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The prison crisis is a topic that has been discussed for a number of years, and is a topic that has become hostile, and well documented in parliament and the media. This assignment will look at what this crisis is and at the governments’ approach to tackle the crisis, as well as looking at recommendations made to the government that could help resolve this crisis.

A document released by the House of Commons in 2019, shows that the average number of prisoners in England and Wales was 82,295. Between 1990 and 2018, the number of people who were in prisons doubled. This statistic indicates how prisons have become overcrowded, as the demand for places has increased and there hasn’t been enough prisons built to combat this issue. In England and Wales there are 174 prisoners per 100,000 people, with this in mind, it is predicted that by 2022 , the number of prisoners will increase to 85,800 in England and Wales, (Sturge, 2019 p4). If prisons are overcrowded now, then it is predicted that they will still be overcrowded by 2022, as the number of prisoners expected is increasing. 

Overcrowding in prisons is a crisis in itself. There has been a lot of people both in the public eye and everyday life that have spoken about this. Boris Johnson claimed that if prison sentences were to be increased, this would result in a decreased number of people in prison, as the harsher sentences would work as crime prevention, in turn meaning that less crime would be committed and therefore less people in prison (Gov, 2019). 

In May 2019, 62% of prisons in England and Wales were overcrowded. A prison is classed as being overcrowded if, the number of prisoners kept in the prison is more than what the Certified Normal Accommodation (CNA) recommends. The CNA is a measure used by the Prison Service to identify what standard, accommodation is ‘decent’, (Sturge, 2019 p12). As mentioned previously, 62% of prisons are overcrowded, holding around 8,800 more prisoners in prison than the recommended amount for the building/s. The chart below shows all prisons in England and Wales. The prisons in dark green are classed as being overcrowded, and the ones in light green are not, (MoJ, 2019).
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As the figures from the MoJ suggest prisons are most definitely overcrowded and this is a huge aspect of the prison crisis, but this isn’t the only aspect of the crisis.

When the coalition government came into practice the budget for public services as a whole was cut, and this was no different in the case of the prison service. The number of prison officers that were employed dropped dramatically from 2010 to 2015, this was due to the lack of government funds. This can be seen as the kick start to the prison crisis as results across the board in prisons fell dramatically, and I will discuss these further on. Due to these  poor results, in 2015 the government employed more prison officers to try and combat this problem. This trend has carried on to 2019 and is likely to be the case in 2020 also. The number of officers employed is still lower in 2019/20 than 2010, but each year the number of officers is increasing. This is due to the worrying statistics coming from government about the prisons, (Gov, 2019).
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The graph above backs the claims made previously. Staff numbers dropped dramatically in the time frame mentioned, and this would in turn, no doubt, have an impact on how effectively and efficiently the service would run. The demand for officers would be same, but the cuts mean there are less officers to be able to deal with this demand. This has seen poor performance figures, (which will be seen further on), and the actions made by government was to increase the spending on staff to try and cope with the demand, and in turn improve performance figures.

In the financial year 2012/13, (figures can only be found from this year), 47% of the prison budget was spent on paying the prison staff, five years later where the graph shows a dramatic increase in staffing, (2017/18), this figure was 39%, meaning spending was still lower than where the first dramatic decrease in staffing happened, but this figure is increasing year by year.

In a two-year period from March 2017, to March 2019, the number of prison officers in England and Wales grew 23% which is 4,228 officers, this means in March 2019 there were a total of 22,630 prison officers. This is a positive sign as the government set out a target of increasing prison officers by 2,500 in this time, they comfortably surpassed this figure. Although this is a good sign, there is still the deficit in officers from 2009/10 year. For the government to recruit the same number of officers that were employed in 2009/10 they would need to recruit a further 2,381 prison officers, (Gov, 2019).

Although it is good that the government is increasing the number of prison officers, this can also have an effect on the running of the prisons. This is because although there are more officers on hand to deal with situations, there are also a lot more inexperienced officers on duty. Figures from the Office of National Statistics, (ONS), show that in March 2019, 50% of prison officers had less than five years experience in the role, compared to just 22% in 2010. In March 2019, 46% of officers had less than ten years experience. (ONS, 2019).

