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	What is the ‘prison crisis’ and what are its causes? How might the government effectively deal with the problem?

[bookmark: _GoBack]Prison is just one of the sanctions available to the courts to deal with criminals who break the law. Today, imprisonment is the ‘harshest sanction available, but this has not always been the case’ (Howard League for Penal Reform, 2020:p1). 
In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, punishment for criminal behaviour was often a public event, designed to shame and deter. These include sanctions such as the pillory, ducking stools, whipping and branding (Howard League for Penal Reform, 2020). During this time, the sentencing for many other offences, was death. This suggests that imprisonment was known as the easy punishment for offenders in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, compared to today. However, prison was a place where people were held before trial and punishment, and was rarely used as a punishment itself in the sixteenth and seventeenth century (Howard League for Penal Reform, 2020). 
However, according to the BBC (2006) imprisonment begun in 1166, when Henry II build jails, including the Newgate Prison in London. Henry II also established courts in England and set up a jury with 12 men to adjudicate on land disputes. This suggests that the penal system dates back to the eleventh century. By 1300s people who refused to be tried by jury were put in prisons. 
However, the conditions in jail were primitive, prisoners slept on bare earth, given bread and water every other day, all prisoners including men, women, children, debtors and murderers were all held together and many people died of diseases (BBC, 2006 and Howard League for Penal Reform, 2020).  This suggests that prison was not a safe place many years ago.
According to the BBC (2006) England’s prisons were overcrowded in 1700s therefore derelict ships in the Thames and southern ports were used as floating prisons. This suggests that the ‘prison crisis’ was present in 1700s, not just today in 2020.  Despite this, in 1777 John Howard who was a High Sheriff in Bedfordshire, studied jail conditions for seventeen years and published a jail reform book in order for jails to be healthy and disease-free, and prison officers should not be allowed to charge prisoners (BBC, 2006). Howard’s proposals were not put into practice until the nineteenth century and is still influential today. The Howard League for Penal Reform is named after him (BBC, 2006). 
After researching the history of imprisonment, it is clear that the ‘prison crisis’ has always been an issue within England and Wales and remains an issue today. 
This essay will establish what the ‘prison crisis’ is, what caused it and what is the government doing to effectively deal with this issue. 
According to Cornwell (2009:p93) Rubin in 1979 suggested that the issue is ‘not the punishment or reformation’ of prisons, but ‘whether we will have a prison crisis in addition to the crime problem’. This however to some extent is incorrect, as according to Elkin (2019) overall levels of crime in England and Wales has fallen in recent decades. However, Elkin (2019) also suggests that crime rate in England and Wales has remained broadly stable in recent years. Cornwell (2009) states that in England and Wales the custodial penal system is becoming full above its operational capacity, with many prisons being overcrowded and no substantive plans being in place to reduce the pressure. This suggest that the crime rate in England and Wales is not a big problem at the moment, as it has decreased in recent decades and although it has remained stable, there has not been a substantial increase. However, England and Wales do have a prison crisis. Which needs to be resolved. 
According to Garside (2019), within England and Wales some prisons are less crisis-prone than others, however crisis in prisons appear to be an inherent feature. This suggests that it is very common that prisons are in crisis, making it almost certain. Shaw (2018) suggests that prisons are in crisis as England and Wales are struggling to maintain decent conditions and good order. They are in crisis due to appalling conditions, violence, drug taking, self-harm and overcrowding (Shaw, 2018). This means that prisoners are no longer safe in prisons, causing an overall crisis. 
