
Prisons in the UK fail to promote a rehabilitative culture. Discuss.


There has been a long running debate in the U.K regarding the purpose and the goal of imprisonment, whether it is to punish of rehabilitate. Recently, in UK, a lot of rhetoric is favoured towards using prisons for rehabilitating and reforming inmates  (Ministry of Justice, 2013). Despite, taking this novel and progressive approach, the English prison system has been heavily criticized as there is overwhelming evidence that the present prison system hasn’t been able to achieve the established goals of deterrence, punishment, protection of the public and the rehabilitation of the prisoners to prevent recidivism (Hale, 2020). 
There are two diverse thoughts at the two ends of the spectrum behind the ultimate objective of imprisonment, one which is followed in the USA and the other which is followed in the Scandinavian countries (Adetunji, 2020). The US prison system views imprisonment as a method for punishing uncivil acts. On the other hand, the Scandinavian prison system focuses more on rehabilitating individuals to help the offenders become members of the society through providing them skills for employment, or to provide them support and care if they suffer from any mental health problems (Robinson, 2008). In UK, there is yet to make a clear choice between the philosophy behind why criminals are incarcerated whether it is for retribution or rehabilitation (Robinson, 2008).
The contemporary UK prison system seems to be based on merging the two extreme thoughts of the USA and the Scandinavia. In recent years, the UK prison system is focused towards three broad objectives, which are protecting the public, giving punishment to those who don’t abide by the laws and rehabilitation (Gauke, 2019). But, despite explicitly mentioning the UK government’s stance on the role of the prison, evidence indicates that the rehabilitation objective has miserably failed. This can be understood from the facts that UK has the highest prison incarcerations per capita in entire Europe which stands at 139 per 100000 people. Further, since 1990s, the total number of prison inmates have doubled from 43000 to 83000.  
While, the government argues that the rise in number of prisoners in UK has been the result of giving harsh and longer punishments for sexual offences, and greater conviction rates for violent crimes such as using sharp weapons such as knives (Raab, 2021). Further, in general, there has been a rise in the average prison term lengths for non-violent crimes too, increasing the total number of prisoners. These facts indicate that in recent years, UK has been taking a punishment oriented approach towards tackling crime (Raab, 2021). But, the reality is that the prison population continues to increase, and the official government figures also indicate that new prisons would need to be constructed to accommodate such population (Blakey, 2017). 
One perspective, on the current state of the prison system by a former director general of the Prison Service is that the rehabilitation aspect doesn’t work at all. According to him, there is no causal hard research link between rehabilitation and reoffending (Taylor, 2019). The major reason from uncertainty for rehabilitation is that According to him, such childhood based problems don’t have any short-term fix. Further, transformation process takes longer amount of time and short-term six weeks and six months courses are too-optimistic for a quick transformation (Taylor, 2019). Based on the current evidence, the reoffending rate in UK is 50% despite a range of rehabilitation actions taken across prisons in UK (Prison Reform Trust, 2019). 
Evaluating the previous alternative policies and their results, can provide some of the answers. Durham Constabulary has been running Operation checkpoint, under which it is deferred prosecution scheme, where offenders in low harm offences, are not prosecuted if they become part of rehabilitation program about the reason for their offences such as mental health or substance abuse deaddiction programmes (Halliday, 2020). The results from the program have showcased that among those offenders who participated in the 4 month program, there was 15% fall in reoffending  (Halliday, 2020). The result has showcased that deferred prosecution can reduce incidences of crime and also overall costs. 
It needs to be taken into consideration that overall rehabilitation programs in pilot study may have been successful but overall, the evidence suggests that reoffending is as high (Coverdale, 2017). Therefore, such an approach has not been successful in tackling crime because reoffending is extremely high, but at the same time, the harsher stance towards tackling crime isn’t making public any safer. As this punishing policy has not been effective, there is also reason to ponder why England has been failing in its rehabilitation policies? (Coverdale, 2017). 
There are various arguments that are put forth on why prisons fail to rehabilitate. The first aspect is that the prisons in UK are becoming overcrowded, which makes them unsafe and increasingly full of violence. The prisons are understaffed. Therefore, the prisoners don’t have enough resources available to carry out exercise, socialize which overall effects their both mental states negatively (Beer, 2018). Further, such experiences of prisoners lead to building of negative and violent state of mind, which increases their threat to the societies. 
One clear argument against failure of prisons on rehabilitation has been that the interventions that are planned are undermined by the prison staff themselves as the nature of the institution acts as hurdle to bring in changes (Hamm & Schrink, 1989). Prisons have traditionally been operated in a culture with complete bureaucratic, written policies approach which promotes safety and security primarily. Not only this, the normal environment within prisons is that of lack of adversial relationships between prisoners and the staff, which prevents generating of trusts, respect for each other. The building of trust is essential as only then prisoners will whole-heartedly enrol in programs of learning, supervision and counselling (Lin, 2002). Such as environment in counter conducive for prisoners to willingly volunteer in rehabilitate programs. 
