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Prisons in England and Wales are an essential aspect of rehabilitation and community safety with examples ranging from education and drug therapy however, there have been many difficulties relating to rehabilitation of offenders due to the current prison crises. A lot of these issues extend from the Covid-19 Pandemic which has had an effect on prisons post lockdown as well as the difficulties ranging from re-offending and prisons quality of life, these are key difficulties worth understanding as these faults can and have make prisons ineffective and dangerous environments.


Prisons are a key component of any society however the core purpose of prisons can vary from country to country. In England and Wales have been prioritised as a place to rehabilitate offenders and bring them back into society as functioning civilians however, prisons are also utilised to keep people who are considered too dangerous away from the community as a way to keep the community and the offender from danger (Ministry of Justice 2018). The one of the key aspects is whether prisons are effective at rehabilitation and if they are not, then why. Currently in the United Kingdom there is a prison crisis meaning that the prisons are currently facing many issues relating to space, staffing, funding and violence (UK Parliament 2019). All of these issues in some way or another have an impact on how we as a nation are able to rehabilitate prisoners, this is important as if these facilities are not managed properly in the way of safety, comfort and opportunity then these facilities could potentially lead to prisoners becoming worse off than if they had ever been incarcerated in the first place (Ministry of Justice 2016).  Lastly, the main purpose of prisons across the world is to deprive prisoners of their liberty for a set amount of time according to their crimes, this is done not only to assist with rehabilitation of keep the public safe but to also ensure that prisoners understand what societal benefits that are lost once imprisoned for their crimes allowing them to reflect on their actions (Gauke 2018).

The main role for prisons within England and Wales is to rehabilitate prisoners back into society using humane methods that revolve around education and emotional support as well as the support from local governments and volunteer organisations, these are important aspects of prisons as the main goal is to ensure that a prisoner can leave prison with opportunities and options that can avoid them from repeat offending (Forsberg 2020). These methods are not always effective at rehabilitating offenders as not all prisons operate effectively enough to provide adequate care, or the prisoner may have a natural inclination towards crime which prevents them from wanting to work using honest methods (Bullock 2018). There has however been major progress in the field of rehabilitation that has improved the way in which prisoners engage with the assistance that is being provided, this has allowed prior offenders to live more upstanding and law abiding and stable lives and has been defined a method to help correct people’s paths in life (Heubner 2020). One method that is often used and has seen success in prisons is education, this allows prisoners who may have the knowledge or experience required for work to receive NVG qualifications allowing an offender to potentially leave the prison and support themselves either through working or expanding on their current education by means of college or university (Prisoners Education trust 2021). There have been issues with education within prisons in the United Kingdom and that is the lack of funding relating to teaching prisoners to read, this has been shown by His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Prisons. This is an issue as prisons have prioritised focusing on providing prisoners with NVQ qualifications, qualifications some prisoners won’t achieve due to reading which is a vital skill being skipped on and only being provided by some volunteer organisations (Ofsted 2022). This has an effect on the prison crises as it affects the quality of use relating to education as if a prisoner is unable to read then they are very unlikely to support themselves financially when being let out of the prison (His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Prisons 2022).
Lastly, Education has been considered important by the Education committee and the Ministry of Justice, this is due to evidence showing that prisoners who participated and received an education in prison being significantly less likely to re-offend within the first 12 months of release, comparatively prisoners who did not participate in education programs were 7.5% more likely to re-offend. This may not be a high percentage difference but this decreases in re-offending shows that it can potentially decrease overcrowding in prisons and help further studies into rehabilitation (Education Committee 2022). 

 Another method that has also been used is therapy, this method is very effective on offenders that suffer from a drug dependency, this is due to some drug addicts being so dependent that the resort to stealing as a method to pay for their dependency leaving them with little funds to support themselves, this has also been considered an important step by former Prime Minister Boris Johnson as a way to decrease re-offending in England and Wales and to provided prior addicts further opportunity (Department for Education 2022).The key idea with this form of therapy is that if the offender was to no longer be drug dependent, they would no longer commit crimes in order to fund their dependency or run the risks of committing crimes due to being under the influence of drugs/alcohol (O’Connor 2017). However, the issue with the therapy is that it does not always effective at long term rehabilitation as prisoners may become drug dependent when outside the prison leading to repeat offending, an example given by treated prisoners is that coping with life outside prison can be difficult as their lives are not as stable outside of prison leading to them using drugs to cope with their situation (Jamin 2021). The prison crises have also had a severe impact on this form of treatment as prisons have become hotspot for the drug trade in recent years, this is due to prisoners finding methods to smuggle in illicit drugs and then selling them to prisoners inside which severely hampers the system’s ability to rehabilitate drug users as the constant supply of drugs keeps prisoners in a vicious cycle of drug dependency an example being the prison service interception twenty thousand attempts at smuggling drugs into prisons(Raab 2022), it has also been estimated that half of a secured prisons population in the UK has some form of contact with a drug distributer and that prisoners generally find it easy to gain access to all sorts of drugs in spite of restrictions (Ministry of Justice 2020). Lastly the supply of drugs within prisons has had an impact on the purpose of prisons, this is due prisons being built as a method of not only rehabilitating offenders but also preventing people from committing crimes in the first place, this is due to a criminal strategy called county lines which sees a victim being manipulated or forced to work for a criminal organisation, this has led to some of these victims purposefully getting themselves arrested in order to go into prisons for these gangs as a method distributing illicit drugs (Maitra 2020). 
A study by the Office for Health & Disparities was conducted in 2020 to 2021 about the success of drug therapy in prisons on the 43,255 adult prisoners and found that 32% of prisoners were able to complete their treatment and cure their dependency whilst 64% were transferred awaiting further treatment, 4% of these prisoners would drop out of the program showing that the majority of prisoners within the years of 2020 and 2021 had an interest in curing their drug dependencies (Office for Health & Disparities 2022). To conclude, therapy is indeed a valuable application within prison institutions, as it allows prisoners to receive support in regard to drug dependency preventing re-offending 2 years on average, this shows that there is indeed enough progress in this field to warrant further use and study and most links show that these people often re-offend due to their current financial situation as opposed to a genuine desire to live a life of crime.

