. One of the main issues that women face in the prison system is the lack of access to gender-responsive programmes, the prison system needs to provide these programmes that are tailor made for the needs of female offenders. However, there are challenges when providing such widespread programmes to every prison with female offenders as some prisons lack the resources to address the physical and mental health needs of women (Howard league,2022). Women in the prison system are also statistically more likely to self-harm whilst in prison due to the extreme instances of trauma from before they entered the system which then become exacerbated by said system or by witnessing these incidents of extreme self-harm and mental health crises (Vince & Evison,2021). This is more prevalent in women that have been in prison longer as they would have been exposed to repeat traumatisation, being housed alongside other women who are also going through their own potential trauma means that these prisoners are continuously surrounded by heightened emotions it can lead to increased rates of self-harm.

[bookmark: _Int_WKleHn7H]Many women who may be pregnant whilst in the prison systems within England and Wales have to confront a multitude of challenges, these challenges can include limited accesses to healthcare with findings by the Nuffield trust showing that over 1 in 10 (11%) of women who gave birth whilst in prison between 2016 and 2019 had gone into preterm labour and with more than a fifth of midwifery appointments had been missed by the inmates due to a lack of access to a hospital or care services (Nuffield trust, 2022). Whilst the number of pregnant women in prisons is relatively small the risks to them and their children are still very high and dangerous, these prisons and staff and not equipped to handle these issues and see that these prisoners are able to get the right care and attention whilst serving their sentences. However, this is not where the potential issue for pregnant inmates stops as even after they give birth many prisons also lack the ability to properly treat newborn babies who many require special care and the ability to allow the mother to care for their child properly whilst also serving their sentences.  After birth a focus must also be placed on the health and especially mental health of the mother as adequate postpartum care is crucial to ensuring that the mother makes a full recovery. Moreover, facilitating opportunities for the mother and child to bond through physical contact can impact the health and well-being of both the infant and the mother respectively. The absence of support strong support systems in place within these prisons and the lack of aid when navigating custodial arrangements only furthers the issues that many inmates face whilst serving out their sentences.

[bookmark: _Int_T8MxNdhY]Disabled individuals face many challenges in prison mostly related to the physical infrastructure of the prisons in England and Wales. These issue of accessibility and accommodation leaving disabled prisoners isolated and unable to do simple things like showering or using the toilet without great difficulty or risk of injury to themselves and at a great detriment to the mental health of these prisoners (Burrows & Crowley,2019). Along with this isolation the infrastructure of these prisons lack the accessibility for disabled prisoners to attend and participate in rehabilitation programmes, educational training and vocational training due to these oversights by the prison system, leaving many prisoners lacking the necessary skills to reintegrate into the outside world and possibly leading to reoffending. Along with the issue of inaccessibility many disabled prisoners face discrimination and stigmatisation from both staff and fellow inmates, this discrimination by staff and the system has been well documented with a court even ruling that the prison service had breached disability discrimination laws (Disability news service,2010). Many disabled inmates have reported poorer experiences than those without disabilities in nearly every area bar healthcare report by (HM inspectorate of prisons, 2009) many disabled prisoners reported having a worse experience during transfer and the first couple days and fewer saying that their health needs were considered and that they felt safe. Continuing on from this the management of disabled prisoners is also an issue within the prison systems of England and Wales with few prisoner representatives within meetings with disability liaison officers (DLOs) and monitoring of disabled prisoners was limited or on some occasions non-existent allowing potential cases of victimisation or bullying. Many DLAs also feel that they do not have enough time to properly fulfil their roles and do not have enough training, funding and support, this can lead to DLAs being unable to appropriately perform their duties to the best of their abilities leaving prisoners vulnerable.