Further, many studies such as by Maguire and Raynor (2012) explicitly indicate that the relationship between the staff and the prisoner has the most influencing factor in prisoner enrolling are taking the rehabilitation program positively for improvement (Maguire & Raynor, Offender management in and after prison: The end of ‘end to end’?, 2017)The nature of relationship can modify, support or undermine the attitude of the prisoner. If prison staff have a humane and positive perspective towards rehabilitation, then offending behaviour can be reduced. But, a negative and cynical view of prison staff is responsible for exactly opposite (Blagden, Winder, & Hames, 2016). Finally, many prison staff also become reluctant to take in extra effort going out of the way of their daily routine to undertake novel rehabilitative practices. In UK, it is widely seen that rehabilitative practices are not given priority, and the essential conditions of forming prisoner-staff trusted relationship are rarely seen. 
Another reason that the UK prison system fails is that the current system leads to idleness among prisoners while serving their times and doesn’t provide them options to add new skills or educate themselves, so that they can find alternative means for survival (Blitz, 2016). One reason why such policies aren’t readily implemented is because the prison estate governors don’t have either required budgets or control over their budgets where they can design prison reform activities based on the needs (Blitz, 2016).
Lack of devolution of the power could to some extent solve the power of underfunding, under-resourced and overcrowding problem in UK prisons. But the current situation warrants more urgent actions. In 2015 alone, six prisoners were murdered in the prisons whereas 100 died of suicide within prisons. So, prisons perpetuate an atmosphere of violence which influences the mental state of detainees. 
The expected rise in prison costs, the overall spending cuts and spending freezes, is making it difficult to balance budgets and greater proportion of funds are being now diverted more than before towards safety and decency in the prisons. This money which could have been used for rehabilitation purposes is now being spent on increasing staffs at prisons and adding new services that make prisons safe and humane for existing prisoners. But that also means that the required funding for providing education to inmates, adding new behaviour programmes, de-addiction and mental health facilities for prisoners are in short supply. The lack of these facilities in future are expected to push prisoners towards boredom and high degree of frustration which could lead to self-affliction and also into violent riots (Justice Department, 2019).  
Several researches such as by Bullock & Bunce (2018) have also found out the rehabilitation programs have been largely ineffective because of lack of staff, underfunding, unavailability of reosurces (Bullock & Bunce, 2018). Further, the prisons have also not been able to adapt towards more conciliatory care, through pro-actively assessing the needs and at the same time embedding care and rehabilitative practices within the prison system (Harper & Chitty, 2005).
One immediate concern is that the prisons must be places where the basic levels of decency and humaneness are maintained. These go a long way to reduce reoffending and rehabilitating. This would require long-standing structural, cultural and administrative changes. Building cross-departmental (Maguire, Grubin, & Losel, ‘What works’ and the correctional services accreditation panel: Taking stock from an inside perspective, 2010)
One of the critical aspects of the current prison system is that the current legal system is not primed to deal with low-level offences, minor offences such as assault, shoplifting, drug possession etc. The reason is to understand that most of the offenders of these low-level offences and in perpetual cycle of crime, and therefore, an external force is needed to ensure that are rehabilitated and taken care of. Further, the evidence also says that deferred prosecution is the best way to deal low level crimes because it now 
Therefore, there is lack of strategic and long-term focus towards rehabilitation of prisons as a genuine alternative. The first step towards stopping this impending prison crisis is to recalibrate and reassess the priorities to lay foundations for the future prison policy. The foundations must be towards increasing the focus on safety of inmates in prison and at the same time and sustained investment in to staffing and setting up of rehabilitation programs for prisoners of minor crimes, old infirm prisoners. This would require bespoke strategies that ensure building a coherent model of rehabilitation based on interlinking of plans, data oriented approach, building good practices with standards of care. This calls for creating a new over-arching long term strategy for the prisons of the future. 
There is plenty of evidence that showcases that why rehabilitation programmes have not been successful. In order to make rehabilitation programs effective there has to be a systematic level change in terms of how all the stakeholders are engaged in UK. This starts with improving basic conditions within prisons, such as improving prisoner safety, reducing over-population, showing inclination towards rehabilitation for minor crimes, changing the aggressive approach taken by prison staff towards prisoners, building mutual trust and respect and at the same time increasing resource availability such as adding more staff, increasing funding and allowing a wide spectrum of programs. Finally, devolution of power along with greater use of evidence, data for decision making, can help make rehabilitative practices more effective in UK prisons. 
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