From these figures, it is clear the government feel it was a mistake to make these cuts to prison officers, as they are employing more to tackle the crisis. With this in mind it is a good idea, although many officers will need the correct training and enough time to get the experience required to carry out their role most effectively and bring the prison crisis to an end. 

A reason more officers are being employed is to tackle issues that are happening in the prisons such as; drugs, assaults, self-harm and suicides.

The graph below shows the number of assaults per 1,000 prisoners in England and Wales.
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As the graph from the MoJ shows that since 2013 there has been a rapid increase in the number of assaults in prisons. In HM Chief Inspectors annual report for the year 2017/18, Clarke (2018), claimed that the big increase in violence is due to the “ready availability” of drugs in prisons across England and Wales. Shaw (2018), also found that this was the case, he says that there are criminal gangs in prison who run their organisations from inside the prison. Many people in prison are either already a drug user or are individuals who are likely to become drug users whilst imprisoned. Shaw (2018), then explains that the most common drug found in prions is ‘Spice’. Spice is a former legal high but this changed in 2016 as the effects of spice were unpredictable and caused major health problems like many other drugs, (BBC, 2016)

Shaw (2018), then argued that it was due to these drugs that self-harming in prisons also had a big increase in numbers from 2013. He claims that as drugs are available from inside prison, if an individual isn’t able to get their hands on a drug then this can lead to them being in a bad state mentally. This could then lead to self-harming or carrying out acts of violence on prison staff or other inmates.
Similarly as mentioned before, when the coalition government came into place and staffing numbers were cut, the number of violence/assaults rose over the period from 2010 to 2018. It rose so badly that Rory Stewart (prison minister), said that he would resign if the number of assaults and the number of inmates taking drugs didn’t drop dramatically over the next twelve months, in Britain’s worst publicly run prisons. This was seen as a huge statement as the prisons that were targeted were those which for a number of years had had a bad reputations for violence, (BBC, 2018). Stewart didn’t stay in this post long enough to see this pledge happen, he was appointed international deployment secretary in May 2019, (Gov, 2019).

The MoJ (2019), have created a new initiative to try and tackle the levels of violence and drug taking in prisons. They argue that rehabilitation, education and training for prisoners, can’t work in a place where staff member and prisoners are both fearful for their safety. 

The main aspect of this approach is to reduce the overcrowding of prisons, so therefore there will be less people in prison to cause or be victims of violence. This was explained by David Gauke, who is the Justice Secretary in 2018. Gauke gives a good argument that when an individual is sent to prison on a short sentence, they lose their job, and sometimes their home and family, and as an effect of this enter a ‘downward spiral’. He says that there is evidence in place that community sentences are the best way forward, as individuals keep their jobs and homes and are less likely to ‘fall off track’, not only this he says there is also evidence that shows individuals who are serving a community sentence are ‘much less likely to reoffend. He also claims that there is evidence showing that if a parent went to prison, then the children are at a high risk to follow their footsteps, and therefore costing the state more money in the long term. In other terms, Gauke would like the courts to take advantage of community service sentences and send fewer offenders to prison for short sentences.

This can be seen as a good initiative to take, but there is also the aspect of public interest to take into consideration. If an individual of a community committed a crime such as, burglary of a low standard, the community would want to see this individual take responsibility for their actions. Although the offender would be serving a community sentence, there would still be a concern from parts of the community that this person could commit another crime in the area at any minute as they are seen to be free in the community.

Portal, (2019), has shown evidence that self-harming has increased greatly over a ten-year period from 2009 to 2019. He explained that in 2009, per 1,000 prisoners, 78 of them self-harmed. This figure has staggeringly raised to 156 per 1,000 prisoners. This means that there has been a 50% increase in self-harming over a ten-year period.

Mental health has become a huge aspect in everyday life, and it’s been spoken about more and more in recent years. The Mental Health Foundation, recognises that prison can have a huge impact on one’s mental health. A report from the Mental Health Foundation in 2018, said that because of the environment, lack of personal control and the rules that prison set, an individual is highly likely to experience some sort of mental health problem whilst serving their sentence. With this in mind, individuals can be pushed mentally and some individuals would not be able to cope with this and turn to suicide as the only option.

