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‘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 potential consequences are far-reaching.’ (Taylor, 2024).
Consider the potential consequences of the prison population crisis in England and Wales and evaluate what can be done to address it.
This essay will be considering the consequences of the prison population crisis in England and Wales looking at the current statistics and the reasoning behind the crisis. The essay will be evaluating the current strategies set in place in order to address the population crisis and how these are being implemented in England and Wales. As of March 2024, The UK prison population is over 87,870 and has been continuing to increase in all aspects over the years (UK Government, 2024). The Ministry of Justice (2024) have estimated that by 2028 the prison population will increase yet again to around 105,800. 
Firstly, one reason to the ongoing increased population is due to the dramatic effect of the Covid 19 Pandemic outbreak. The pandemic has had a long-term effect on the prison system as during the pandemic especially due to the delays in court hearings it meant those on remand were being kept in prison longer. Currently there are over 16,000 on remand which according to the national statistics by the Ministry of Justice (2024) this is the highest numbers In fifty years. Delays due to restrictions In the pandemic meant cases were not being heard in court which results in the Criminal Justice System now having a backlog of cases. It is said that due to this significant increase on those on remand in prison there is concern that prisons are at risk of being dedicated to remand prisoners (House of Commons Justice Committee, 2023). Due to this, methods such as electronic tagging and conditional bay are being looked into to ensure that these alternative methods are being used efficiently to prevent sending some offenders on remand to prison (House of Commons Justice Committee, 2023). Using these methods for the appropriate low risk offenders helps prevent overcrowding and allowing room for higher risk offenders who are more risk to public safety. 
Another strategy that has been put into place due to the overcrowding in prisons is ‘Operation Safeguard’ that was announced by the Ministry of Justice Damian Hinds (2022) where the use of 400 police cells will be used to temporary hold offenders until they are heard in court this will help relieve pressure on prisons. A positive of this is that if offenders are temporary held in prisons cells until they are seen in court it prevents them being sent straight to prison before they have been heard. However, an issue with this then is filling cells in police stations which could be an issue if the station is at capacity. 
Another factor that will increase the prison population is the Government reached the goal of recruiting 20,000 police officers in March 2023 (Ministry of Justice, 2023). This will lead to an increase in charges which results in increase of convictions. Furthermore, these ties into the changes in sentencing increasing with 56% of determinate sentences being over four years compared to 40% in 2013 (Sturge, 2023). Sentencing lengths have increased especially for serious crimes such as sexual offences, domestic abuse, rape and also statistics show charges have increased for these crimes. For an example rape charge have increased by 9.4% in 2023-2024 compared to 2022-2023 (Crown Prosecution Service, 2023). A reason that rape charges are increasing could be due to more victims coming forward meaning if charged they will receive longer sentences due to the nature of the crime compared to less serious offence.  
One plan the UK Government has set in place is the ‘Prison Estate Transformation Programme’ where the Government has set to spend £3.5 billion pounds on creating 18,000 prison places and 2,000 temporary places (Ministry of Justice, 2021). This shows the Government are recognising and preparing for the continuing increase in prison population. The Government are planning on having 10,000 new spaces in four new prisons, expanding a further four prisons and also refurbishing current prisons (Beard and Sturge, 2023). Investment in refurbishment is vital as the standard of living in prisons is important to withhold especially if the prison population increases there is more potential for these standards to drop which then comes with many issues. 
The effects on overcrowding in prisons will be on health and safety of the prisoners. One effect will be on prisoners’ mental health and wellbeing. Overcrowded prisons mean that some prisoners are spending up to 23 hours a day in their cell due to reduced regime where prisoners are allowed out of their cells for things such as work and education. This has resulted in a 24% increase of self-inflicted deaths and over 64,000 self-harm incidents (Jones and Lally, 2024). A key reasoning behind this by the Prison and Probation Ombudsman Kimberley Bingham (2023) is due to staff shortages meaning lack of staff means prisoners mental health issues aren’t being recognised which results in these unfortunate consequences. Prisons have a system known as ACCT which is ‘Assessment, Care in Custody and Teamwork’ which is a care planning system that is used to recognise those prisoners at risk of self-harm or suicide Bingham (2023) said that the lack of staff has affected the quality of care especially as each prisoner is meant to meet regularly with a member of staff under this programme. 
