



‘There is nothing particularly surprising about the growth in the prison population. The prison service itself predicted back in 2018 that the prison population would reach over 86,000 by ,March 2023. However, the population consequences are far-reaching.’ (Taylor, 2024).
In light of the above statement, consider the potential consequences of the prison population crisis in England and Wales; and evaluate what can be done to address it.
The prison population crisis in England and Wales will be considered and evaluated using the above statement.
A prison service is a place where people are incarcerated. It is a place where prisoners get help and learn to abide by the law while in custody and after they are released. Alongside the prison service, other agencies such as the courts, police, local councils, and voluntary organisations are responsible for managing the prison and probation services and supporting offender management within England and Wales (Home Office, 2024).
The statement above has some bearing. However, there was an outbreak of Covid-19 during this time, which prevented those in custody from leaving as the United Kingdom was in a national lockdown (Brennan, 2021). To reduce and prevent the spread of Covid-19 in prisons between prisoners and the prison staff, there had to be limited movements, including no visitations (Suhomlinova, et al., 2022). Measures were introduced, such as social distancing, isolation, and quarantine measures (Wang, et al., 2020). This would have prevented hospitals from being overwhelmed by any outbreaks within prisons (Esposito, et al., 2022). Vaccines were also available (World Health Organization, 2021). The lockdowns would have disrupted prisoner rehabilitation as programs would have been disrupted (Hesselink & Booyens, 2021). Court appearances and lawyer visits were also limited due to lockdown restrictions (Suhomlinova, et al., 2022; Stanford, 2021). During the pandemic, overcrowding increased frustration, anger, and violence (Hesselink & Booyens, 2021).
Lockdowns caused significant disruptions and new challenges (Spillane, 2020). Courts did not close entirely (Godfrey, et al., 2022), but during March 2020, all the new jury trials were suspended, and more than half of the court buildings were temporarily closed (Godfrey, et al., 2022). To keep cases moving, remote technology was used to access hearings and some limited in-person proceedings (Bannon & Keith, 2020; Townend & Magrath, 2021). In 2023, the barristers went on strike (The Guardian, 2024), which had a significant impact on prisoners held in remand because cases were delayed or postponed, meaning remand times were extended, even for those who were not found guilty (Jones & Lally, 2024). Prisons were overcrowded because prisoners were being remanded for longer, and to manage this issue, some courts released most defendants early. This took the pressure off prison staff (Jones & Lally, 2024). Defendants have the right to a fair trial within a reasonable timeframe (Mbuayang, 2020). However, there were concerns about this during this time. They also have the right to be represented by a lawyer (Welsh, 2022). However, the barrister's strike had threatened that right (Willey, 2014). With the barristers being on strike, there would have been several delayed or postponed cases, along with a backlog of cases (Andrews, 2012).
An increase in police officers impacts the prison population because more officers dealing with incidents will lead to an increase in arrests. However, an increase in officers being visible and out patrolling the streets can lead to fewer crimes being committed and fewer arrests occurring, resulting in a decrease in the number of people in prison (The Guardian, 2024).
Overcrowding in prisons negatively impacts prisoners and the prison staff because crammed areas can lead to poor sanitation and restricted access to showers and hygiene areas (MacDonald, et al., 2012). There is also an increased risk of infectious diseases being spread throughout the prisons, as well as the wider communities, when prisoners are released (Ndeffo-Mbah et al., 2018). In overcrowded areas, prisoners can become stressed and frustrated, which can lead to violence (MacDonald, et al., 2012). Limited space within overcrowded prisons restricts prisoner’s movements and privacy, which can lead to prisoners having mental health issues such as anxiety, depression and, in some cases, self-harming and death (Jones & Lally, 2024). Overcrowding within prisons causes challenges to the rehabilitation process because it makes it difficult for the prison service to provide educational programs, vocational training, and other rehabilitation activities for prisoners to take part in to help towards their release from prison (MacDonald, et al., 2012). Another impact on the prisoner's rehabilitation process is staff shortages due to prison staff being overworked and stressed (MacDonald, et al., 2012).
