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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]Due to the complexities in crime in the modern society, there is no doubt that custodial environments in the UK are under immense pressure to ensure the safety of both prisoners and staff accordingly and to be a suitable surrounding to rehabilitate offenders. Carvalho and Chamberlen (2019) identify overcrowding, dated buildings, decreasing levels of staff and high reoffending rates to be the cause for the ever-growing prison crisis, addressing the need for prison reform in England and Wales. Freshwater and Walsh (2009) further add to this by suggesting that prisons in the UK are faced with increasing levels of drug and alcohol misuse cases, which ties up resources within the custodial environment, as a result further adds to the crisis. While many academics would argue as to when the prison crisis emerged, a variety of influences have worsened the situation that the UK is currently in, such as “austerity driven budgets in 2010” (Garside 2019:51) and it has been identified that there is a direct link between poor conditions within prisons and the Governments response to dealing with such an atrocity. Arguably, there are several factors to be discussed, those being: how advanced the prison crisis is in the modern context, its impacts on society as a whole and what is being done by Government to deal with the ever-developing issue.
Reid (2016:82) highlights the development in incarceration as it exists today, as dating back to historical torture chambers that were used as a means of punishment, “with the intention of producing positive change”. Taking the form in old derelict buildings such as castles (Herbert 2005) and emerging within society within the thirteen century, Hasan (2016) supports this by discussing prisons to have been used to correct wrongdoing, depending on the nature of the offence committed, and originally inflicted extreme punishments as a means of correction. With changes in legislation and the enforcement of Human Rights acts, prisons are believed to have moved away from degrading treatment, focussing on the rehabilitation of offenders, rather than punishments.  However, with the sheer volume of crimes committed across the UK, there is no doubt that society questions its effectiveness, and how each prisoner can be suitably rehabilitated and no longer pose a threat to the wider community, with the prison crisis continuing. 
	The Criminal justice system incorporates the act of crime committed and decides on a suitable penalty by which a person must be held accountable. Trends in the prison crisis have highlighted the pressures put on the prison due to the number of custodial sentences, the length of sentences and the rate by which reoffending occurs (Joyce 1992). One of the key difficulties is the number of custodial sentences that come through the system, adding to the volume and population within the prison environment. According to Peacock (2019), the prison population stands at around 85,000, a 90% increase between 1990 and 2015, with many forced to share cells suitable for one person only (BBC 2018). In England and Wales especially, “62% of prisons are overcrowded” and the cost of each prisoner stands at approximately £26,274 per year (House of Commons Briefing Paper 2019). Many academics would argue that the prison crisis is directly associated with overcrowding, and Haney (2012:10) argues that over populating prisons in the UK compromises “basic and necessary services” that prisoners are still entitled to and directly threatens the security of the prison grounds. Overcrowding is also addressed by academics such as Easton (2013:478) where it was identified that the Government is responsible for providing “humane and non-degrading regimes under international law” in custodial environments. It is argued that this is somewhat compromised by sheer over-crowding, often making it very difficult to adhere to basic human rights and to prevent degrading treatment of prisoners. It has also been highlighted that where overcrowding is an issue within a prison, there is a direct correlation between that and meeting individual needs, and with some inmates not receiving adequate support, harm or self-harm is often inflicted, as not each individual can be monitored continuously (Clements 1982). 
To manage overcrowding as part of the prison crisis, the UK government has addressed the need for further reform to better adapt prison conditions in the House of Commons Prison Population Paper (2019). It was noted that prison buildings should suitably house inmates, currently in overcrowded prisons and raised several recommendations drawn from a review of prisons in England and Wales. The briefing paper produced referred for the need to assess the current trend in sentencing as the focus of dealing with the prison population, suggesting that at times, custodial sentences are not always necessary and can be managed through alternative means, such as tougher community orders. One main feature that came from the report did draw attention to the most severe of cases such as sexual assaults and violent offences as always requiring custodial sentences, areas that the UK government has no control over the rates at which those offences are committed, which could massively increase the overall prison population in the UK. However, within the paper, it was indicated that sentencing must be proportionate to the crime committed, and due to individual complexities a variety interventions through partnership working could aid in suitably rehabilitating offenders, which in turn could reduce reoffending, with the aim of decreasing the levels of prison population by 2022. 

