


[bookmark: _Hlk35430692]The UK penal system has been around since around the 16thand 17th centuries. These tended to be a public event such as hangings or whipping; the local lords would hope the offender would feel shame and deter them. Prison (dungeons) were not used for punishment but for keeping detaining the offender before their trial. An alternative punishment was to send offenders to the Colonies such as America or Australia (Howard League for penal reform,2020). 
The Prison system was formed in the 19th century however where there were two types of prison formed which were Convict prison and Local prison; convict prison ]were owned by the Home Office and the local incarceration were owned by the local authorities till until 1877 where when the “1877 Prison Act”  was brought out implemented, this act changed the way how the prison was going to be operated in the UK (19th Century Prison History, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Hlk34140879]The United Kingdom is currently facing a prison crisis, the prison system is currently housing offenders who are being held for medium or long-term sentences. The prison system is also underfunded and understaffed following budget cuts which were caused by the Conservative Party dealing with austerity; it cost the prison service around £15 million to also deal with low priority cases such as keeping people in prison for 6 months (Parliament UK, 2019; Jane,2015). Another crisis that the system is facing is that due to understaffing, from 2017 onwards, prison officers were attacked by inmates where more than 44,000 officers were assaulted by offenders (BBC News, 2017). An additional issue for prisons is ownership. Some detention is privately owned by companies such as G4S whilst others are owned by the UK Government. For example, G4S owns HMP Altcourse, HMP Oakwood, HMP & YOI Parc and HMP Rye Hill (G4S,2020). This means some prisons across England and Wales have different policies, rules and differences in recruitment and training. It also means that the UK does not have a universal system which can cause issues between the private and the public sectors. To illustrate this, back in 2016 the G4S prison in Birmingham had riot problems which needed government-run prisons to release their staff to deal with the rioting (Oliver, 2017; BBC News, 2016). Additionally, drug misuse has also increased substantially (BBC News,2016). 
This essay will look at how the government is dealing with the UK prison crisis. It will examine the overcrowding crisis, it will compare models used by various other countries such as USA, Netherlands and Portugal and will also analyse the drugs problems and understaffing.  It will also seek to explain suicide rates and what it is doing to combat the problems. It will also compare how other countries treat their prisoners and will recommend how the UK could copy other models to solve the current issues within the UK prison system.
[bookmark: _Hlk34140837]One of the main issues is the crisis of overcrowding of prisoners. Over the past 25 years, this has caused gradual overcrowding in the prison system where the prison population doubled from 44,256 in 1993 to 82,384 in 2018 (Ministry of Justice, HM Prison Service, and Her Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service, 2020).
In 2019 the Prison Trust who analyse information said the UK sentences 40,000 more offenders compared to Germany each year, and that the UK is the highest country in western EU for sending people to prison and the country should be shameful of this (Guardian, 2019; Padfield, 2018). The report also pointed out that 46% of people sent to prison in the UK are only serving up to six months in prison, which compared to some other countries is needless. An alternative solution could be to issue fines or rehabilitate them (Gayle, 2018). For example, in Portugal, if a person is caught with any type of drug on them; they are sent to a mental health centre where they can be treated for any issues (Bajekal, 2018).  However, if the person has offended seven times or more with drugs then they serve a prison sentence; this something the UK government could copy. Currently, the UK justice system spends around £50 million each year to detain cannabis offenders who serve up to six months in prison (Ramanauskas, 2018). It could be suggested that if the UK Government allowed those with drug issues to be signposted to another service such as counselling or rehabilitation instead which would help to reduce the overcrowding problem. However, the government’s strategy to deal with this issue is to spend more money on new prisons. In 2016, there were discussions about building new prisons in the UK, yet in September 2019 the Justice Secretary attended the construction site to mark the start of the type C prison to be built in Wellingborough and will cost taxpayers around £253 million to build. The government believes this will work with the overcrowding and will secure the future needs of the prison system (Home Office, 2019). This could work as there will be more suitable prisons in England and Wales; however, this does not address how the UK penal system is sending offenders into prison at an alarming rate. This could lead to further overcrowding as this is only a short-term solution to attack the problem which is funded by the public pocket.
 However, some people believe that building more prisons is not the answer to the issue of overcrowding; many people argue that the government should allow offenders with petty crimes and who not likely to re-offend should be allowed to go back into society and do some sort of community service which could benefit others (Letters, 2017). However, this idea could backfire as the criminal could re-offend. The UK Government could learn from the Netherlands where they now only have 61 prisoners, the Netherlands government set out to reduce their prison population; they did this by converting to open prison settings allowing the inmates to have some form of freedom, which means they can wander around some areas of the prison and to cook their meals just like a normal person would. This benefits the inmate as their abilities to have more independence (Robbins, 2017).
