










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




















The prison crisis is perhaps to be considered a major problem within contemporary UK society. It has been an ongoing issue over the past decade and there has been many different arguments for the causes behind these. For example, self-harm and assaults have been on an upward trajectory over the past decade and lack of rehabilitation and dire living circumstances are also contributing towards the major crisis facing society (Janjeva, 2020). Therefore, for the purpose of this assignment it should be considered what are the causes contributing to the prison crisis and how have they come about? And how exactly are the government responding to the crisis in order to deal with the issues that arise from it. 

Prior to any of the prison crisis causes and issues being discussed, the history of the prison should be considered in order to understand the institution that it has evolved into today. 
Prisons or ‘jails’ have been around for a very long time with the earliest recorded type of prison dating back to 1166 under the reign of King Henry II. During these early types of ‘prisons’ conditions were described as being very poor with prisoners having to sleep on earth and find a means of paying for everything such as; food, fuel or even blankets. 
However, prisons as we now know them in today’s society are largely a result of how they were established and run during the nineteenth century (Wilson, 2014).  Prior to the nineteenth century the very idea of prisons was to either for those who were found within them to be freed or to be killed for the crime committed, the very idea of rehabilitation was not a concept developed until the Victorian times. Furthermore, older prisons such as the Tower of London was not designed for the purpose of housing prisoners and this was just a by-product of what it was originally established for. For one, the Tower of London is well known for being used to house the Crown Jewels and any prisoners that found themselves staying there were placed wherever seemed fit to keep them – with it even being noted that the high-end prisoners would be staying in areas that were designated for the royals (Wilson, 2014). The Tower of London of course not being an exception as this was a theme that was largely applicable to many castles and towers up and down the length of Britain. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]As mentioned previously that prisons prior to the Victorian time were not designed for the purpose of rehabilitation, a good case example to use to highlight this point further is the case of Guy Fawkes – well known for the events that led to the creation of ‘Bonfire Night’ within the United Kingdom was himself subjected to the conditions of the early prisons and the punishments that came with them, for the crime he committed (High treason) it was without a doubt that he was to receive the highest punishment of execution and was even subject to torture in prison prior to sentencing – something that would never occur within society today! (Lathbury, 1839).
As mentioned previously, the notion and understanding that we have of prisons today was largely a result of the Victorian era. It is from this era that we can begin to formulate some ideas of why the prison crisis is what it is today. 
During Victorian Britain the prison system was a tough and gruelling period, many prisoners who entered within the system were then subjected to take part in ‘hard labour’ with the idea that they would learn from the misdeeds that had taken place and therefore not risk repeating them upon release (OPCM, 2020). However, this was not the case for the entire duration of the Victorian period. In fact, there were some notable change that were made during this period also. One of the most prominent changes was thanks to the prison reformist, Elizabeth Fry – who arguably could be considered one of the earliest feminists within society, although herself being a Quaker this is not a title she would have jumped at (Rose, 2020). When looking back at prison reform there are of course two areas responsible for the influence of the change that occurred – Quakerism and Benthamites. Quakerism were those who were associated with the afore mentioned Fry and her work and the latter being those who were followers of Jeremy Bentham’s work. Both notions wanted to strive for prisoners to ultimately achieve salvation in order for them to be able to reintegrate back into society successfully. However, it could be found that the work of the Quakers and Fry was far more impacting than that of Bentham and his ideas. The result of their work was accumulated in the Prison Reform Act 1935 – Which formed the basis for huge change within society today (Cooper, 1981). Although how successful and prominent these changes are is much up to debate – they were perhaps something to be considered pioneering and successful during the Victorian period and early 20th century but within contemporary society they are perhaps outdated and of no surprise to why there have been notable mutinies since.

Moving on from understanding the basic historical context to the prison system in the early days and then from understanding it in the Victorian period and how reform played a huge role in knowing the system as it is today. It can be understood what exactly prisons are like today and why are they like this?