Fox and Albertson (2010) suggests that prison numbers in England and Wales have risen sharply in the last decade. According to Parliament UK (2019) over the last twenty-five years, the prison population for England and Wales has almost doubled in size, from 44,246 in 1993 to 82,384 in December 2018. Due to this, the capacity has been unable to keep up with the pace of demand, making many prisons overcrowded.  Parliament UK (2019) suggests that prisons have staff shortages, causing problems when delivering rehabilitative services in prisons, including education, mental health treatment, substance misuse treatment and offending behaviour programmes. This suggests that the government severely undermined the number of prisoners, resulting in the crisis of overcrowding, they also undermined the importance of rehabilitation services. Without the appropriate services and programmes to rehabilitate offenders, they are more likely to reoffend once they leave prison. This would add to the crisis problem of overcrowding as well as costing the government more money. According to Parliament UK (2019) reoffending costs an estimated £15 billion a year. This suggests that something needs to be done to rehabilitate prisoners and reduce the overall size of the prison population. Repeat offenders increases the prison population and cost the government millions of pounds. 
Fox and Albertson (2010) state that during the last decade crime rates have been falling and prison numbers have been rising. However, there is no evidence to suggest that the rise in prison numbers has caused a substantial fall in crime. This suggests that imprisoning criminals, has no direct impact on the crime rate. Taking criminals off the street and into prison has not been effective in decreasing the crime rate dramatically. 
After researching, Carter (2003) supports this by stating that a 22% in the prison population between 1997 and 2003 has only led to a 5% decrease in crime. This suggests that prison only has a very small impact on the overall crime rates. Therefore, imprisoning all criminals will have very little, or no impact on the crime rate. Making over- crowded prisons ineffective. 
It is evidential that prisons in England and Wales are in crisis. They are over-crowded, filled with violence, drug taking, self-harm and the overall conditions are alarming. However, the main cause of this is yet to be discovered.
According to Garside (2019) there is a view that austerity on prison budgets since 2010 has been the main cause of the current prison crisis. The prison budget in England and Wales was also being reduced in the decade up to 2010 according to Garside (2019). This suggests that the prison budget cuts have caused pressure on prisons resulting in the current prison crisis. With prison populations increasing, the reduced budget is unable to keep up with the much-needed resources and staff that is needed to maintain a safe environment and rehabilitative programmes for prisoners.
Fox and Albertson (2010) supports this by stating that increased prison numbers had serious cost implications. When the coalition government came to power in 2010, they began to look for savings to reduce overall public costs. Due to this, prisons in England and Wales had its budget reduced by nearly a quarter (Shaw, 2018). This meant that prisons would have to reduce their spending, regardless of the prison population increase. This meant that they had to work harder, will less money. Due to the budget cuts, all old prisons that were expensive to operate were shut. Since 2011, eighteen prisons have been closed (Shaw, 2018). This means that prisoners would have had to relocate to other prisons, making overcrowding a growing problem. Not only that, due to the cost-cutting in prisons, there was also a dramatic reduction in prison staff. Making it difficult to cope with the large number of prisoners. In fact, the amount of prison staff across the public-sector in England and Wales fell from 45,000 in 2010 to just under 31,000 in September 2016 (Shaw, 2018). This suggests that prisons in England and Wales have had to utilise less staff, with overcrowded prisons. This means that prisons are struggling with short staffing, resulting in rehabilitative programmes being affected. This is causing the prison crisis to worsen, rather than be resolved. Although budget cuts have had a very negative impact to the prison crisis, overcrowding is a problem in itself. There is a particular concern with the extent of overcrowding in prisons in England and Wales as it places substantial strains on the system and exacerbates existing problems in prisons, especially with prisoner-staff ratios and meaningful activities (Van Ginneken et al, 2017). Due to this, 70 out of 117 prisons in England and Wales are operating above their designed capacity, making double occupation of cells designed for single use and triple occupation of double cells (Van Ginneken et al, 2017). This suggests that prisons are having to place prisoners together in single use cells in order to cope with the overcrowding. This means that prisoners are all forced to stay in very small rooms with each other, as there is no alternative due to the overcrowding. As stated above, overcrowding also puts strain on meaningful activities, these activities allow individuals to leave their cells and participate in programmes that will allow them to rehabilitate, gain experience and knowledge. If these meaningful activities are strained, this suggests that prisoners are less likely to leave their cells. According to Van Ginneken et al (2017) the high population density and lack of meaningful activities may contribute to prisoner misconduct and mental health problems. With overcrowding being such a big issue within the prison crisis, medical and mental health resources are unable to keep up with the rate of prisoners. According to MacDonald (2018) overcrowding creates a difficult challenge in maintaining prisoner health and providing a safe environment, as overcrowding can cause insanitary, violent conditions that can cause harm to the physical and mental well-being of prisoners. This suggests that prisons are no longer safe places for prisoners, in fact, it can cause prisoners health and mental state to worsen. However, this environment is also unsafe for prison staff as well as prisoners. MacDonald (2018) suggests that overcrowding can cause prison staff to face more potential violence from prisoners, threat of infection and increased stress and mental health issues. Prisons are already short staffed, therefore if a prison officer was to get hurt, become ill or have poor mental health issues, they will have to take time off work to recover. This would make the staff shortage problem even worse. This can be detrimental to the security and stability of the prison. According to MacDonald (2018) due to overcrowding the prison system is becoming stretched, the prison can no longer provide safety and decency standards that are expected in international rules and standards. This suggests that overcrowding is another key element that is impacting the prison crisis. Overcrowded prisons can cause prisoners and staff’s physical and mental state to worsen and without the adequate number of resources, they are unable to provide enough medical care. 