In 2017/18 there were 74 suicides in prison in England and Wales, this number rose to 91 in 2018/19. This means that 27% of deaths in prison were suicide, compared to 23% the year before. Drugs has a major role to play in prisons and in some cases it gets out of hand. A prisoner was found hanging from his cell in 2018, his cellmate said that he told him he was panicking, because he had drug debts to another prisoner that he couldn’t pay, (Daniels, 2019, p5). Daniels then explains that drugs has also lead to accidental deaths and accidents in prisons across England and Wales. In Hewell Prison (Worcestershire), a male prisoner was smoking a legal high, and he accidently set himself on fire in his prison Cell, he pressed the emergency button for help. When officers arrived it is said that the prisoner suffered severe burns, but wasn’t in the right frame of mind to follow instructions from the prison officers to help save him.

It is with no doubt with what’s been discussed that prison performances have suffered massively over the last decade. Violence and self-harm have both become more common trends in prisons, (PRT, 2019). Some claim that rehabilitation ‘opportunities are not as commonly used over the last few years, compared to previous years’, but is this true?

Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Prisons (HMIP), is the body that inspects prisons, as the title suggests. Their mission statement is to “reduce re-offending by delivering the punishment and orders of the courts and supporting rehabilitation by helping offenders to reform their lives”, (Gov, 2019). This means that they aim to help individuals in prison to turn around their lives by gaining skills, training and an education ready for when they are released back into society, with the goal of stopping the individual re-offend and to live a crime free life.

When the HMIP inspects prisons, they mark the prison on how purposeful the activities they set out are. The activities are supposed to benefit the prisoners for life after prison, they are expected to take part and engage in these activities fully, (HMIP, 2019). Figures from HMIP (2019) for the year 2018/19, show that 42% of prisons were marked as being good for prisoner activity/opportunities and 26% were considered being poor. The percentage of prisons being marked as good was the second lowest since the records began, and the percentage of prisons being marked as poor was the highest there has been. This suggests that the opportunities for the prisoners are not good enough for the standards expected and backs the claims that ‘opportunities are not as commonly used as previous years’.

The guidelines that are set expect prisoners to have 10 hours a day where they are not in their cells, in this time they are expected to take part in exercise, education, training, gaining skills or having health checks. This guideline is set to be used as a deterrent so prisoners don’t get bored and turn to drugs, which can have an effect on their mental health and wellbeing. A survey conducted by the HMIP (2019), found that only 10% of prisoners were out of their cell for the recommended 10 hours and, 24% of prisoners were unlocked for less than 2 hours each day. This number is considerably under the recommended amount, and is a worry. These figures could be part of the reason for the prison crisis, as unsurprisingly prisoners are bored, and turn to drugs and violence as a ‘kick’ to lighten their time in prison.

Whilst the prisoners are kept in their cell they are not completing courses and taking part in education to further their life when they are released. In the year 2010/11 there were 10,950 prisoners who completed qualifications at level 1 or 2 in Mathematics, and 11,760 completed level 1 or 2 in English. In 2017/18, 6,520 and 6,260 prisoners completed the retrospective courses retrospectively. This means that in that time the number of prisoners completing Mathematics courses fell by 40%, and 47% didn’t complete the English course, (Gov, 2019).

Whilst in rehabilitation prisoners can chose to work. For this work, they get paid and can start to build their future whilst in prison. This isn’t always available, so again there is a lack of opportunities for prisoners.

Looking at these figures and how they have fallen, one can see how the claim that the opportunities aren’t there for prisoners anymore is becoming more popular. It is important for prisoners to have the opportunity to have rehabilitation because; (Blakey, 2017).

· The prisoner will gain an education or skills set that they can then use in life to find a job, and therefore the individual would then be less likely to re-offend if they are working towards a better life.
· They can also learn behavioral characteristics which will make them a better individual, and a better member of their community.