 Prisons also serve as a way to keep dangerous people such as Peter William Sutcliffe also known as the Yorkshire Ripper and responsible for the murder of 13 women and served a life sentence dying in 2020 (Wattis 2018), and Charles Arthur Salvador also referred to as Charles Bronson who has been in prison for 50 years due to being Britain’s most violent prisoner without ever committing murder or manslaughter but instead has a notoriety for physical violence against guards and taking guards hostage within the prison (Klakstrom 2020). Criminals Like Peter Sutcliff who serve life sentences have an impact on the prison crises as prisoners convicted with a life sentence are less likely to rehabilitated and are very unlikely to live to see release , also if a life sentenced prisoner were to be released it would cause further issues relating to institutionalization which is a mental condition were a prisoner becomes so comfortable and content with prison life that freedom is incomprehensible to them potentially leading to them committing a crime in order to go back to prison (Frazier 2015). The same can also be said about Charles Bronson, although not a murder he is an extreme example about how physically violent a prisoner can be and how rehabilitation is not always effective, An example of this would be a charity called “Koestler Arts” who aided prisoners by teaching them to express themselves using artistic practices, Charles Bronson would utilize this organisations teaching and win multiple awards relating to artistic pieces however, in spite of learning a healthy trade Charles Bronson would still be physically violent to guards and prisoners leading to multiple uses of solitary confinement (Ewbank’s 2022). This of course shows that some prisoners may always need to be kept within prisons, which therefore will affect the prison crises in negative ways as the point of prisons is to turn the criminally minded into average citizens but is unable to always facilitate this change. As some people will either refuse to change even after utilizing rehabilitative resources or have committed crimes to serious, that they cannot be allowed to re-enter society (Beaudry 2021). Prisoners who have very long sentences will add towards prison populations that are already overcrowded and will also affect understaffed prisons as if a prison is suffering from a lack of guards, then violence will become harder to managed safely leading to increased chances of violence.

Prisons in recent years have seen changes in the way of security, these security changes primarily relate to funding as well as how a prison is staffed, both of which have been decreased which has led to limitations in the way a prison handles the population as well as how the staff maintain order within the prison (HM Inspectorate of Prisons 2022). Prisons have also been utilising overcrowding as a means to deal with the lack of space in recent years which has led to increased mental illness and violence within prisons, this has also impacted guards as they are short staffed and dealing with double the population meaning that maintaining order has become more difficult and dangerous (Hung 2019). The short staffing of prisons has also led to experienced staff being removed from prisons which means that some prisons are lacking experienced guards who understand the routine and are less likely to make mistakes when dealing with prisoners, prions have also lost staff through the COVIC-19 pandemic which has also led to a decrease in experienced staff as well as a decrease in quality of life within the majority of prisons in England and Wales (HM Prison & Probation Service 2022). These changes provide nothing but negatives for a prisons ability to rehabilitate offenders as overcrowding prisons has the increased chance to increase violence and offending whilst short staffing limits the prisons’ systems ability to prevent these actions from happening.