Within the United Kingdom today there are four main categories of prisons; Category A, B, C and D. Category A being the maximum-security prison where the individual will pose the highest risk to society and therefore escape must be made impossible and D being an ‘open prison’ where the prisoner has less restrictions and poses the least risk. Alongside the categories of the prison you also have; Male, Female and Juvenile prisons. Most prisons within the United Kingdom are privately owned, but there are some that are in government possession (DoingTime.com, 2020) – could this be possibly as a result of the prison crisis?

So, what is the prison crisis that the UK is facing today? According to Shaw (2018) there are a number of contributing causes that need to be addressed. These include problems such as; Self Harm, an increase in prison assaults, poor living conditions and an increase in drug use, all this then of course being coupled with the increase in prison population. For example, in 1968 the prison population stood at just over 30,000 prisoners but in 2017 this figure had changed to over a staggering 80,000 prisoners. This of course begs the question is enough being done to really ensure that those who are entering within the system are receiving the rehabilitation that they deserve, in order to make sure that they do not reoffend and enter into the system again. 
Whilst there is no exact date to when the prison crisis exactly started to begin, there is clear evidence that it has been ongoing for at least 30 years, when one of the most notable prison riots occurred within history – the Strangeways prison riot.

Strangeways prison riot begun in April 1990 when the prison chapel was seized by prisoners as a response to the poor prison conditions and the ‘inhumane’ treatment that prisoners were subjected too (Allison, 2010). Furthermore, prisoners argued that the conditions in the prison were not too dissimilar from the Victorian conditions that existed when the prison opened in 1868. Prisoners were unhappy that they had to remain within their cells for up to 23 hours a day and that some inmates were having to be force fed the drug ‘Largacitil’ which acted as a form to ‘calm the inmate’ and prevent ‘psychotic episodes’. Prisoners also involved within the riot further recalled the conditions of having to share a cell with 3 people and the use of chamber pots still within the prison meant for an unhygienic environment (Williams & Airey, 2015). The prison last for approximately 25 days and although 2 men lost their lives and a further notable amount were injured it did lead to some changes occurring to the prison system, however how successful these changes have been can be argued as the prison crisis is still on ongoing problem within society today.

When the riot at Strangeways begun, shortly after, it was announced that a report was to be conducted by Lord Justice Woolf that would develop an understanding of the causes leading to the creation of the riots and what could be done to prevent future prison disturbances from occurring again?

In the report, Lord Justice Woolf was able to identify that prior to the prison riot taking place, Strangeways in particular was overcrowded, there was evidence of poor hygiene and there was no opportunity for those who wanted to carry out work to do anything other than cleaning jobs. Although, it was also argued within the report that before the riot commenced the prison had made allowances for these areas to be addressed it does make you think why it took the prison to the point of prison outbreak to occur before even considering making the much-needed changes. Further along in the report Lord Justice Woolf also states the changes that need to be made to ‘Prison estates’ in order for peace to be maintained between prisoners and prison staff. Some of these changes were as follows; that no prison should house no more than 400 prisoners, units that needed them should be operated by electronic gates or involve the use of locks with two different keys and alongside this keys should not be able to open cell doors from a different unit, facilities that will allow for safer visits, prisoners having the right to be able to confide to a single cell – should it be allowed (with no dormitory accommodation being allowed), prisoners having the right to correct and adequate sanitation and the level of hygiene within prisoners matching that of The Food Safety Act 1990. Understanding that these are some of the list of changes that were identified within the report, it should now be considered why exactly if these changes were identified shortly after the Strangeways riot that occurred 30 years ago then why is the crisis still an ongoing problem and what is the government now doing in order to rectify the problem? (1991) 

It should be remembered that most prisons within the United Kingdom are privately owned, however this does not mean that they do not create and govern their own legislation this is something that the government still have to produce. So therefore, moving on from developing an understanding of what the causes and what has been identified as having to occur within the prison system in order to rectify the problem, focus should now shift towards the government and what they have done – if anything at all – to deal with the problem at hand.