[bookmark: _Int_Ay7H80gQ][bookmark: _Int_efayYtGu][bookmark: _Int_rp9m0TVg]When exploring the challenges faced by young offenders in the prison system our main focus is drawn to the issues that they may encounter when tackling the transition between the youth system to the adult system. This transition poses many risks as the transition will occur at the period of peak offending age (18 years old) for many individuals along with the fact that transitioning between system will break up any supporting and trust networks that the individual may have built up whilst in the youth system (Criminal justice inspectorates,2023). This new environment coupled with the severing of pervious relationships only exacerbates the issues that these young adults are dealing with and therefore laying the groundwork for a hostile reaction to the new environment and a high potential of reoffending. However, this is not the only issue faced by young offenders as there are few adequate rehabilitation programmes that cater toward young adult offenders causing them to have a lack of educational and vocational opportunities hindering their ability to appropriately re-integrate into normal society after they leave the prison system. This lack of access to programmes that aim to reform the prisoner and help the to be ready for life outside of prison only leads to more reoffending as prisoners are not ready for normal life outside prisons. Another massive challenge that young offenders face whilst inside prison is that lack of a quality education whilst they are behind bars, many prisons give woefully inadequate education experiences, many children who are in custody and in need of an education struggle to have access to one and even if they do it is often poor-quality with little to no support available and this situation only gets worse as prisoners that may require special needs and help are often mislabelled, unrecognised or their needs are simply not met by the prison system (The Howard league,2022). This lack of access to a basic education leaves many of these prisoners struggling to integrate back into Everyday life and also making it increasingly harder for them to find employment after leaving the prison systems hindering their ability to properly contribute to society like everyone else which may lead them back into crime and hurting any chances they may have had at truly reforming into a good citizen.

Moreover, when looking at individuals with mental health issues when in the prison system the are many issues and challenges to explore. The prison system in England and Wales have continued to see a significant increase in the number of individuals with mental health issues, despite this there is a glaring gap between the prevalence of mental issues amongst the issues amongst the prisoners and the availability of mental health resources and support systems within the prison (UK parliament, 2021). These disparities are a glaring issue when looking to improve the treatment of mental health issues within the prison systems, however there are numerous other issues that combine to cause serious concern when looking at issues of individuals who suffer with mental health problems. For example, a massive problem within the prisons is the lack of an adequate screening for mental health which can lead to many individuals not actually receiving a proper diagnosis and being left without their medication and appropriate help, many staff member also do not have access to  GP records leaving them unable to know if there has also been a past diagnosis that they just don't know about (national audit office, 2017). Prisoners that suffer from mental health issues also have to worry about the stigma and discrimination that they may face which can manifest in many different ways such as being treated differently by guards or in some cases given harsher punishments, an example of this would be when an independent monitoring board (IMB) report found many examples of unwell prisoners being held in isolation. These prisoners had differing illnesses with one having schizophrenia and another having autism and a man with severe ADHD symptoms spending nearly 9 months in a segregation unit in which time his mental health only continued to deteriorate (Syal,2024). This brazen ignorance toward the treatment of prisoners that are clearly struggling with their mental health is one of the most prevalent issues that occurs within the prison system in England and Wales, not only does this kind of treatment completely impact their health whilst inside prison it can directly impact their chances of reintegration into the outside world once their sentence is over as the treatment and stigma they faced during incarceration may continue to affect the inmates chances of building and maintaining strong relationships, employment opportunities and overall well-being.

In conclusion, the prison system in England and Wales faces significant challenges when addressing the needs of vulnerable populations effectively. This essay has delved into the complex and unique nature if the obstacles faced by vulnerable people within the prison environment. Addressing these challenges requires a multifaceted approach that prioritizes gender-responsive programming, accessibility reforms, tailored support for young offenders and improved mental health resources and care within prisons themselves, additionally collaboration between prison authorities, healthcare providers and community organisations is critical to ensure holistic support for these vulnerable populations both during their incarceration and upon release into society. Ultimately, fostering an environment within prisons that is conductive to rehabilitation and reintegration necessitates a concerted effort to address the distinct challenges faced by vulnerable populations, by acknowledging and actively working to mitigate these challenges so the prison system can better fulfil its mandate of maintaining law and order whilst promoting rehabilitation and reform whilst taking care of the individuals within its care.
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