The prison crisis has had a major impact on a prisoner’s rehabilitation as well as the safety of the prisoners who reside within the institution. One such example is the use of overcrowding in prisons which has led to most prisoners having to share a room designed for a single prisoner, this can mean that 3 to 4 people may have to occupy a single living space leading to more tensions amongst prisoners leading to increase stress or depression this compared to Swedish prisons that don’t use overcrowding and have more mentally healthy prisoners (UK Parament 2015). Overcrowding in prisons can lead to prisoners developing mental illnesses and becoming violent, this is due to prisoners not having any privacy leading to them developing feelings of constant stress leading to either increased violent behaviour such as fighting or starting altercations with other prisoners or the guards (Baggio 2020), studies have also shown that prisons that apply overcrowding also see a decrease in medical efficiency due to the lack of medical staff and facilities leading to some prisoners having to wait for treatment if injured or have a medical condition (Nkosi 2020). Overcrowding can also lead to prisoners becoming depressed which could eventually lead to self-harm as well as suicidal thoughts and tendencies (National Library of Medicine 2020). Research has also be found some prisoners within the United Kingdom have some form of medical Disorder that affects the way in which they behave, this is an issue as these prisoners are receiving treatment that is designed around criminal rehabilitation but instead should be receiving medical assistance instead, this is an issue as these inmates take up a contributing factor of overcrowding and are also likely to re-offend due to incorrect treatment contributing to the prison crises(O’Connor 2020). 
Prisons require experienced staff, as they can help newer staff about what to monitor and how to carry out an action when the need arises. Also experienced staff will already have an in depth understanding of the routines that prison officers are required to perform, meaning that if an inexperienced member of staff is off their routine an experienced member of staff can assist with getting them back on track which can lead to less violence in prisons as inmates will be monitored more professionally (Fletcher 2021). Another issue with prisons in England and Wales is that the vast majority of prisons are very old some dating far back into the Victorian era, this is an issue in the modern day as these prisons are not able to meet stands set for prisoners and guards who are within the prison, an example of a standard that cannot be kept in outdated prisons is how long prisoners are to be within their cells, that time being 16 hours but due to these prisons be too overcrowded has led to prisoners being kept in their cells for 23 hours (Forrester 2020). These prisons notoriously lack the space, and in some cases are negatively designed for the technology that is available to the general public. One such example of this being drones, as people have managed to smuggle contraband into prisons such as weapons and illicit drugs (Gyimah 2017). There are currently active plans to modernise prisons across the United Kingdom “20,000 prison places”. These plans are currently in place as a method to counteract the current crises involving overcrowding, this is being done with the hopes that this will increase the effectiveness of rehabilitation and to also increase the prison guard employment by “5000”. (Raab 2022)

Birmingham Prison prior to the government retaking control from G4S, is an example of how negatively rehabilitation can be affected when appropriate care is not provided to the people residing within the prison. for example, guards did not always respond when a prisoner would become violent but instead would sometimes lock themselves away from the aggression out of fear leading to less security and order withing the prison (West Midlands Police and Crime Commissioner 2018). This approach to security meant that prisoners would be more likely to either become more aggressive towards other inmates due the lack of consequence as guards act as a deterrent in the sense that their presence acts a deterrent against prisoners becoming violent or breaking any rules within the prison, these facts have also been shown in 2010 where it was found that prisons in the England and Wales that decreased guars population by 30% had seen an increase in self harm, suicide and violence, this has also been reported in prisons that had ineffective guards patrolling prison institutions (Howard League for Penal Reform 2016). Prisoners were not always safe when in their cells as fights were commonplace due to the prison being overcrowded with inmates meaning that tensions would always be high which led to further fights within cells amongst the prison population, an example of this is when a prisoner seriously injured and branding a cellmate for believing he was a “snitch” which was common practice for cell mates in Birmingham prison (Balloo 2018). Lastly, the Lack of order within Birmingham prison would eventually lead to a riot forming, leading to several inmates and guards becoming severely wounded and mass damage being committed to the interior of the prison (McCarthy 2018).  This is an example of how mismanagement of a prisons logics and security have severely hampered the system’s ability to rehabilitate prisoners within the prison and become a place where crime could prosper (Brady 2019). Prisons that run in this manner are more likely to increase crime after sentencing as prisoners would have received no rehabilitation but instead would have had violence become a normal aspect of their lives meaning that these prisoners are more likely to live in a more violent way around groups of people (HM Prison & Probation Service 2018). Lasty, Birmingham prison is a prime example of the prison crises in action as this prison faced all the issues that relate to the crises that being the lack of space, guards, violence and growing discontent.

Covid-19 has also been a contributing factor into prisoner’s health both from the deaths that it has caused on the population, as well as the restrictions imposed on the prisoner population. The prison population was also restricted to lockdown much like the rest of the population however the population would instead be confined to their cells for most of the day only ever being given 45 minutes on average outside of their cells, this lockdown would also apply to workshops and amenities within the prison leaving prisoners with little in the way of stimulation (HM Inspectorate of Prisons 2021). This is a serious danger within prisons as some prisoners will begin developing depression to due being in a confined space on their own or with too many people for too long resulting in behaviours relating to self-harm, suicide or increased violent behaviour. Lastly, due to prisoners being confined to their cells also meant prisoners receive little to know exercise which is also another form of mental stimulation that prisoners could not receive alongside losing out on health benefits exercise provides (Edge 2021). 

In conclusion, prisons in the United Kingdom are a place to deprive offenders of their freedom, whilst providing offenders with opportunities for rehabilitation. Although not always effective, have shown to at least prevent re-offending for at least 1 to 2 years. The prison crises have also been a contributing factor in the current ineffectiveness of rehabilitation due to factors involving overcrowding, short staffing, prison drug networks and covid-19 all of which leading to greater difficulty in maintaining prison safety and a prisoner’s mental health. Lastly, Birmingham prison would also be a great example of how the prison crises would affect an overcrowded understaffed prison, as the population would become more violent and fearful leading to these conditions becoming a normal aspect of daily life preventing prisoners any time for self-reflection instead being content to avoid other prisoners as a means to maintain their safety.
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