Social programs such as education, job training, and mental health resources can help address the factors that contribute to crime before it occurs. For example, poverty and lack of opportunities can cause criminal activity (Kapur, 2018). Community policing is also helpful as officers can prevent crimes and reduce tensions by engaging with people in the communities. This helps to build trust and positive relationships between the police and the public (College of Policing, 2024). Restorative justice programs are also beneficial as they focus on repairing the harm caused by crimes involving victims, offenders, and communities (Ward & Langlands, 2009). These programs help victims to voice their concerns and participate in the resolution process, while also supporting and rehabilitating offenders (Ward & Langlands, 2009). The advantages of social programs, community policing, and restorative justice programs include a reduction in poverty, as they provide financial assistance to those who need it and improve their quality of life (Driedger, 2001). These programs also promote health and well-being for individuals and their families from low-income backgrounds, as well as help them to attend and afford higher education, leading to better job opportunities (Reisig & Parks, 2004). Community policing improves the public’s views on law enforcement and encourages them to cooperate in crime prevention, resulting in a reduction in crime (College of Policing, 2024). Participants in restorative justice programs are less likely to re-offend. However, there are also some disadvantages to consider (Lanni, 2021). Social programs can be expensive, leading to higher taxes, and there can be challenges when providing them, such as fraud and waste (Chapman, 1976). Some individuals may also rely on benefits rather than work (Anyadike-Danes, 2010). Community policing requires additional resources, such as training and personnel for police departments (Sadd & Grinc, 1996). Also, some individuals may not like the police presence, and it takes time to build trust between the police and the public (Goldsmith, 2005). Restorative justice programs are not suitable for all crimes, such as serious and violent crimes, and not all offenders will participate in the program (Lanni, 2021).
After crimes occur but before trial, diversion programmes offer alternatives to prosecutions, such as community service or drug treatments for those involved in non-violent crimes (Jones & Lally, 2024). Pre-trial releases are effective because, depending on the risk assessments, offenders may be able to be released before trial with the conditions of being electronically monitored or having curfews (Hucklesby & Holdsworth, 2016). Some advantages and disadvantages of pre-trial release include defendants maintaining relationships with their families and being able to keep their jobs, which reduces overcrowding within prisons (Condry & Smith, 2019). Also, defendants who maintain healthy relationships with their families have more of a chance of successful rehabilitation (Naser & La Vigne, 2006). Disadvantages of pre-trial releases include defendants being a flight risk and may intimidate witnesses (Gouldin, 2016). Defendants may re-offend while they wait for their trials and cause a threat to public safety (Austin, 1986). Some defendants may be wealthier than others, resulting in them affording better legal representation and gaining pre-trial releases compared to those who are not as wealthy (Bright, 2010).
After convictions, probation can help because it allows people to stay within the communities under the conditions of being supervised and attending counselling sessions or restitutions (National Research Council, 2007). Depending on how severe the offences are, people could be fined instead of being incarcerated (Kahan, 1996). Sentencing alternatives can also help because they include drug and mental health courts and programs that help focus on rehabilitation (DeMatteo, et al., 2013). The advantages and disadvantages of probation after convictions include probation being cheaper than prison (Mair, 2016). Defendants continue to receive support from their families and can keep their jobs (Condry & Smith, 2019). They have rehabilitation opportunities to attend, such as counselling sessions or addiction treatments, to address their issues and to address the factors causing crimes (Furtado & Johnson, 1980). Offenders are at less risk of socialising with other criminals (Chong, 2013). Also, they can receive support from the community, such as social services and other resources to help them succeed (Kjellstrand, et al., 2022). The advantages of sentencing alternatives are similar to shortened sentences. However, the disadvantages include difficulty following the probation rules, especially for offenders with limited support and resources (Albonetti & Hepburn, 1997). Offenders may not take probation seriously, and may violate the rules and re-offend (Plugge, et al., 2014). Depending on the crimes, there may be a concern for the public’s safety (Hudson, 2001). The success of sentencing alternatives relies on the quality and completion rates of the programs (Chan & Zdenkowski, 1986). Sentencing alternatives need to be monitored, and enforcements need to ensure that the terms are upheld and completed (Easton & Piper, 2012). Sentencing alternatives are similar to restorative justice programs and shortened sentences. These methods are effective in preventing people from being incarcerated, and they depend on the situation and resources (Taxman & Breno, 2017). Consideration is made to the severity of the crimes, with serious crimes requiring incarceration. These approaches aim to reduce prison time and focus on rehabilitation and addressing the factors that cause crimes (Jones, 2014).
