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Introduction 
 
The Home Affairs and Justice Value for Money team of the United Kingdom National Audit 
Office evaluates the crime and justice policies and activities of the government and reports 
these to Parliament. This paper provides an overview of the National Audit Office, the penal 
situation in England and Wales and our recent investigations. Previous reports can be 
downloaded from our website at http://www.nao.org.uk/   
 
Our experience suggests that proving the impact of policy and financial inputs on crime 
outcomes is problematic because of the number of variables. But our work demonstrates that a 
key value of evaluation is to highlight persistent barriers to effectiveness: in this instance, 
trying to tackle re-offending that persists across a fragmented justice system, now coping with 
increasing numbers of offenders. Our evaluation have saved the taxpayer hundreds of millions 
of pounds and led to significant qualitative improvements.  
 
 
Background: Key facts about crime and punishment in England and Wales in 2008 
 
 Administration 

In England and Wales, law and order is managed by the Home Office, which is the lead central 
government department for the police, and the Ministry of Justice, which oversees prisons and 
the legal system. Sitting beneath the Ministry of Justice is the National Offender Management 
Service, which unites the Probation and Prison Services to provide more effective, end-to-end 
management of offenders both in prison and in the community following release.  
 
The United Kingdom now spends more per capita on law and order than any other country in 
the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development.. Total expenditure on public 
order and safety in 2006 was £29.5 billion, which equated to 2.5% of GDP.1 
 
In 2007/08 the Home Office recorded almost 5 million crimes in England and Wales.2 In 2007, 
the Prison Service received in excess of 91,000 sentenced prisoners into custody.3 Each year, 
the Probation Service of England and Wales receives 175,000 offenders into its supervision.  
 
 Crime trends, policies and perceptions  

Since peaking in the mid-1990s overall crime in England and Wales has fallen significantly. 
Between 1995 and 2007-08, for example, there was a 48% decline in all crime as recorded in 
the British Crime Survey. Over the same period, violent crime fell by 48% and burglary by 

                                                 
1 Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit, Cabinet Office (November 2006). Policy Review: Crime, Justice, and Cohesion.  
2 Home Office Recorded Crime Statistics 2002/03-2007/08  
3 Ministry of Justice, “Offender Management Caseload Statistics 2007,” available online at 
http://www.justice.gov.uk/docs/omcs2007.pdf  
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59%.4 Despite this, in August 2008, for instance, 47% of the public said that crime was one of 
the most important issues facing the country.5  
 
 Criminality of the population  

A large number of recorded crimes is not automatically reflective of significantly higher 
criminality among the population of England and Wales than in comparable Western European 
societies. International comparisons between crime rates are notoriously problematic but 
nevertheless, one area where comparison is possible is homicide, for which data from 1999-
2001 found that England and Wales had a relatively low homicide rate compared to other 
developed nations. During this period, the number of homicides committed annually per 
100,000 of population was 1.6 in England and Wales, 1.7 in France, and 5.56 in the United 
States. Since then, the homicide rate of England and Wales has fallen to 1.4 per 100,000.6 
 
 Prison population  

England and Wales have one of the highest incarceration rates in Western Europe. In 
December 2007, the  prison population was 153 per 100,000 members of population, greater 
than those of France and Germany, and only a fraction of that of the United States, which in 
2007 had a prison population of 762 per 100,000.7  As at 27 June 2008, the total prison 
population of England and Wales was 83,000, of whom 73,000 were in public sector prisons 
and the remainder in private facilities.8 The vast majority were adult males above the age of 20.  
 
 Demographic breakdown of prison population  

Marginalised groups in society are disproportionately represented in the prison population: 
 
 More than two-thirds of prisoners were unemployed upon going to prison 
 52% of male and 71% of female prisoners have no educational qualifications  
 48% of prisoners have literacy levels below that of the average 11 year old 
 More than 70% of all prisoners suffer from 2 or more mental health disorders9.  

 
 The maintenance of the prison estate  

The average annual cost per place in custody in England and Wales is approximately 
£30,000.10  The prison estate consists of Victorian prisons, former stately homes and former air 
bases to 1960s and 1970s buildings, which are considered to be of particularly poor quality.  
All require regular maintenance to ensure they remain operational, especially as the prison 
estate depreciates at a high rate due to vandalism, disturbances, and high rates of occupation.  
 
 Overcrowding  

The increase in the prison population and the ageing of the prison estate has led to fears about 
prison overcrowding. Current projections suggest that by June 2014 there could be a shortfall 
of 13,000 places. The government has committed to build another 10,500 prison places. Many 
of these will be in “Titan” prisons, which are intended to house up to 2,500 inmates each.11 
                                                 