It’s important to note that the prison crisis has been going on for decades. Elizabeth Fry is known as the penal reformer who is described as a saint in many countries (Drenth and Haan, 1999). Elizabeth Fry was a philanthropist who focused on the treatment of prisoners in English prisons, she believed that all prisoners were human beings whose treatment should be based on the principles of Justice and Humanity (Haan, 2004). This meant that Elizabeth was unhappy about how prisoners were treated in English prisons. She believed that they should be treated fairly, as although they are criminals, they are still humans. Haan (2004) suggests that Fry believed that if people were treated with kindness instead of cruelty and neglect, their character may be amended, and they could have a change of heart. This means that if prisoners were treated with kindness, they to would present kindness. Elizabeth also believed that women prisoners should be under the care of women, and be in their own prison (Haan, 2004). Once this happened, it was clear that reformation of prisoners was possible, making her well known as a prison reformer. She then travelled to prisons all over the UK giving improvement advice to local authorities, these included more humanitarian treatments of prisoners and lunatics and the abolition of slavery (Haan, 2004). This suggest that Elizabeth was passionate about how prisoners were treated in prison and believed that if they were treated in a better manner, it will allow them to rehabilitate. 
Although Elizabeth Fry did remarkable work in improving the penal system, The Ministry of Justice (2016) suggests that sadly, these issues remain relevant today, in fact, very few people see what goes on behind the high walls of prison. This suggests that these issues are still seen in prisons today. Whether prisoners are marking time, or working hard to turn their lives around, everyone should still care (Ministry of Justice, 2016). This suggests that all prisoners should be treated equally and fairly, because one day they will be let back into the communities. However, the Ministry of Justice (2016) suggests that nearly half of all prisoners go on and reoffend within a year, which is costing the society £15 billion a year. This suggests that prisons are not working. They are not rehabilitating offenders which is costing the nation more money and causing more pressure on overcrowding. 
According to Parliament UK (2019) the government is working on reducing the prison crisis by focusing on addressing safety and decency in prisons. However, this has come at an expense of rehabilitation. The Ministry of Justice needs to refocus its efforts on a dual approach, to maintain safety and improve rehabilitation (Parliament UK, 2019). This suggests that if the government focuses on improving the safety and decency of the prison for both prisoners and staff, which is a major issue, then it will affect rehabilitation. But prisons have many issues that need to be addressed, specifically rehabilitation to prevent the cost of reoffending. 
Safety is a big issue within the prison crisis, in fact, in 2019, 317 people died in prison in England and Wales, with over a quarter, 87 deaths, being self-inflicted (Prison Reform Trust, 2019). This suggests that a prison is not a safe place for prisoners, especially for their mental health and wellbeing. There are many issues with the penal system, resulting in prison crisis. 