In a recent article, published last year by Simon Jenkins, it was identified that the government has so far promised change to occur with the prison system but seemingly has not delivered largely on that promise. At the start of the article, it was stated that last year the government will ‘scrap’ all prison sentences that are less than a year as it is decided that short sentences do not do any good to the individual with others arguing that once someone enters within the system it is simply treating ‘the effects not the causes’. Furthermore, prisons are the moment in the current state that they are would simply be exposing an individual on a short sentence to a world of drugs, violence and psychological abuse (Jenkins, 2019). 
On top of this the very fact that the article mentions that the prison systems still is an environment that breeds drugs, violence and harm would show that those causes that needed identifying in the Woolf Report and those that the government has so far addressed in terms of ‘overpopulation’ are simply not addressing the problem at all. 

Despite this uncovering of what appears to be only addressing a small fraction of the problem, there is other evidence that could suggest that the government are doing something more. For example, in an article published on the official government page last year it was announced that the government would be putting together a fund of around £2.5 billion pounds in order to create more efficiently run prisons and to create more space for prisoners, with it being expected that there will be a creation of around 10,000 more additional spaces (Buckland, 2019). Taking this point into consideration and coming back to the aforementioned suspected causes of the prison crisis, it was found that overcrowding was a huge problem that prisons were clearly struggling to deal with, this being one of the contributing causes to the infamous Strangeways prison riot and other riots around the country and furthermore something which was then highlighted within Lord Justice Woolf report. However, this article announcing extra funding was published in 2019 – 28 years after the initial report was published and on top of that within the article it was announced that it would take a further 4 years to implement the full extent of the changes promised. 

So far there has been some very contradicting evidence that on one hand would suggest the government are doing the very best that they can and then there is other evidence that suggests that they really are not doing enough. Although overpopulation, as important as a factor as it was in the terms of the riots, there were other causes identified within the report that need to be addressed. One of the next biggest contributing causes to the prison crisis was the conditions that the prisoners were having to live within.

It should be assumed that the conditions that a prisoner has to live in can directly be linked to their mental health and wellbeing. One report questioned the treatment and facilities of new inmates in order to determine whether or not the appropriate measures were being taken in order to maintain a prisoner’s welfare. 
One of the findings within the report related to the use of ‘segregation cells’ in UK prisons, with it being determined that some prisons are relying on them too much in order to deal with those suffering from mental health and self-harm. Although there are suggestions that this issue has largely been combated with the use of time restrictions on the use of ‘segregation cells’ with it ranging between 1 hour to 72 hours – although what is to say these restrictions are actually being put into place nationwide. Other areas of the report probed into the living conditions of a prisoner and whether or not they were adequate enough for hygiene, human dignity and had evidence of proper heating or ventilation. However, this was subject to the individual institution and whether or not it was being carried out (Silvestri, 2013).
This assignment has so far been able to identify the causes that contributed to prison riots and ultimately the prison crisis on the whole and also identified what needed to be done to prevent such events from reoccurring and also to end the crisis on the whole. It was then further established that the government whilst they have made some allowances for the prisons to be changed in line with the publications that demand for it, are not doing enough. Although it should be considered; are they not doing enough because they feel it not an important matter within the grand scheme of things – especially given that most prisons are largely privately owned anyway OR is it down to the fact that many of the prison institutions across the nation know what need to be done in order for the crisis to be combatted but have no interest or is it really an issue that the government should invest more upon. 
From the findings produced within this assignment, there is evidence that could suggest the government could do more, for example the time differences between publications and the time proposals to implement the changes are all quite lengthy. 

In conclusion, it is evident that whilst the government has visited the issue of the prison crisis and implemented some changes towards it, it is pretty evident that not enough is being done to combat the issue, and therefore arguably the government is not doing enough to combat the issue at hand. 
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