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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). 


In light of the above statement, within this assignment, one must consider the potential consequences regarding the prison population crisis within the United Kingdom, specifically in England and Wales, and determine what actions can be taken to address it.  
An ever-increasing, burgeoning prison population within England and Wales has been the principle affair facing prison systems over recent years (Taylor, 2023). An issue not merely statistical, but the consequences appear to create profound, immediate and long-term implications upon society, the criminal justice system, and the rights of an individual. The volume of individuals incarcerated has resulted in overcrowding, a strain on resources and significant doubts over the efficacy of imprisonment as a deterrent to crime (Beard, 2023). 
One must explore the causes, effects and potential solutions in regards to the prison population crisis in England and Wales by delving into its complexity. One’s objective is to obtain a further understanding of one of the most pressing challenges facing contemporary criminal justice systems today. 

A recent bulletin issued by the Ministry of Justice in 2023, states that the latest published, useable operational capacity of prisons in England and Wales as of February 2023, is 84,844. However, as of June of last year, as an example, England and Wales had a total prison population of 85,851 (Ministry of Justice, 2023). This figure is further increasing. 
The protected rise of the prison population indicates an anticipated increase, with an estimation of 94,400 prisoners by March 2025, and a central estimate of 105,800 two years later, in 2027 (Ministry of Justice, 2023). The projected long-term rise is based on several factors. This may include the increase in the number of police officers which will potentially steer to higher charge rates, and the volume and composition of cases entering criminal courts (Ministry of Justice, 2023). 

Prior to Covid-19, there were particular concerns surrounding the consequences of the pandemic within prisons – which quite often has an older, ethnically diverse and aging population, with much poorer health than the general public (Edge, 2021). In compliance with a model compelled by Public Health England (PHE) and HM Prison and Probation Service in April 2020, revealed that two thousand prisoners may lose their lives if prisoner contact was not reduced as a result of the pandemic (HM Inspectorate of Prisons (2021).   
Indeed, Covid-19 presented, and still does present an unprecedented public health crisis, adding additional strain upon a prison system already in a state of crisis (House of Commons, 2020). 
As of September 2022, the prison population in England and Wales deemed 81,300, demonstrating a decrease of 2400 since March 2020 (Ministry of Justice, 2023). Nevertheless, according to the House of Commons, the reduction in population arose largely from the routine release of offenders not being matched by the number of individuals entering prison, which is primarily a result of the difficulties in conducting Crown Court proceedings during this period. 
Now that restrictions have eased, some criminal justice system components are not responding quickly enough to reverse adaptations and match performance levels to life pre-pandemic (Criminal Justice Joint Inspection, 2022). During this time, restrictions altered significantly between England and Wales. Whilst restraints on day-to-day life are now lifted, the criminal justice system is far from fully recovered, and in many areas, operate at inadequate levels. Prisoners continue to spend twenty-two hours a day in their cells; the Probation Service demonstrate some serious delays on hundreds of thousands of hours of unpaid labour, and substantial backlogs within the courts. This severely restricts the availability of prisoners’ access to healthcare and rehabilitative activities (Richards et al, 2023).
Corresponding with the pandemic, in 2022, proposed changes to legal aid led barristers in England and Wales to strike, affecting their incomes and potentially jeopardising the access of those, in need, to justice (Hodgetts, 2022). The strike, in itself, displayed major challenges facing the legal profession, emphasising how crucial fair compensation is for legal services. The West Midlands Police and Crime Commissioner, Simon Foster, expressed that more than one thousand cases would be affected on each day of the strike (Morris, 2022). 
Court proceedings were either delayed or postponed, leading to longer waiting times for hearings, meaning individuals were spending more time in pre-trial detention or on remand, thus temporarily increasing prison population. 
Furthermore, criminal defendants may have been more inclined to accept their plea bargains in order to quicken their sentencing, due to the backlog of cases and delays in legal proceedings (Morris, 2022). This may have resulted in more individuals being found guilty, and therefore sentenced. 
Additionally, the strike caused obstruction on bail decisions. Decisions may have been influenced by prolonged court proceedings, leading to the denial of bail for some individuals. Some may have been unable to afford bail due to longer legal processes, and as a result, increasing the volume of people detained pending trial, which added to the prison population during this time (Hodgetts, 2022).

Prior to Covid-19, issues with both recruitment and retention were not unusual, however, the strain of the pandemic deepened the pressure significantly. As mentioned, the aftermaths of the epidemic persist, especially at the Crown Court. 
On 31st December 2019, prior to the outbreak, there were 37,981 outstanding Crown Court cases. Three years following this record, on 31st December 2022, the number increased to 62,485 (Criminal Justice Joint Inspection, 2024). Evidently, this figure highlighted the difficulties in addressing the backlog, and the independent Barrister’s strike action in 2022. 

In recent years, discussions surrounding criminal justice reform have centred predominately on the relationship between the population in the prisons and law enforcement practices. Policy makers, academics and the general public alike, have garnered significant attention to the efficacy and implications of specific programmes, such as the use of the police service for both crime prevention and enforcement (University of Portsmouth, 2022).
In March 2023, the government’s planned target of reaching twenty-thousand more police officers was hit, resulting in the lead to more arrests, and ultimately more prisoners. 
However, it must be recognised that the presence of more police officers can essentially act as a deterrent to crime, which potentially reduces criminal activity and consequently, the volume of individuals entering the prison system. As an example, community policing initiatives focusing on crime prevention and working collectively with local communities may lead to fewer arrests and lower incarceration rates, compared to more aggressive enforcement strategies. If sustained, this preventative may lead to a decrease in prison population. 