According to the Prison Reform Trust (2019) the government is seeking to address these issues by raising the budget by 4% which happened in 2018-19 and are seeking to build 10,000 new prison places in 2020. This suggests the government is trying to address these issues in order to make prisons a better environment for prisoners. The Prison Reform Trust (2019) also suggests that the number of prison staff was cut by 26% between 2009-10 and 2017-18, however, to solve this issue, the government has given £100 million in order too recruit a further 2,500 officers by December 2018. This target has been met, with an additional 1,592 officers recruited in 2018. However, this still remains an issue, as staff experience has declined as a consequence (Prison Reform Trust, 2019). This suggests that although there are now more prison officers to keep up with the pace of prisoners, they do not have adequate experience to deal with them efficiently. 
According to Bob Neill MP cited by Parliament UK (2019) the main issue is rehabilitation. Better investment in rehabilitation services would allow better access to support and opportunities for offenders, which would reduce repeat imprisonment, save money and start to alleviate pressures on jails. This suggests that rehabilitation is the key to relieve pressure on the penal system, as it would prevent criminals from reoffending once they leave prison. This issue can reduce the prison crisis considerably. 
On the other hand, the government have been working on other schemes in order to reduce the overcrowding in prisons. One of these schemes involved a Home Detention Curfew, where offenders in England and Wales could have an early release with an electronic tag (BBC, 2018). This suggests that some prisoners may be eligible to have an early release from prison in order to reduce pressure on prison numbers, however they must wear an electronic tag. This scheme can be used for offenders that have a sentence between three months and four years, but excludes offences that include sex, weapons and other certain high-level offences (BBC, 2018). This suggests that only individuals that are a low risk to the public are eligible for early release by electronic tagging. Tagging works by ensuring that offenders have a curfew which requires them to be at home between 9-12 hours per day (Pact, 2020). This allows offenders to live at home and to work during the final weeks of their sentence, while monitoring them and confirming their presence. If the tag is tampered with or they are absent, it will send a signal to the monitoring centre, which will then be alerted and the breach will be investigated (Pact, 2020). This suggests that offenders can live at home under restrictions. This will prevent the risk of them from reoffending when they have an early release as well as reducing the pressure of the prison population. 
Another way of tackling the prison crisis is by getting rid of short prison sentences. According to Crook (2019) David Gauke who is the Justice Secretary, suggests that abolishing short term prison sentences are counterproductive. Short prison sentences do not help victims, as they often reoffend once their sentence is over (Crook, 2019). The BBC (2019) also suggests that short prison terms were not working for many inmates, and courts should focus on more community rehabilitation instead. This suggests that short prison sentences do not allow inmates to have sufficient time to rehabilitate, resulting in them reoffending once they are let out. According to the BBC (2019) Mr Gauke states that nearly two thirds of offenders that have short sentences go on to commit further crime within a year of being released. This suggest that offenders that have short sentences are likely to reoffend, costing more money. Cook (2019) suggest that prisons are expensive, making short term sentences expensive and abolishing short term sentences will reduce unnecessary remands. Without short term sentences, the penal system would save money and time. Prisons will also be more organised as they will not have inmates in and out every week. Instead the government should focus on making community sentences more constructive (Crook, 2019 and BBC, 2019). This would reduce the amount of overcrowding in prisons as well as save the government billions of pounds in prison fees. 
In conclusion, the prison crisis in England and Wales is not new. Prisons were in crisis during the sixteenth and seventeenth century. However, the prison crisis is more damaging to prisoners and prison staff now, more than ever. Prisons are having to work with less staff and less money, whereas the prison population is continuing to increase. This suggests that prisons are working harder, with less resources. This can cause poor hygiene and poor mental heath to prisoners and staff. Prisons are not safe environments for staff or prisoners, making the crisis even more detrimental. However, the government is looking for new ways to reduce capacity of prisons and reduce the crisis. But these ideas are not implemented fast enough to reduce the crisis. Unless these new ideas such as abolishing short prison sentences, are implemented, then they will never know if they will reduce the crisis or not. The government and penal system caused this crisis; therefore, they need to reduce it.
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