 The Dutch Government have received excellent credit by the public for this and it has been recommended that the UK government follow the Netherlands model; it can be one of the answers to tackle the overcrowding crisis. Whilst rehabilitation assists the offender to slowly reintegrate into society, normally prisoners re-offend just to re-enter the prison system, many tend to be homeless who know that there will be three meals a day and medical aid for them (Walker, 2019). However, the UK Government is dealing with this by setting up a task force to ensure inmates do not re-offend; they do this making sure the offender has accommodation and that the inmate is in contact with the right support groups (Home Office, 2019). These mixed methods are another way that the UK Government is dealing with the overcrowding crisis. Whilst slowly adopting the Netherlands scheme, the UK category D prisons may be somewhat like the Netherlands prison system. In the medium term, it is possible that the overcrowding would be reduced to a more manageable level. 
As mentioned, reoffending is the main issue alongside overcrowding within the UK prison system. Currently, the group of people most likely to re-offend are black, 33.3 % of them equates to around 15,150 criminals. On the other hand, white offenders totalled 30.7 % so we're less likely to re-offend. Also, those of Asian background 24.0 % are even less likely to re-offend of which there were 6,569 re-offenders last year (Home Office, 2020). 
The government’s strategy to deal with this is to offer rehabilitation programmes for prisoners such as GCSE English and Maths programmes to help the offenders. The government and prison services currently believe that re-offending is unlikely if they can find a job and reintegrate back into society (House of Lords, 2017). However, looking at the latest prison trust statistics, it shows that 29% of offenders refuse to improve their maths and English; over 78,000 offenders attend rehabilitation whilst around 13% of inmates failed their courses of rehabilitation (Prison Trust, 2019).  To illustrate this, one prisoner called John Massey featured in the Guardian Newspaper explaining what prison life was like during his 45 years serving time. He refers to violence in 1975 and the 1980s where prison officers would happily beat inmates, he was grateful for the changes within the penal system. He also mentioned that the first couple of years of imprisonment is the hardest in trying to find an escape route and constantly being on guard because of violence. He added that over time as prisoners age, it is possible to accept the sentence before release (Hattenstone, 2018). 
Offenders and prison officers need to maintain a good relationship as it will help them with their mental health whilst they are serving time in the penal system; once an inmate arrives at prisons, there is a rule book that they must read on their arrival, this explains basic protocols such as following orders that prison officers give them or if the inmate gets into a fight (Prison Form Trust, 2019). The rule book only outlines somewhat basic relationships between offenders and the prison officers, showing that the prison officer is in charge of the environment. The relationship between the prison officer and the offender's family is also important if they are worried or concerned about their loved one's mental health or physical health; there are services where family members can speak to prison staff about their loved one's (Families Outside, 2020). This means prison staff can monitor the offender’s behaviour during their sentence and report back to the family if they discover any issues with them.  
An additional issue in the prison system is drugs; all prisons are now dealing with the growing concern; inmates smuggle drugs in by any means, for example, prison gangs are using dead rats to get drugs inside Dorset prison. In this case, the staff at the HMP prison found that gangs were using this tactic to avoid drugs being found on the person as the officers would probably not notice it; in several instances, the dead animals were found near the fence having been thrown over. Another gang used tennis balls and dead pigeons to hide their drugs and mobile phones (Jacobson, 2019). These examples show how offenders can bring drugs into the prison using a variety of methods. In recent years, the use of drugs in prison has risen; it started when the UK government made austerity cuts, this has caused the use of drugs to increase as the prison service does not have the resources to deal with this issue (BBC News, 2019; Merral, et al,2010). Between 2012 – 2018 drug use increased by 50% (Home Office, 2019). The way the government is dealing with this problem is by using the Prison Drugs Strategy – it aims to prevent drugs entering prisons by using specialist dogs which smell the drugs, stop and search suspects, staff training to spot the signs, CCTV and many other measures. This strategic plan will cost around £9 million (Home Office,2019). The UK government could learn from the US prison system when attacking the drug abuse, the US government offer more drug abuse programs compared to the UK. The US prison system offers the offenders lessons about the dangers of drugs and how they affect people around them. Another program that is offered to inmates is something called “Residential Drug Abuse Program” this where the inmates are allowed out of prison and placed into a community where other drug users their kept an eye to make sure they are not abusing drugs, this programs aims to allow the offender back into society (Gonzales, M ,2020). 
