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Executive Summary


This report examines prisons in England and Wales, providing an overview of the challenges being faced by the system before providing data specific to the Welsh prison estate. The issues covered include staffing issues, reoffending rate and capacity as well as a look at the makeup of the Welsh prison population. As of March 2024, the prison population in England and Wales stood at 87,900. Significant overcrowding was also an observed issue with 60% of prison being classified as crowded. In addition to this, reoffending rates of individuals was noted as 26.4% with those serving a sentence of 12 months or less having significantly higher reoffending rates. The Welsh prison population reached 5,034. Female and Minority populations facing increased challenges. This report highlights how unemployment and homelessness have significant impacts on reoffending rates of prison leavers. This report offers several recommendations aimed at tackling the reoffending rates that place increased burden on the system. These recommendations include implementations of Housing First models to combat homelessness and reducing reoffending. Additionally, the report recommends supporting and further implementations of existing pilot studies aimed at providing holistic support for prison leavers including for peer mentoring. In conclusion, through the adoption of the recommendations improved prisoner reintergration and reduced reoffending behaviours of prison leavers can be achieved ultimately reducing the burden of the prison estate in Wales and improving the safety of communities in Wales. 








Findings

First, an overview of the current state of prisons in England and Wales is necessary. Referring to the UK Prison Populations Statistics, July (2024) we understand that the current prison population in England and Wales as of March 2024 sat at 87,900. 134 prisoners per 100k of the population of England and Wales. The ethnic breakdown of this population is as follows; 72% White, 5% Mixed,8% Asian or Asian British, 12% Black or Black British, 2% Group and 1% Not stated/Unrecorded. The UK Prison Populations Statistics also provides each groups percentage share of the general population which is as follows; 82% White, 3% Mixed, 9% Asian or Asian British, 4% Black or Black British and 2% Group. As of May 2024, 71 prisons (60%) in England and Wales were classified as crowded, crowded prisons held 9,600 more prisoners than the Certified Normal Accommodation of these establishments. Further to this, in the 12 months leading to March 2024, the crowding rate at prisons across England and Wales was up 23.6%, increasing from 22,9% in the previous 12-month period, HMPPS Annual Digest 2023/24, (December 2024.)  As of September 30, 2024, there are a reported 65,201 FTE staff in post, 37,570 FTE in public sector prisons, 20,652 FTE staff in the probation service and 5,557 FTE staff in HQ and frontline support. HM Prison and Probation Service Workforce Quarterly, (September 2024). When talking about staffing, it is relevant to note that a retention crisis is occurring, as of their 2023 summer briefing, the Prison Reform trust reported that 35% of officers in their role had been in their post for less than 3 years, which has increased significantly from 13% in 2010. Regarding reoffending, published in October 2024, the Ministry of Justice released the Proven reoffending statistics: October to December 2022. Which provides data from a cohort size of 79,000 individuals released from custody, received non-custodial convictions at court or reprimands or warnings. As well as historical data from 2011. The overall proven reoffending rate was 26.4%. Adults released from custodial sentences of less than 12 months had a proven reoffending rate of 56.6%, with those released from 6 month or less sentences having a rate of 59.6%. The Gender split of this cohort was 84% male and 16% female, with their reoffending rates recorded as 27.2% and 21.9% respectively. Regarding offence type, theft reported the highest of reoffence by proven reoffence type at 33.8%. Rough sleeping at 67.2% and homeless but not rough sleeping at 65.2% were the highest report adult reoffence by accommodation categories. When looking at reoffence by employment status, unemployment was the reported rate of reoffence at 35.3%. Important context about the data from this cohort, although it was not affected by overlap from lockdown or operational restrictions, it was impacted by the continued recovery of the court systems and the Criminal Bar Association industrial action.
  With a general overview of the state of prisons in England and Wales, a more focused view on Wales is needed to address the question of this report. The data from the Prison and Sentencing in Wales 2023 fact file (October 2024) paints an alarming picture of the current state of Prisons in Wales. The fact file will make up a significant portion of the data in this next section as it is a comprehensive and detailed resource. The Welsh Prison population increased to its highest number on record, 5,034. More alarmingly than this, a total of 20,075 cases were outstanding in the courts at the end of December. 17,480 at the magistrates and 2,595 at the crown court in Wales. It is worth nothing that 28% of Welsh people sentenced to custody are held in England, meaning that not all this backlog would be held in Wales, but nonetheless it is an alarming figure in the context of the current capacity issue facing the entire prison system across the United Kingdom. Welsh women sentenced in Wales are all held in custody in England. 18% of whom were handed a sentence of one month or less. These short sentences often bring considerable disruption and chaos to the women and their families. Corston, (2001). In her review, published in 2007, Baroness Corston noted that 18,000 children a year were separated from their mothers by imprisonment. Corston, (2007). To bring this information into a more Welsh centric context, the above-mentioned fact file provides a prediction that the number of Welsh women prison population will increase to 285 by 2027. Why these are important facts to note is due to the relation between short-term sentencing and reoffending, whilst we have acknowledged the impact of 12-month and 6-month releases in the above section, Hiller and Mews, (2018). Showed findings that women sentenced to short-term custodial sentences were significantly more likely to reoffend than those sentences to court orders, demonstrating that short term stays negatively impact prisoners of both genders significantly, with female offenders facing particular challenges. The fact file also illustrates a stark contrast in the treatment of black and white offenders in Welsh prisons. As we saw in the Statistics mentioned in the previous paragraph, despite making up 4% of the general population, Black or Black British prisoners accounted 12% of the Prisoner population. In short, Black ethnic groups were the most overrepresented in prisons. Regarding sentencing in Wales, between 2010 and 2023. The average custodial sentence was 25.3 months for black defendants versus 16.7 months for white defendants. furthermore, between 2012 and 2023 the percentage of black and white defendants remanded into custody at the crown court in Wales was 63% versus 48% respectively. For every 1000 people of each ethnic group under probation supervision, the break down was as follows; 81 black people, 63 mixed backgrounds, 43 for white and 37 for Asian. As highlighted above, rough sleeping after release has a significant impact on recidivism. The number of people managed by Welsh probation services recorded as rough sleeping after release was up by 51% in 2023/2024.