4 Crime in England and Wales, Table 2.01, Home Office, July 2007 
5 Research conducted by Ipsos MORI, available at http://www.ipsos-mori.com/content/the-most-important-issues-
facing-britain-today.ashx  
6 National Audit Office, “The Home Office: Reducing the risk of violent crime,” p. 36, available at: 
http://www.nao.org.uk/publications/nao_reports/07-08/0708241.pdf  
7 Institute of Criminal Policy Studies: King’s College London: World Prison Brief , available at 
http://www.kcl.ac.uk/depsta/law/research/icps/worldbrief/wpb_stats.php?area=northam&category=wb_poprate  
8 Ibid  
9 Prison Reform Trust, Bromley Briefings Prison factfile, June 2008, available at www.prisonreformtrust.org  
10 HM Prison Service, Audited Financial Accounts for the year ended 31 March 2008, available at 
http://www.hmprisonservice.gov.uk/assets/documents/10003D1EHMPS_AR_appendices_2007-08.pdf  
11 Lord Carter’s Review of Prisons: Securing the Future. Proposals for the efficient and sustainable use of custody 
in England and Wales, available at http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/bsp/hi/pdfs/05_12_07_prisons.pdf  
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 Barriers to the effectiveness of the criminal justice system  

Policy makers seeking greater efficiency in the criminal justice system have long been 
concerned that the system’s different parts – police, prisons, courts and private companies - do 
not collaborate effectively and cause wastage. The National Audit Office found that 62 per cent 
of planned trials in magistrates’ courts did not go ahead. Around 38 per cent failed either 
because the prosecution was unprepared or dropped charges on the day of the trial.12 

 
 Potential future direction of criminal justice  

Around 200,000 community sentences are given in England and Wales annually, with 
conditions such as performing unpaid work. The use of electronic monitoring devices increased 
from 9,000 in 1999-2000 to 53,000 in 2004-2005. Given the population pressures and the cost 
of prison, policy is focused on ensuring community orders are as cost-effective as possible.  
 
 
Measuring Prison Performance: Reducing Re-offending 
 
The key metric by which the government measures the effectiveness of expenditure on prisons, 
and alternatives to prison is by the re-offending rate. The government sets targets for 
departmental performance called Public Sector Agreements (PSAs).  PSA Delivery Agreement 
23: Making Communities Safer commits the Ministry of Justice to reducing re-offending by:13  
 

• the adult re-offending rate must fall nationally;  
• the youth re-offending rate must fall nationally;  
• the level of serious re-offences (violent, drug, and alcohol-related crime) must reduce. 

 
In 2005, 41.6% of adult ex-offenders in England and Wales re-offended within a year of being 
released from custody – a fall in the re-offending rate of 4.9% from 2000.  
 
Changes to the measurement of re-offending mean that we can judge the frequency and 
severity of re-offending. Between 2000 and 2005, the frequency rate at which former offenders 
re-offended declined by 11.4% from 189.4 to 167.9 re-offences per 100 offenders. However, 
offences classified as severe increased by 12.5%, from 0.78 to 0.88 re-offences per 100 
offenders. Younger offenders are more likely to re-offend.14  
 
There is a strong pragmatic case for reducing re- offending, as a small proportion of offenders 
are responsible for a large proportion of crime. The Home Office estimates around 10% of 
offenders are responsible for half of all crime and that 0.5% of offenders commit one in ten 
offences.15 Re-offending costs £12 billion annually (15 billion euros).  
 
The unemployed and educationally unqualified are disproportionately represented in the prison 
population. To remedy this, prisons provide prisoners with opportunities to gain qualifications 
or skills, and in 2006/07 public prisons offered their inmates 25 hours per week of “purposeful 
activity.” This included educational and vocational training, as well as offender behaviour 
                                                 
12 National Audit Office: Crown Prosecution Service: Effective use of magistrates’ court hearings , 
http://merlin/reports/nao/0506/n0506798.pdf  
13 PSA Delivery Agreement 23: Make Communities Safer, available at : http://www.hm-
treasury.gov.uk/d/pbr_csr07_psa23.pdf  
14 Ministry of Justice, “Re-offending of adults: new measures of re-offending 2000-2005,” available at 
http://www.justice.gov.uk/docs/re-offending-adults-2000-05.pdf  
15 Home Office, “Prolific and Other Priority Offenders,” available at: 
http://www.crimereduction.homeoffice.gov.uk/ppo/ppominisite01.htm  
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programmes.16 Just under a third of the prison population is attending education classes and in 
2005/06 achieved 150,000 vocational awards and 40,000 basic skills qualifications.17 
 
 
National Audit Office Evaluations of Prison Sentences and Alternatives to Custody  
 
Evaluating the effectiveness of criminal justice and penal policy is inherently problematic, with 
a greater range of variable factors than in any other field of public policy analysis. Research 
suggests that causes of crime range from age, demographics and the economy to personality 
traits and mental health. Insufficient research has been conducted into re-offending however.  
 