With the increased levels of prisoners, brings about strains on supervision and a direct correlation between the number of staff required to deal with the increasing levels of prison population. Many academics would argue that due to austerity and Government cutbacks, the most vital of services have been affected, with the prisons in the UK being one of those. Chamberlen (2019:13) argues that “operational staff were cut by 25% between 2011-2013” that coupled with the rate of offending, put tremendous pressures on prison staff to maintain firstly a high level of security, high levels of professionalism and ultimately ensuring that individuals were being rehabilitated. As a result of decreasing levels of staff, Forde et al (2012) suggest that there were and still are increased levels of violence where personal space is interrupted, adding to the increased pressures on staff members to control violent attacks. Not only does violence in prison impact on the individuals involved in the short term, but it also has a knock-on effect, with prisoners often receiving additional sanctions or penalties to their sentences, meaning they could stay in the custodial environment longer, which adds to the overall capacity within the prison.  While the rate of crime appears to be increasing, and with more people serving custodial sentences, there is no doubt that those working within the prison are directly affected, due to limited resources to help with the rehabilitation process. According to Boin and Rattray (2004), there appears to be a correlation between emotions and tensions due to confinement, and the aggression shown to workers, challenging their abilities to respond. As a result, stress levels amongst workers increase, the worker morale lowers and staffing levels as a whole decrease due to individual’s pressures (Woodall 2013). 
             Depending on the category of prison, it is common for prison staff to fall victim to violent attacks by inmates, and this often occurs as a result of inmate-inmate attacks, or through individuals refusing to comply with direct commands given by prison officers (Lahm 2009). One of the key influences of inmate violence to staff relates back to the overcrowding issue, with many staff members having a higher ratio of prisoners than before. In a report carried out by the Health and Social Care Committee (2018), due to staffing levels, 40% of prisoners spend less than 2 hours out of their cell a day, limiting their access to medical and recreational support as part of their rehabilitation, simply because there are not enough officers to deal with the amount of those incarcerated. Due to this, it is believed that emotions amongst inmates are heightened, resulting in violence also increasing, putting more pressure on prison staff, and at times restricting their abilities to be suitably trained with new prison procedures. In an article produced by the BBC in 2019, about a third of staff have less than two years of work experience, and many do not have adequate training to deal with the complexities involved in the custodial environment. The BBC also reported that there are 10% less front-line officers than there were in 2010 and Dial et al (2012:4) adds to this by suggesting that prison staff are more likely to ‘burnout’ due to the stresses of the job, more so than front line police officers, which directly affects the “psychological and physical health” of the staff member, with increased absence and poor job performance which would in turn affect the security of the custodial environment.
              Additionally, Hacin and Mesko (2019) suggest that other pressures exist with subcultures forming amongst prisoners, testing staff’s ability to assert power to inmates. It is evident that prison officers play a vital part in the rehabilitation of offenders, however it can also negatively impact on a correctional level, if poor relationships are formed. Within a custodial environment, for obvious reasons, the level of control that a prisoner would have is limited, however Huey and McNulty (2005:492) recognise that “prisoners adapt better to life in prison when they have some measure of control”. If suitable social distancing was formed between prisoners and staff, it is believed that violence and aggression within the prison would be reduced, and more respect would be had for those working within the rehabilitation process, effectively easing the strain on the stretched service. 
                To aid the current issue regarding staffing levels and the correlation between that and the prison crisis, measures have been enforced by UK government to help reduce the all over strains put on prison staff. Clements, Hart and Kinman (2019:365) identify changes in policies such as “robust attendance management” schemes that aim to reduce the number of working days for prison staff, with the intention of reducing the strain placed on officers due to the work load they are faced with. While their roles would not change, it is believed that with more scope with non-working days, would allow them to suitably recover from any previous conflict or strain they may have experienced on a previous shift. Additionally, the government aimed to increase staffing levels to 2,500 by 2018 and suitably train staff under the new offender management model to ensure they have adequate knowledge on current legislation and processes (Ministry of Justice 2016) to allow them to be more efficient in their role for the protection of the prison service. As well as introducing improved induction processes to ensure that staff recruited are informed as far as possible as to the current instances that they may encounter while working, there is also much discussion to continue increasing the overall staffing levels to represent the current prison population and making improvements to prison staff pay to reflect their contribution they make in aiding with reoffending of prisoners (Her Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service 2017). 