Recommendations
The Welsh governments ‘Wales Reducing offending plan 2022-2025.’ outlines a range of recommendations. These recommendations are based on the notion that the foundations of stable accommodation, steady employment and connection to the local community are key factors in reducing reoffending. As we have demonstrated above, homelessness, unemployment and short-term sentencing were significant factors that impacted reoffending. Regarding employment, the plan outlines the projects in place at HMPSS in wales, increased numbers of available courses for prisoners to gain construction skills certification cards across Wales. The BOSS project (building opportunities skills and success) which works alongside employers to break down barriers to employment created by possession of a criminal record. As well as increased access to education in prison with in-cell and distance learning. The plan also aims to reduce short custodial sentences and increase the use of community sentences.  
Housing first is a model that has had significant positive impact on homelessness globally. The text Holistic Responses to Reducing Reoffending, (June 2024). Defines the model being concerned with providing long-term self-contained accommodation in addition to long term psychosocial support. Highlights that the models more effective than staircase models that require individuals to demonstrate that they are housing ready before intervention can occur. Another benefit of this interevetion is that it aids in remedying the dehumanization homeless individuals experience by giving thema sense of belonging in the community. As per the homelessness charity Crisis article ‘the role of housing first in ending homelessness.’ significant lessons can be learnt from abroad. Initially developed in the US by Pathways to Housing but its greatest success story comes from Finland. Where housing first was incorporated into a wider strategy to end homelessness where this strategy has reduced rough sleeping to very low numbers and all forms of homelessness to functionally zero. Homeless Link’s Research Exploring Holistic Housing First outcomes, last updated March 2024. Highlights the positive interactions between housing first and offending behaviour. 84% of residents reported engagement in antisocial or offending behaviour at point of entry into the programme, by the end of their third year a significant drop to 45% was reported. Moreover, engagement with the criminal justice system dropped significantly from 71% in their first year to 39% in the third year. Additionally, another significant benefit was a shift in service users' behaviours when engaging with health care. This shift was from emergency health care to preventive healthcare, importantly mental health support engagement increased from 23% to 32% and drug and alcohol services from 48% to 60%. This report believes that the adoption of Housing First practices would significantly and positively impact the experience of offenders after leaving prison and reduce their contact with the criminal justice system after release in addition to greatly improving their quality of life.
 The “Better Learning, Better Chances: prison learning and skills provisions in Wales.” policy focuses on employability by working to ensure that skills achieved in prison as well as the learning that occurs successfully transition in employment upon release. Through the investment in learning and skills provided in prison, through courses and workshops, the policy contributes to establishing safer communities as well as reducing the costs created by reoffending behaviour. Additionally, through these provisions the aim is to reduce future victims of crime. The policy aims to achieve this through the continued targeted support of soon to be prison leavers from the Welsh prison estate. Hayley, et al (2024) evaluated a pilot study aimed at offering holistic support to prison leavers delivered in a community setting. They found that the intervention involving peer mentoring, sport and physcial activity and signposting had favorable effects on prison leavers community reintegration. This was because the cooperation between multiple individuals and organizations allowed for a complex intervention strategy that was more suitable to meet the complex health and social needs of prison leavers. This report argues that by adopting holistic measures used in the above study in conjunction with aims of the ‘Better learning, better chances’ policy from the Welsh government and their practices will give offenders leaving prison significantly more opportunites which will improve their quality of life and their ability to find employment. This will inturn have a positive impact on reoffending rates and thus a reduced burned on the prison estate in Wales. 
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