Another result due to staff shortages is physical health of prisoners who have poorer health compared to the rest of the population. Staff shortages resulted in 40% of prisoner’s hospital appointment being cancelled which costed the NHS over £2 million pounds in 2017/18 (Davies et al, 2020). These figures show that roll on effect on other services that the increase of prison population is having as the NHS lost an enormous sum of money due to not enough staff able to escort prisoners to their appointments. Prisoners not attending hospital appointment means their health requirements are not being met and standards of care decreases. 
Rehabilitation of prisoners is vital to help prevent offenders re offending once released. If prisoners do not receive the right support whilst in prison and then are released the likelihood of re-offending again and coming back to prison is high. The HM Chief Inspector Annual Report on Prisons for 2022/23 discusses that due to overcrowding many prisons do not have enough room for all prisoners to have access to education and work (Taylor, 2023). This is a serious issue as prisoners unable to access education and work means they are unable to gain important and essential life skills that will be fundamental to them when released. Those offenders who want to gain qualifications and improve their skills whilst in prison ready for the outside world are being put at a disadvantage. Due to these improvements are being made in the Prison Education Service these involve £1.8 million pounds being invested in to raise literacy rates and new digital literacy apps for prisoners to use for help with things such as making a CV (UK Government, 2023). Also, the Prison Service is hoping to improve their relationship with the education Inspectorate Ofsted who deliver educational services to prisons. Ensuring prisoners are using their time in prison to improve themselves will help decreased the level of reoffending which costs society £18 billion a year (UK Government, 2023). 
Overall, everything previously discussed is a result to staff shortages in prisons which has a massive roll-on effect in so many aspects. Due to this the Government launched a TV advert campaign to encourage people to become a prison officer. The aim of the Ministry Of Justice is planning to hire 5,000 more prison officers as of June 2023 an increase of 700 officers was made in 12 months (HM Prison and Probation Service, 2023). More staff means the quality of care and living standards in prisons will improve which results in the earlier detection of mental and physical health issue in prisoners which will help decreased the number of deaths and self-harm in prisons. Increase in staff will also improve the process of rehabilitation of prisoners as prisoner’s goals of improvement to become better and ready for release will overall help decrease likelihood of re offending. If rehabilitation of prisoners is not focused on it will result in offenders re offending once released which will create a cycle of offenders returning to prison which increases the prison population which is not the goal. 
The Government have been considering that those offenders who receive a sentence less than 12 months are to receive a suspended sentence instead due to rising prison population. What this means is that the offender does not have to go to prison to serve their sentence but instead will have to comply to certain restrictions and do not commit no further offences (Beard, 2023). We see the use of this in the case of R v Arie (2023) where in majority of similar cases an immediate custodial sentence would be given however many factors were considered to give a suspended sentence instead. Firstly, the offender wasn’t charged until 16 months after committing the offence and 6 months after being released from prison he was then not sentenced until 2 and a half years later and during this time he remained out of trouble. This resulted in a suspended sentenced one due to the offender being well behaved during the process and secondly the rising prison population was taken into consideration. 
Under the ‘Early Removal Scheme’ the Government have been removing foreign offenders from UK prisons. As of June 2023, there were around 10,321 foreign offenders serving time in UK prisons. 3,000 foreign offenders were removed from UK prisons by September 2023 (Gower and Sturge, 2024).  The UK should have partnership working with other countries to enable non-UK offenders to be monitored and serve their time under their own government especially the likes of rapist, serial killers etc to enable their government to keep track of them for future releases. 
Overall, the UK Government has recognised the current effect of the rising prison population and the negative consequences from this such as overcrowding, physical and mental wellbeing of prisoners decreasing, staff shortage etc. The Government have begun putting measures in place to deal with the ongoing increase of numbers and also the long-term effect that COVID 19 has had on the prison system. If strategies such has Operation Safeguard, Prison Education Service, Early Release Schemes, Suspended Sentences if all these are used appropriately and efficiently it will allow the UK to have better control of the prison population and prevent increasing the negative aspects. Hiring more prison officers is vital to keep up with not only the rising prison populations but many of these strategies will not be able to work effectively if there is a lack of staff to help implement them. 
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