Evidently, the Unites Kingdom’s criminal justice system and correctional institutions face multiple challenges as a result of the increase in the prison population.
Overcrowded prisons frequently pose unhygienic conditions with limited access5 to clean water and poor ventilation (Prison Reform Trust, 2024). 
Based on evidence influenced by HM Inspectorate of Probation (HMIP), prisoners are often forced to consume all their meals in their cells, which are visibly filthy, insanitary and dehumanising. Nevertheless, guidance from the Food Standards Agency for commercial operations emphasis that toilets must not open directly into areas where food is handled (Food Standards Agency, n.d.). 
Prisoners face health risks as cells often double as a bedroom, dining room and kitchen (Beard, 2023), resulting in individuals spending the vast majority of their time in cells, restricting their ability to move, their access to healthcare and engagement within physical activity. In a report issued by HMIP in 2018, merely sixteen per cent of incarcerated individuals report being freed for the suggested minimum of ten hours per day (Parliament, 2018), whilst forty percent of those held in young adult prisons report spending less than two hours a day outside their cells.
Additionally, overcrowded prisons often steer its way to the increase in violence. Although this particular issue within prisons is nothing new for law enforcement, violence occurs more predominately when a group of individuals are confined in cramped quarters against their will (Gibson, n.d). Overcrowding and violent crime are indeed somewhat correlated. Correctional officials’ capacity to supervise prisoners’ decline as the number of detainees within the prison increases. Housing two inmates within a cell originally designed for one individual, may encourage violent, and more often, sexual behaviour. Overcrowding further reduces the capacity of authorities to segregate the violent offender and the victim into their own housing units. 
Gibson recognises that the startling surge amongst violence within prisons across the United Kingdom are being initiated by overcrowding, the lack of mental health care and harder to handle inmates. 
Furthermore, encouraging the rehabilitation of offenders is one of the principal objectives within the United Kingdom’s prison system. Opportunities for both education and employment are among the “purposeful activity” that the rehabilitation programmes aim to pursue (Shepherd et al, 2023). Such development is said to be promoted from the initial day of imprisonment, and is often assisted by personal learning plans. 
However, in its 2022/23 annual report, Chief Inspector of England and Wales’s prisons, Charlie Taylor, discovered that many prisons had failed to return to their pre-pandemic regimes in order to support the rehabilitation of prisoners due to the increase of prison population. Because of this, inmates frequently lack adequate opportunities to interact with required support (Taylor, 2023). Where they do, Taylor recognises that there is often a big difference in the calibre of the support. For instance, in accordance with a 2016 postrelease survey conveyed by Unlock, a prisoner leavers’ charity, demonstrated that sixty-eight percent of those who played a part in education and training programmes, felt they’d struggle to find employment following their release (Harris et al, 2016). 

Several proposals have been posed to address the crisis of prison population; with the focus of rehabilitation being one. Within correctional facilities, prioritising rehabilitation and re-entry strategies aid the preparation of successful transition back into society following their release. Providing clear access to education, substance misuse tutoring, and mental health guidance enables one to address the root causes of their criminal behaviour, and essentially lower the likelihood of recidivism (Raab, 2021). 
Additionally, using Section 248 of the Criminal Justice Act 2003, eighteen days ahead of the prisoners scheduled date of release, the government would allow prisoners to be freed from custody (Beard, 2023). Justice Secretary, Alex Chalk, informed the House of Commons that this would allow release of certain prisoners under license, providing exceptional circumstances justify their release on humanitarian grounds. 
A further measure said to decrease the population within the prisons is indeed the removal of foreign offenders. In 2023, approximately three thousand foreign national offenders were removed from the United Kingdom (GOV.UK, 2024). With fewer foreign offenders within the prison system, authorities may experience relief on resources, including staffing, funding and infrastructure. Reduced pressure enables better allocation of resources to support strategies such as rehabilitation, as well as enhancing security within institutions. 
Section 260 of the Criminal Justice Act 2003 (Removal of Prisoners for Deportation) grants the power for the Secretary of State to remove foreign national prisoners serving a determinate prison sentence, who are liable to removal from the United Kingdom for the purpose of immediate deportation (Legislation.gov.uk, 2023). Those serving a terrorism related offence are indeed exempt from this proposal. 

In conclusion, it is evident that the ever-increasing prison population within England and Wales, presents a multifaceted challenge that demands urgent attention requiring comprehensive solutions. 
Systemic issues persist; for example, inadequate support for mental health and addiction disorders, unequal sentencing practices and insufficient investment in alternative rehabilitation, despite efforts to reduce overcrowding and recidivism rates. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Adopting a comprehensive strategy that puts prevention, diversion and rehabilitation first is necessary to make changes within the criminal justice system (Beard, 2023). By investing community-based initiatives, addressing underlying social determinants of crime, and reimagining the role of prisons as centres of rehabilitation, rather than just containment. 
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