


The Law and Order in the United Kingdom is governed by the Criminal Justice System; the Home Office is responsible for identifying crimes, unlawful behaviour and the police service. Whereas, the Ministry of Justice overlooks services such as the probation service, courts and prisons (Pope, Davies and Guerin, 2020, P9). Moreover, as two government departments overseas the Criminal Justice System, the smaller services such as the police, courts and the numerous bodies work as a single system (Pope, Davies and Guerin, 2020, P9).  
As a single system the impact of decision making and policies can affect each body differently; for example, Boris Johnson announced the increase of 20,000 new Police officers, the impact from the increase will help to convict criminals however, this would lead to an increase of offenders being placed on trial at the courts and, being sentenced to time in prison; which are experiencing overcrowding prior to the announcement (Pope, Davies and Guerin, 2020). 
This paper will look in depth at the prison crisis in the United Kingdom compares with European countries such as the Netherland’s; and how the courts can work together with additional services to reduce offending, and to improve how victims and offenders are treated. 

During the last decade the criminal justice system has experienced difficulties including budget cuts; the effect the cuts have on the trend in staffing has been identified as being steady in England and Wales, until the coalition government began imposing policing cuts (Ford, 2017). Between 2010 and 2016 the number of police officers fell by 14.6 percent (Ford, 2017). The reasons behind these cuts were due to the government’s attempt to shrink the deficit by increasing taxes, reducing the expenditure and introducing spending cuts; this was known as the ‘austerity package’ (Reeves et al, 2013). The Public sector was one of the hardest hit; with a significant reduction in staffing numbers, those which were still employed had the ordeal of a wage freeze in 2011 and a cap in 2013 (Office of National Statistics, 2018). This has led to a number of problems within the Criminal Justice System.

The prison service have experienced staffing, funding and overcrowding within their facilities. Unfortunately, the issue regarding overcrowding has been a constant highlight since the beginning of the 1990’s (MacDonald, 2018). As suggested by the General Director of the English and Welsh Prison service, who states ‘the removal of overcrowding is indispensable pre-condition of sustained and universal improvement in prison condition’ (MacDonald, 2018). 
Currently, the latest statistics from June 2021 show the prison population stands at 78,756 prisoners in England and Wales, it is believed that due to the corona-virus pandemic it has resulted in a decrease of 6 percent of prisoners since the end of February 2021; this is equivalent to 5,500 people  (Struge and Tunnicliffe, 2021). The changes to the prison population over time shows an upwards trend since the 1900, in fact the figures show that the population has quadrupled in size between 1900 and 2018 (Struge and Tunnicliffe, 2021). However, has the United Kingdom built and developed the prisons to house the increase in inmates?

Over a period of just under ten years the number of prisons in England and Wales have decreased from 137 to 117. Despite the closure of prisons; the capacity has relevantly stayed the same; the statistics show the operational capacity has dropped from 87,096 in 2011 to 86,473 in March 2019 (Institute for Government, 2019). The reasons for the slight decrease, is due to the extension on a number of established prisons. However, it is believed the governments scheme to increase prisons capacity has taken longer than first anticipated, with only one, the Berwyn prison opening in 2017 (Institute for Government, 2019). 

With the recent announcement by Boris Johnston of the recruitment of an additional 20,000 police officers, furthermore, it is unclear whether they will be patrolling the streets as a deterrent to try and prevent crime from taking place, or whether they will be use to bring criminals to justice (Prison Reform Trust, 2021). It has been suggested that with the increase in police officers the prison population will increase by 18,000 inmates, this in a service which is already overcrowded and understaff, the additionally pressures could bring the prison service to a break point (Prison Trust Reform, 2021). 

Additional impacts include that by 2025, an estimated 30% of the prison population will be over the age of 50, and in need of further care and assistance, all while the age of the average offender is the late twenties (Prison Reform Trust, 2021). The prisons and probation services should therefore be working in a partnership to recognise whether the aging offenders are required to be in prison or, whether alternative punishments such as community service would be better suitable. By carrying out routine checks on the aging population would minimise the risk of failing the aging offenders. (Prison Reform Trust 2017). 
Moreover, with the prison population currently experiencing overcrowding an extra 18,000 people can add disastrous consequences such as,  additional cost of around £800m, which in the current climate does not seem possible (Prison Trust, 2021). A solution to help ease the population would be to rehabilitate the offender which are a low risk to wider society within the community instead of using prisons (Prison Reform Trust, 2017)
The question which also must be posed;  is the United Kingdom’s criminal justice system using the prison service as an easy option?

The Netherlands is facing the very opposite problem to the UK, they are unable to fill their prisons and in some rare cases are renting the cells out to neighbouring countries such as Norway and Belgium (Boztas, 2019). Furthermore, since 2014, 23 prisons have been closed to make way for temporary asylum centres, hotels and housing (Boztas, 2019).  
Since 2002, the number of crimes being committed in the region has decreased by 30 percent (Veithoven & Wijck, 2016, p9). The efforts to cut crime has come at a cost of 12.7 Billion Euros, with 5.9 billion going on crime prevention in both the public and private sectors. The reminding 6.8 billion going towards the Dutch law enforcement including the police, public probation service, and both the ministry of security and justice (Velthoven & Wijck, 2016, p9). 
Overall, the efforts put in place by the Dutch Law enforcement has seen over 250,000 crimes solved, with the majority of punishment including community service and fines; the use of the prisons were reserved for 23,000 offenders with the average term sentence being 4 months (Velthover & Wikck, 2016, p9). 
Could the Criminal Justice system in the United Kingdom learn from the approaches used in the Netherlands?

The Criminal Justice System must work together to prevent crime and to reduce the impact that is occurring within the prisons. The UK court system is currently experiencing their own difficulties; due to the coronavirus pandemic, the backlog on criminal offences which in 2021 stood at 476,932 cases for the magistrate courts (Godfrey, Richardson & Walklate, 2021). Furthermore, the backlog in cases in both crown and magistrate courts has led to additional failings surrounding offences such as, rape cases (The Guardian, 2022). An enquiry into the failings surrounding rape cases has brought to light that prior to the Crown Prosecution service deciding whether the evidence is reliable enough to go to court, it takes an estimated 218 days (HMICFRS, 2022). Furthermore, the enquiry also identified that the average rape case takes over two years to be heard in court, this is an unacceptable length of time for a trial to take place; due to the stress the victim must encounter. However, it is not just the time length which can cause the victim unexpected stress but; it has been suggested that in many rape case they focus on the victim and tend to look at their vulnerabilities; this can be known as a victim based trial (Burgess & Hazelwood, 2008,  p363). 
An alternative approach to a victim-based trial when a rape case is bought in-front of a court is an offender-based trial. The impact this would have on a trial is the jury can make a judgement on the actions of the offender rather than the victim (Burgess & Hazelwood, 2008, p363). 

To draw judgement on whether the criminal justice system in the United Kingdom is breaking down in today’s current climate, the evidence suggests that the criminal justice system is facing difficulties especially the prison service. The problem with overcrowding has been at the forefront of the prison service for a number of years; the latest statistics from June 2021 show the prison population stands at 78,756 prisoners in England and Wales  (Struge and Tunnicliffe, 2021). A solution which could be consider to help ease the overcrowding can be put forward by the work carried out in the Netherlands, where many offenders get a punishment of community service and fines, this has led to being able to free up the prisons (Velthoven & Wijck, 2016, p9). However, the criminal justice service must work as one to prevent a further breakdown in additional areas. 
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