

Evaluate the effectiveness of the prison system in England and Wales in terms of its ability to rehabilitate offenders and decrease recidivism rates.


This essay will be concentrated on the effectiveness of the England and Wales prison system and its ability to rehabilitate offenders and to decrease the chances of those convicts reoffending. There will be many factors being debated for example whether the England and Wales prison systems have a positive effect for those who have spent time in these prisons, and what are the statists and facts for somebody who has been in prison and the chances of them reoffending in society. 


The Prison Act of 1952 confers authority upon the Prison Rules of 1999, which establish guidelines pertaining to issues such as communication, physical well-being, and discipline. The definition of Prison is stated as “a building where criminals are kept as punishment or where people accused of a crime are kept before their trial” (Collins English Dictionary, no date). The first prison to open in England was in Millbank in London, in the year of 1816. It held 860 prisoners at that time (Case, et al, 2017). Rehabilitating convicts to lower reoffending rates are the best approach to increase public safety and decrease the number of victims. Prison are one of the main forms of punishment for the individuals who do not obey the law (Johnston, 2016). While offenders serve their sentence in Prison, it is important for these offenders to receive the correct and well needed treatment they need such as alcohol abuse and drug addiction treatments, to those who are in need. Every prisoner has the right to the same treatment and help as a person outside of prison, where they need the help just as much as the average person if not more. 


In England and Wales over 43,000 individuals have been sent to prison to serve a sentence. 61% had committed a non-violent crime, and nearly 2 in 5 of those individuals served six months or even less. To look at one side of the argument the prison system in England and Wales does help rehabilitate prisoners to help them to get batter and to lower reoffending rates as they are working on getting offenders clean and cutting drug addiction problems inside of the prisons. Prison officers have realised that there is a continuous problem with the use of drugs in prisons in England and Wales, by working on cutting the use of illegal drugs they are also helping the health and future of prisoners. An example of how prisons are helping with the cutting rates of drugs is updated technologies within the prison (GOV.UK, 2021). 


According to the Prison and Probation Service they are working on restricting supply coming into prisons through updated technology, as well as reducing demand to support and help prisoners make the correct and good decisions. They are also working on engaging with the families and friends to help prisoners avoid substance abuse. While offenders are in prison, they are spending their time inside cells stealing and buying drugs between providers and users in a network (Pearson,1987). This is clear that changes need to be made, and by introducing new technologies such as 74 X-ray body scanners which will work to reduce and tackle the secreted items being used inside the prisons. In the next 10 years Government want to invest 100 million into the Security investment programme which will hopefully positively change the problem with drugs inside of prisons in England and Wales (Ministry of Justice, 2021). 

 
The Prison Reform Trust made a survey that resulted in the findings that 19% of prisoners never touched or used heroin until they got to prison (Parliament UK, no date). Even though prison officers are trying to stop the use of illegal drugs it is clear the data from this survey shows how serious the use of drugs in prisons are, and how easy it is for prisoners to fall into the habit of using these drugs and how easy it is to get hold of it. 


To add to this, within prisons in England and Wales, there is Mandatory Drug Testing, which is good for being able to target the offenders who misuse drugs. Technologies play a vital role by using generated random tests which get carried out to prisoners each month. Also, targeted testing if there is a reasonable suspicion that drugs have been used; and risk assessment testing when you are being considered for temporary release or transfer to an open prison (Prison Reform Trust, no date). 


Within prisons in England and Wales the dependence on alcohol for a lot of prisoners is an on-going problem. 1,091 inmates in England and Wales were discovered to have alcohol in their possession in 2014. Approximately 25% of male inmates (as opposed to 7% of female inmates) stated that obtaining alcohol in jail is simple. The National Probation Service's 2009 study of alcohol-related prison interventions found that the following factors had impeded the successful commissioning and execution of these treatments nationwide: A lack of funding, which resulted in no changes or help given to prisons to tackle the problem of alcoholism, lack of alcoholism treatments given by prisons, as well as this, insufficient emphasis and resources allocated to assisting alcohol-abusing offenders. 


Furthermore, offenders who complete the treatment plan given to them by professionals and work to get better are shown less likely to re-offend in comparison to those who stop treatment before getting better. Data shows numbers as 5,560 pre-treatments for alcohol abuse and after a complete treatment it decreases to 2,654 (Ministry of Justice, 2017). 


Another way prisons help rehabilitate offenders is working with the Prisoners Education Trust, who work to help prisoners with education and to turn their lives around through learning. The Ministry of Justice’s Data Lab’s research has revealed that the courses conducted by the Education Trust cut the recidivism rate by 25%. 82 learners out of 100 ex-offenders lead crime-free lives a year after their release, compared to 75 in a matched group. As well as this, prisoners get the increased change of finding work by 26% (Prisoners Education Trust, 2023). This shows education within the prison system is effective in many ways to help a prisoner change their lives around, and to help rehabilitate prisoners while they’re in prison instead of focusing on punishing them. 