Consequently, our evaluations have focussed upon barriers to effectiveness which 
organisations experience.  Some of the key reports include: 

 
 “HM Prison Service: Reducing Prisoner Re-offending,” (2002) available online at 

http://www.nao.org.uk/publications/nao_reports/01-02/0102548.pdf  
 
 “Youth Offending: the delivery of community and custodial sentences,” (2004), 

available online at  http://www.nao.org.uk/publications/nao_reports/03-04/0304190.pdf  
 
 “Meeting needs? The Offenders’ Learning and Skills Service,” (2008) available 

online at http://www.nao.org.uk/publications/nao_reports/07-08/0708310.pdf  
 
 “Dealing with increased numbers in custody,” (2005) available online at 

http://www.nao.org.uk/publications/nao_reports/05-06/0506458.pdf  
 
 “The Electronic Monitoring of Adult Offenders,” (2006) available at 

http://www.nao.org.uk/publications/nao_reports/05-06/0506800.pdf  
 
These reports suggest that important barriers to effectively tackling re-offending include 
disruption caused by overcrowding, length of sentences, and a lack of coordination.  
 
Increasing number of offenders in custody has disrupted rehabilitation.  Overcrowding means 
prisoners are moved frequently to alleviate stress on capacity but often before completing 
education or employment courses. It is also difficult to plan rehabilitation for individuals, and 
they can be placed on courses to keep them occupied rather than as a structured programme 
geared towards tackling their recidivism and making them employable.  
 
A key barrier to tackling recidivism is the length of sentences that prisoners serve. The 
majority are on short sentences. In 2007, for example, around 66% of sentences were for 12 
months or less.18 Moreover, the Home Office operates schemes which mean that prisoners 
often do not serve their full sentence. These include Automatic Unconditional release (AUR), 
under which offenders sentenced to less than 12 months are released automatically half way 
through their sentence, and Automatic Conditional Release (ACR), under which the same 
applies for those serving sentences of between 12 months and 4 years.  
 
This means that prisoners on short sentences are not in custody long enough to develop 
educational or work skills. Those serving short-term sentences are less likely to have 
                                                 
16 HM Prison Service, Performance Statistics, 
http://www.hmprisonservice.gov.uk/assets/documents/1000353Fpopulation_dec_07.pdf  
17 Prison Reform Trust, Bromley Briefings Prison factfile, June 2008, available at www.prisonreformtrust.org  
18 Ministry of Justice, “Offender Management Caseload Statistics 2007,” available online at 
http://www.justice.gov.uk/docs/omcs2007.pdf 
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employment, training, or education arranged on release than those on medium term sentences. 
In 2003 29% of offenders released after serving less than 12 months had work or training, in 
comparison to 34% of prisoners who had served sentences of between 1 and 4 years.19  
 
The criminal justice system is frequently subject to inefficiency because of poor collaboration 
between its constituent parts, shown by programmes to tackle re-offending. Our 2004 report on 
youth offending found that teams tasked with re-integrating young offenders into their 
communities often experienced significant challenges in engaging with other local services.  
 
In addition, research recently commissioned by the National Audit Office from Professor Mike 
Hough of King’s College, London argues that drivers of effectiveness for rehabilitation 
programmes in prison are heavily influenced by the context and dynamics of the custodial unit 
and its staff, rather than by the programmes themselves.20 These include the personal qualities 
and skills of staff, the mix of offenders and the stability of a prison’s population.  

Our research has found that alternatives to custody can be beneficial both for offender and tax-
payer because these attempt to tackle re-offending without removing offenders from their 
communities. Community orders are intrinsically good value because they avoid expensive 
custody which disrupts lives, especially for women offenders. Moreover, these measures do not 
remove offenders from their homes and families and enable offenders to continue employment 
if this is relevant –  these are all factors that research suggests strongly correlate with reducing 
re-offending. However, alternatives to custody experience similar barriers to effectiveness as 
custody: poor coordination between different agencies and an inability to plan effectively.  

 
Conclusion  
 
Evaluation of the effectiveness of criminal justice and penal policy is notoriously problematic, 
particularly when it attempts to identify the cost-effectiveness of particular interventions to 
tackle crime. However, assessment is valuable in identifying barriers to effectiveness in 
reducing crime. As a Supreme Audit Institution responsible to Parliament, this value is greatly 
enhanced by consistently bringing these issues before the scrutiny of the House of Commons.  
 
The combination of parliamentary accountability and rigorous evaluation highlighting 
obstacles to effectiveness has resulted in National Audit Office investigations having a 
significant positive impact. Every year, our work produces substantial savings for the taxpayer. 
In 2007, for instance, our investigations resulted in £75 million of financial savings, around a 
third of which came from us demonstrating more effective ways to work with offenders to 
reduce their likelihood of re-offending. We also deliver qualitative improvements to public 
services. For example, our evaluation of the electronic monitoring of offenders demonstrated 
its effectiveness in comparison to custody, contributing to increased use of tagging.  
 
A key achievement has been, however, to identify the perennial weaknesses in our criminal 
justice system, and hold these to account. These weaknesses include ineffective partnership 
working between the system’s various constituent agencies, and a lack of clear data about what 
works in tackling crime and re-offending. It is because of these perennial weaknesses, as well 
as the ever-changing nature of a complex system that has in recent years absorbed ever-greater 
increases in numbers in custody, that there is still a strong need for evaluation.  

                                                 
19 Home Office, “Resettlement outcomes on release from prison in 2003,” available online at 
http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/rds/pdfs05/r248.pdf  
20 Please note that this research is currently unpublished but we would be happy to supply upon request.  