[bookmark: _Hlk34568953]Over the last decade, the current government has made some decisions where now the safety of offenders and staff has been ignored. According to the Independent cited by Bulman (2019), in a former senior HM prison officer Phil Wheatley blames this on the budget cuts.  From 2010-14, the number of prison officers fell from 19,900 to 14,900 and it currently has 11,900. The government is dealing with this by hiring up to 2,500 prison officers which they are hoping to achieve within seven months (CIPFA 2019). However, the former prison officer argued that this will not resolve issues within the prison system, and it will not regain control (Stone, 2016). This shows over the years of cuts from the government that have caused different problems and the fact that more prison officers will not solve the problem.
 Another argument is that the staff cuts have led to many concerns around the risk of inmates’ safety, for example in 2018 there were 3,214 incidents where prisoners needed treatment at the hospital; suicide attempts went up by 5.6%, whilst in 2018, assaults totalled 34,214 this rose by 16% compared to 2017 (PrisonTrust, 2019). This shows that staff cuts have directly affected the safety standards in prisons. This contrasts with 312 incidents in prison in 2008/2009 during the Labour government. Then, the incidence of inmates’ self-harm led to 77 deaths whilst there were only 121 assaults on staff officers by inmates (Home Office, 2018;Elison, Etc al, 2016).Comparing this with the latest statistics shows how well the Labour government kept the prison system, whilst now the Conservative government has made the crisis worse. Yet, a key fact to look back on was the fact that the Conservative government had to deal with austerity. The government is now dealing with this crisis by setting up “Prison Safety and Reform” (Home Office, 2016) which explains how the government will address the safety standards by addressing other challenges in the UK prison system. The first action the government took was to increase the number of independent supervising inspectors going into prisons to ensure that safety standards are being maintained by the prison; the government will work alongside with directors of prisons to understand what the problems are within the system. This can benefit the prison system as they can highlight the key areas within the system and the government, and the prison system can solve a problem together.
There have been many complaints from inmates and prison staff about the number of outdated UK prisons; some inmates saying some cells are no longer suitable for someone to live in e.g. cold, damp, bricks falling off (Shaw,2017). To have an understanding why UK prisons have become outdated, the UK penal system had three stages called Generation One where the first prison layout was brought out in around the 18th century and the design would stay like this for 200 years. Examples of such prisons include Millbank, Thameside, Strangeways and Manchester. Inmates were forced into labour whilst serving time (Rothman,1998). However, Jeremy Bentham designed prison layouts that placed a tower in the middle of the prison whilst cells were built around it; he believed the offenders would not commit any crime inside for fear of being watched by guards (Bentham,1995). The second-generation design of prisons occurred during the 1970s where the UK government were building 22 new prisons; this design aimed to keep inmates locked up and have no contact with guards. The offenders were split into different groups of 20 to make it more manageable for prison guards (Rothman, 1998). The third generation is now where the UK is looking at building modern-day prisons that look like a University campus-style as seen in Norway and Netherlands. One designer of the new super-prisons said it will cost around £253 million and will be able to house 1,600 (Wainwright, 2019). This shows the UK government has already made various moves to change from outdated prisons and to have a more modern style for inmates to be detained, however, this should have been actioned during the early 2000s instead of now. 
 In conclusion, the UK prison crisis is a huge problem that the services are facing. Due to the cuts over the past ten years to services, this  has led to more significant problems such as fewer prison officers running the prisons, overcrowding because the many of the offenders are serving short terms sentences, the fact now that suicide rates have increased and drugs use in prisons has risen. If major problems need to be solved, then a new government is needed to make changes e.g. a Labour government as they tend to put money towards the public sector. However, the current UK government is slowly improving the prison system, but it will take time for them to take control of the present crisis. They need to take actions and learn from other countries like USA, Netherlands and Portugal following the way they deal with offenders e.g. not sending them to prison but instead, have other measures put into place and different prison layouts. These strategies are shown to benefit the offenders’ behaviour so that when they are allowed back into society, they are unlikely to re-offend. The UK should follow the USA penal system by offering different drug programmes and to educate offenders when they arrive. The Portugal model could also be copied where they offer rehabilitation saving place within the UK prison system. If the government changed legislation, it would rectify the overcrowding crisis, and this should be something that the UK should follow. Generally speaking, the prison crisis is likely to continue for some time, however the drugs crisis will be difficult to eradicate as there is no way prisons can remove it. All they can do is reduce the drug intake. Finally, the overcrowding crisis can be solved by evaluating whether the offender is going to be a threat to society or exploring placements in NHS rehabilitation services or impose fines.
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