To reduce overcrowding in prisons, those who commit less serious crimes could be fined or made to participate in community service instead of being incarcerated (Killias et al., 2000; Pease, 1985). Pre-trial programs can be used to address the factors causing crime, such as addiction and mental health issues, which can keep people out of prison (VanNostrand & Keebler, 2009; Travers et al., 2020). Shortening sentences can also help by prioritising rehabilitation over punishment, which can reduce the prison population (Cracknell, 2018). Pre-trial programs ensure fairness by making sure that people are not punished before they are proven guilty (Lippke, 2014). They also provide defendants with a second chance to address their issues and avoid getting a criminal record (Rankin, 1964). Electronic monitoring can be used to keep non-violent offenders at home under certain conditions and supervision, which can prevent reoffending (Renzema & Mayo-Wilson, 2005). Monitoring helps to reduce prison costs (Yeh, 2010) and increase public safety by ensuring that offenders comply with court orders, such as curfews and staying away from victims (Jones & Lally, 2024). Defendants who participate in these programs can continue working and maintain their family relationships whilst waiting for their trials (Condry & Smith, 2019). However, these programs have some disadvantages, such as defendants failing to attend their trials and concerns about public safety, as some offenders may pose a threat to the community (Stevenson & Mayson, 2017). The effectiveness of the programs varies depending on funding and resources (Jones, 2013), and some defendants may feel pressured to plead guilty (Dobbie, et al., 2018). There can also be privacy concerns with electronic monitoring, such as invasion of privacy, device accuracy, and tampering (Mair, et al., 1990). Another solution to reduce prison overcrowding is to shorten sentences, as this can be cost-effective since fewer prisoners means that housing, feeding, and guarding them becomes more affordable (McDougall, et al., 2008). It can also allow for more resources to be put into rehabilitation programs that address the factors that cause crime (Marsh, et al., 2009). Building more prisons increases capacity and reduces overcrowding in existing facilities (Bastow, 2012) while creating job opportunities for prison staff (Tootle, 2004). However, the disadvantages include shorter sentences not being seen as enough punishment for those who have committed serious crimes, causing victims and their families to feel angry (Dhami, et al., 2009). There are concerns that the public may be at risk if violent offenders are released early (Austin, 1986). Shorter sentences may also reduce the deterrent effect of punishment, leading to more crimes (Abrams, 2012). Building and maintaining more prisons can be expensive (Henrichson & Delaney, 2012), and does not address the factors causing crime (Brown, 2010). It can lead to a cycle of imprisonment rather than rehabilitation (Bales, et al., 2006) and can increase criminal activities within prisons (Biles, 1975). Also, building more prisons may not be fair to those from minority and low-income backgrounds, who could be disproportionately affected by imprisonment (Dressel, 1994).
In conclusion, a combination of strategies must be considered to alleviate prison overcrowding. Sentencing policies need to be reviewed, investments need to be made in rehabilitation programs and support systems, and social and economic factors that contribute to crimes need to be addressed (Kuhn, 1994). The advantages and disadvantages of each stage of the incarceration process can be seen and demonstrate that a multilayered approach to tackling the problem is needed. Regardless of the strategies chosen, investment is needed to provide resources that will address the issue of overcrowding (Marsh, et al., 2009).
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