These are the aims for the rehabilitation programme but as stated previously, if the opportunities aren’t given, then the prisoner can’t gain an education or the skills. This means when they’re released back into the community they are likely to re-offend, as they do not have the skills or the education to better their lives, and therefore turn back to a life crime. This n turn costs the government money and fuels the prison crisis further.

Prisons are costly to run. If they are not run efficiently then as seen previously with the staff cuts, figures will not be up to standard and the prison crisis will continue, but it isn’t just staffing that the government pay for. On average a prisoner will cost the government £24,151 per year, plus expenditure costs which takes the total sum to £37,543 per prisoner, per year, (Sturge, 2019, p22). With this in mind, what can be done to help fund the prison service? One of the most suggested solutions to this is privatization of prisons. This would mean that the prison wouldn’t be financially supported by the government, but by the private company. A big concern of this for many is that a private company’s main objectives would be to make a profit and not the rehabilitation of offenders. As a result of this failing,  offenders returning back into the community would not have had the opportunity to gain the educational qualifications and skills needed to make them better people and valuable members of their community and many would go on to reoffend as a consequence.

Private prisons are not new in the UK and 18% of prisons in the UK are private. The first private prison in the UK opened in 1992 (Wolds Prison), and this was granted due to the Criminal Justice Act 1991. This piece of legislation allowed the Home Secretary to contract prisons to private companies, (Gov, 1991).

G4S Justice Services is a private company that now runs four prisons in the UK, and they were the company that were running HMP Birmingham before it was taken back under government control in 2018, (Gov, 2019).

HMIP inspected HMP Birmingham in their annual inspection of private prisons, and found that HMP Birmingham who were ran by G4S Justice Services, were substantially below the standards that are expected. Inspectors said that they found prisoners being “intimidated and bullied” as well as finding inmates urinating on each other. One inspector found a prisoner sitting on his bed with no mattress as it had been stolen by another inmate, some days before the visit. They also found that one in seven prisoners had developed a drug addiction whilst inside the prison. Peter Clarke (Chief Inspector), alerted the justice secretary about his concerns, this resulted in HMP Birmingham being temporary restored to being a state prison, (Clarke, 2018). The state was originally going to take over the running of the prison for six months, and therefore returning control to G4S Justice Services in February 2019, this didn’t happen. HMP Birmingham became permanently state run in April 2019, (Shaw, 2019).

It’s hard to understand if private prisons are a good idea or not. Private prisons have been in the UK for nearly thirty years. HMP Birmingham is the only case in this time, and is the only prison to be taken back to government control. This could be argued that cost wise it is the right way to go, as one case in thirty years can be considered successful, but what else can be done to help prisoners and the prison service?

As seen above, overcrowding is a huge part of the prison crisis, and this is one area that privatization of prisons could help. If companies were willing to invest into building new prisons and taking prisoners then this could help reduce overcrowding massively.

Prisoners are human beings, therefore going to prison is sure to have an impact on an individual’s mental health. One way to try and control this is to get prisoners active. As seen above, prisoners spend an unhealthy amount of time in their cells, and this will affect them. If they were active through the day, for example playing football, rugby, hockey or any sport in general then their mental health wouldn’t be as bad. Not only this, if they’re enjoying these activities then they wouldn’t be bored. This means there would be a decrease in violence, drugs and mental/physical health issues. 

Professor Meek (2018), said that boxing was taking part in prisons “illicity”, but argued that this could be used to help decrease assaults in prisons. If Prisoners had the opportunity to be active with combat sports in a controlled environment, then they wouldn’t need the ‘buzz’ of assaulting another prisoner, and they would also have the benefit of being active. Although this idea is seen positively by many, the MoJ have said that they have “no plans” to allow this, as it could cause more violence in and around the prison.

[bookmark: _GoBack]There are also other ways to help individuals in prison suffering, such as better rehab opportunities that have been discussed as well as better counselling opportunities for prisoners struggling. With the decrease in Mathematics and English qualifications then possibly past exams of these subjects could be given to prisoners in their cells to complete, again this would decrease the amount of prisoners being bored and therefore reduce violence and help put an end to the prison crisis. The prison crisis will continue unless the government help the prison service tackle the issues mentioned.
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