While for some, custodial sentences prove effective, there are unfortunately still a high number of cases where reoffending is substantially high. Tonry (2009) highlights the need and aim for custodial type sentencing is as a means of preventing further crime and is used as a deterrent for future illegal acts. According to the National Statistics (2020), from data collated by the Ministry of Justice, “adult reoffending stands at 28%” and “juvenile reoffending has a proven rate of 39.2%”, placing tremendous pressures on the prison service. For many, the reoffending rate is as a result of being unable to fit back into society, whether this is due to unemployment, housing or lack of support from outside organisations (Dickson and Polaschek 2014), but for some is a choice they make as prison is a safer environment to exist. For some academics such as Hedderman and Jolliffe (2012), the difficulty with reoffending is not as a result of social factors outside the prison, but in fact is as a lifestyle choice through criminal behaviour. It is argued that prison is a stop gap to eliminate the immediate risk of crime and someone’s choice to carry out illegal acts would continue had they have not been held accountable for that particular act which saw them serving a custodial sentence. In most western countries, prison is seen as a means of rehabilitation, some would argue that imprisonment “provides an environment…which allows deviant values” (McGrath and Weatherburn 2012:28) and through association with other criminals would only increase the risk of further offending. Though custodial sentences in the modern society aim to rehabilitate offenders rather than punish, its effectiveness to do so is questionable, therefore required government intervention to tackle this. With high reoffending rates, and evolving levels of crime, many would doubt the prison service and criminal justice system as being able to protect society against deviant behaviours. In an aim to tackle reoffending, Burke et al (2017) identify the Transforming Rehabilitation Agenda implemented by UK Government in 2013 as being at the forefront of reducing the impacts of the prison crisis. One of its main features was to reduce the reoffending rate and improve community rehabilitation services to ensure they are available for those completing custodial sentences. Many prisons in England and Wales introduced the Through the Gate support network, aimed at resettlement after prison, exposing individuals to good rather than criminal behaviours. In a report carried out by Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Probation (2016), it was outlined that further reform to prisons around the UK was required to ensure firstly the protection and welfare of inmates, to ensure the prisons effectiveness of rehabilitation was successful as far as possible and as a result, ensuring that the wider impacts on the prison service was reduced. If reoffending could be minimised, and further third sector organisations could be involved in the rehabilitation of offenders, the prison service would only deal with new cases of crime, rather than repeat offenders, as a result would aid in reducing the effects of the prison crisis. The Transforming Rehabilitation Agenda initially showed little affect with prisoners failing to see resettlement as part of their sentence, but Burke et al (2019:78) saw further developments to the agenda as “redesigning 89 of 123 prisons in England and Wales” and there appears to be some progress with minimising, although not removing the current prison crisis. 
	Additionally, through Government intervention came the Carter Report in 2003 and was discussed by Maguire and Raynor (2017) as essential to reducing the impacts of external and internal factors on the prison service. The report outlined clear failings and lack of continuity between the prison and probation service and was used as a partial defence for high reoffending rates due to lack of support for offenders after prison. It was also identified that there was a need for fewer custodial sentences and more ‘community involved sanctions’ to help ease the pressures on the prison service. Barton (2019) and Hillier and Mews (2018) also support this response outlined in the Carter Report as being a positive intervention by UK government and are of the opinion that community sentences have proven to reduce reoffending as well as allowing individuals to directly acknowledge the impacts their actions have had on society, with the hope of that reducing the chances of reoffending, however they go further by suggesting that the government must address further system integration to further reduce the current prison crisis through the use of third sector organisations. 
While many recommendations have been made by the UK Government, it remains to be seen as to how these measures can help reduce to the current crisis that the prison service is facing. There are a variety of factors that academics believe have contributed to the current prison crisis and there is clear evidence to suggest that the prison crisis is still very much evident in the modern society. The difficulty with the current crisis is the way in which society views the prisons ability to punish and rehabilitate offenders and how prisons protect society from crime. High levels of custodial sentences are ultimately at the forefront of the crisis many would argue, which brings about whether imprisonment is always the answer. Albertson and Fox (2010) discuss the need for the judiciary to know the extent to which prisons in England and Wales are populated before implementing prison sentences, supported by evidence that judges may consider shorter sentences or community involved sanctions to reduce the pressures on the prison service due to the capacity of prisons (Finn 1984).  According to the BBC (2010), a “community order would cost approximately £2,800 per offender”, freeing up money and resources that could be ploughed back into the prison system to improve staffing levels, buildings and support tighter networks with third sector organisations. 
                The belief is that voluntary or third sector organisations play a vital role in aiding with the rehabilitation of offenders and help by reducing the rate of reoffending (Wright 1980), and there are current plans implemented by UK government to support and mature programmes set up to ensure these projects are funded suitably to ease pressures on prisons. Maguire and Raynor (2017) suggest an alternative measure as directly involving offenders in their rehabilitation plan, to give them an element of control which can be customised to highlight what level of support would be required after prison, addressing individual needs, which is believed to contribute to reducing the rate of reoffending, it also allows individuals to acknowledge wrong doing, but can ultimately be misused by criminals to get a more lenient sentence. 
The Prison crisis is ever developing, and while the UK government has introduced many measures to help reduce its impacts, ultimately the development of the crisis is due to financial implications. Public sector cut backs coupled with increased levels of crime and custodial sentences have become a catalyst for which the crisis has evolved, and without suitable government funding to improve prison security and staffing, it is yet to be seen how and when the prison crisis would end. Albertson and Fox (2010) conclude by suggesting the need for economics to be more heavily involved within the custodial environments to improve the system overall. There is also further need for reviews to be carried out as to if prison is always the answer and how tighter community orders or sanctions could be implemented by the criminal justice system to reduce crime and its effects on society. 
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