In prison, many offenders succeed academically more than they would outside. According to statistics the percentage of English inmates who are 18 years of age or older who are enrolled in educational programmes has significantly decreased.  31,700 prisoners took part in level 2 courses in the 2017-18 academic year, which is similar to GCSE at grades 4-9. Only 200 offenders took part in level 3 courses, which is equivalent to AS-levels and higher. This represents and is shown to have a decline of 18% and 90% respectively, over the academic year 2010-11 (Glickman, M, 1989). To add to this according to the Ministry of Justice, 57% of prisoners have literacy levels below the average 11-year-old, and childhood experiences were deemed to be very poor resulting in anti-social behaviour by lack of help and education in their childhood. 


Furthermore, the extent of mental health problems in jails is enormous, considerably worse than most people realise or would like to acknowledge. While some prisons have specific health care wings where inmates can go to receive care and treatment, all prisons offer certain on-site medical services, such as primary care and mental health support (Hutchins, R et al, no date). Approximately 40% of incarcerated individuals report having mental health or wellness concerns, and the likelihood of mental health difficulties among inmates is higher than that of the general population. Prisons in England and Wales hold assessments for prisoners who suffer from mental health. There are healthcare professionals inside of all these prisons who are ready to help these prisoners by getting them to talk about their problems and to help them fix their problems (Healthcare in Prison, no date). Again, this is a example of how prisons are helping to rehabilitate these offenders, and giving them the help they need before their sentence is finished. 


Justice Secretary David Gauke stated that only by prioritising rehabilitation that reducing the number of reoffending rates is possible (Ministry of Justice, 2018). By evaluating the effectiveness of the prison system in England and Wales on its effectiveness of rehabilitating prisoners, it is clear that prison may not be as effective as it should be, and changes are needed to be made. As prisoners are let out of prison, some may make the decision to reoffend. Data taken from 2021 revealed 25.4% of prisoners did reoffend (GOV.UK, 2023).   This shows, the way prisons try to rehabilitate offenders is not exactly effective and is a bit more complex. 


To add to this, there is a prison crisis within England and Wales where prisons are understaffed and overpopulated which leads to limited access to healthcare and professional help for offenders (The House of Commons Health and Social Care Committee, 2018). While prisons are not the best standard there are many problems this leads to, such as, increased rates of 110% prisoner attacks on staff, as well as this, 63% increase on offenders attacking each other in the prisons, and 378 self-inflicted deaths (National Audit Office, 2020). 


It is important for prisoners to have employment ready for them as their sentence comes to an end. If a prisoner has work when they are released from incarceration, their likelihood of committing a crime drops by 9%. However, current data reveals that, six weeks after leaving prison only 16% of inmates were working or had found jobs. These statistics show the importance of finding new employment and how it effects the reoffending rates. Also seen from these statistics some may argue that prisons are not doing enough to find employment for offenders even though the reoffending rates would decrease. It is a possible argument that all prisons should concentrate on helping offenders find jobs. In 2019-2020 data shows 96% of prisons are missing their targets for employment. Six months after being released only 23% had a job (Kenny, 2022) which is a long period of time since being released. 


It is clear that prisons use multiple programmes to try and help rehabilitate offenders by using treatments for alcoholism, drug addiction and education purposes. Regardless of how well-meaning these initiatives may be, opponents of incarceration have maintained that jails tend to weaken rather than help ex-offenders, and that imprisonment itself works against rehabilitation (Goffman, 1986; Mathieson, 1990).  


To conclude this essay, it is clear that prisons in England and Wales need big changes and need to be better in helping offenders. Punishment has failed to reduce crime and reoffending (Cullen and Wright, 1996). Understanding the effectiveness of prisons and its ability to rehabilitate is complex. Data revealed by the Ministry of Justice (2017) shows numbers on how treatment in prisons are helping offenders and decreasing the rates of reoffending, comparing this to offenders who refuse or do not finish the treatment. As well as this, it is stated that offenders held in prisons in England and Wales have a clear lack of education and have few or no qualifications. Within the prisons offenders are enrolled in education programmes to help and educate prisoners in hope to help them when they are released.  Furthermore, drug addiction treatments are available within prisons too. The Prison Reform Trust are working hand in hand with addicts to decrease the use of drugs in prison, and to add to this, advanced technologies to target drug users within the prisons. 


On the other hand, prison may not seem like the correct way to help and rehabilitate offenders, the reason being that prisons across England and Wales are overpopulated and understaffed, this is a prison crisis which results in offenders not being able to get the help needed, which is very important on the chances of them reoffending. Prisons are expected to work with job centres and with offenders to help them with employment on their release as employment is linked to reoffending and lack of employment will result in a higher risk of reoffending, but research shows that these prisons are not doing as much as they should in finding employment for prisoners, it shows its ability not to rehabilitate offenders, and to punish them instead. 


By researching it is clear prisons should be doing more to help these prisoners, and to work with them instead of against them to punish them. Prison is a good alternative to punishment if used correctly but is not as effective as it should be until the correct changes are made. As well as this, prisons in England and Wales are deemed to be less effective, because of the lack of help, and resources to help these offenders. Today prisons are not effective, and a lot of changes need to be made in order to rehabilitate and decrease the risk of reoffending. 
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