
The Problem of Overcrowding in British Prisons: An Examination of the Relationship Between 

Participation in Competitive Sports and the Subsequent rates of Crime and Re-offending . 

 

In this document I will establish whether there is a clear relationship between participating in sport and a 

subsequent drop in criminal offences, specifically in re-offending criminals. In an attempt to establish a 

link between the two, I will examine data published by previous studies and then I will create a 

programme illustrating one way the UK could use sport to reduce the number of prisoners re-offending. 

It’s no secret that British prisons are very overcrowded. According to an article published by The 

Independent 2/3 of British prisons are overcrowded. A lot of these prisons have over 50% more prisoners 

then they were built to accommodate*1. The worst affected prisons include Wandsworth, Oakwood and 

Leeds. These prisons have 1102, 986 and 786 excess prisoners respectively. In addition, Francis Cook the 

CEO of the Howard League for Penal Reform described the situation as ‘intolerable’ and infamously said 

‘keeping thousands of men cooped up like battery hens in overcrowded cells is never going to help them 

lead crime free lives’. Furthermore, in the same article the Howard League wrote ‘these figures indicate 

that prisons with a high level of overcrowding are also likely to see a high level of violence’*2. This 

statement is reinforced by another article published by The Independent which highlighted that incidents 

of self-harm and assault have risen for the 7th year in a row. Last year the total number of incidents was 

63,328. This equates to one every 9 minutes*3. This is catastrophic for the British prison system because 

as more assaults occur sentences increase which leads to more and more prisoners being held in cells 

and prisons which heightens an already calamitous situation.  

In addition, one in ten prisoners has a diagnosable mental health problem*4. One of the main reasons 

why the percentage of people with a diagnosable condition is so high is due to overpopulation and the 

stress that this causes prisoners. This is atrocious for many reasons such as prisoners who are suffering 

with mental health problems are more likely to self-harm or cause harm to other inmates. An article 

published by GQ magazine wrote that ‘although the vast majority of patients suffering with mental 

illness problems, such as schizophrenia, will not commit violent crimes there is an indisputable link 

between bad mental health and violent crimes’*5. This means that some prisoners with poor mental 

health are at a higher risk of re-offending then other inmates. Overall, over 18,000 prisoners are 

accommodated in overcrowded conditions in the UK and with no sign of those numbers decreasing 

something drastic and innovative has to be done to help solve this problem*6. 

When researching this project I was lucky enough to talk to a man called Alberto Vollmer. He is the CEO 

of a Venezuelan rum brand called Santa Teresa. In addition, he runs Project Alcatraz. This is a project that 

aims to reduce crime via rugby and other programmes such as psychological treatment. Project Alcatraz 

was set up when a group of local gang members raided the distillery. The head of Santa Teresa’s security 

proceeded to track down a robber. However, when he handed over the criminal to the police it was clear 

that an extra-judicial killing was about to occur. He stopped the police and called Alberto. Alberto 

wanted to chat with the robber and create a plan. This plan would be that the gang member would work 

off what he did with 3 months of work with no pay. One thing led to another and the whole gang 

accepted the same conditions as the original gang member previously accepted. Project Alcatraz was 

born. 

In 2003 when the project was created a schedule was created consisting of education, psychological 

treatment, values formation and as, apart from rum, Alberto has a passion for rugby the sport was 

incorporated to the programme. However, as the years passed it become clear to all involved that rugby 

should be more prominent in the project. When I asked Alberto about this he explained it using the 



commonplace phrase ‘Rugby is a barbarians game played by gentleman and these men were already 

barbarians we just had to teach them how to be gentlemen.’ To add to this, he mentioned that the 

project had 5 core values: 

• Respect 

• Humility 

• Discipline  

• Teamwork 

• Sportsmanship 

All 5 of these values as Alberto emphasised can be taught by playing Rugby. Not only does Project 

Alcatraz provide an inspirational story and a blueprint for the UK to incorporate into their prison system 

it also offers hard proof that this system works. In the space of just ten years, in Alberto’s local area in 

Venezuela, the  annual homicide rate dropped from 174 murders per 100,000 people to a mere 12. To 

put that into context the UK, Ireland and France’s murder rate is 1.1 people per 100,000. Alberto said 

that there were originally ‘3 or 4 homicides a week.’ This shows the extent of the original problem but 

also how sport can be used as a way to reduce crime. When I asked Alberto whether a similar system 

could work in the UK, his answer was a resounding ‘Absolutely.’  So I wonder why it has taken so long for 

the UK to adopt a system like this considering that many countries across the world are following 

Venezuela’s lead such as Argentina, Peru, Columbia and Canada to list a few. 

In my opinion it is crucial that the level of overcrowding in the UK is reduced not only for the wellbeing of 

the prisoners but also because it would save the Government a lot of money. I believe that one of the 

most effective ways of doing this would be to target the 29.4% prisoners that reoffend*7. This means 

that, according to a report published in March 2020, there are 80,309 prisoners in the UK and 23,610 

prisoners re-offend at least once*8. Furthermore,  The Sun published an article in 2019 stating that it 

costs £43,213 a year per prisoner. If you multiply 23,610 (the number of prisoners) by £43,213 (the cost 

per year for one prisoner) the total is £1,020,258,930 – over £1 billion. This is how much re-offending 

prisoners are costing the UK a year (not including the cost of the crime itself). 

I suggest one way the UK attacks this problem is by introducing a reoffending programme using sport. 

This idea has been used by many countries and although there is a plethora of programmes like Kicks the 

amount of sport related programmes for ex-prisoners in the UK is nowhere near as plentiful. In my 

opinion sport brings out the best in people. There are many proven benefits of sport such as : 

• Releasing endorphins and serotonin which is more commonly known as ‘feel good hormones’ 

• An ability to take feedback and setbacks better as sport is full of setbacks that can be applied to 

everyday life. 

• It can help people focus which can be very useful for everyday situations. 

• Can give people a sense of purpose and values. 

• It will help with stress relief which, as stated, may help lower the numbers of 1/10 ex-prisoners 

having a diagnosable mental health condition*9. 

My strategy would be to go into prisons and introduce rugby and football to prisoners shortly before 

their sentence ends. Then inform them about the programme, the benefits of sport and how the 

programme can help them post prison. After this, when all prisoners leave prison they would be given an 

option to join the programme. Post leaving prisoners would have two days a week, game day and 

training. Split between those two days would be a list of courses, free meals and much more. Here is a 

list of things I suggest could be included in  the programme and their respective prices: 



 

Services provided and sources Cost per prisoner for a year Cost for all prisoners per 
year 

Electrician course (1/3 of all 
prisoners)*10 

£2495 £19,635,650 

Carpentry course(1/3 of all 
prisoners)*11 

£1495 £11,765,650 

Plumber course(1/3 of all 
prisoners)*12 

£950 £7,476,500 

Two free meals a week 
(worked out via average 
shopping spend a week) *13 

£128 £3,022,080 

Psychiatric evaluation every 6 
months (a more cautious side 
of the average cost per 
session in the UK) *14 

£110 £2,597,100 

Free transport to games via 
bus hire for all 122 clubs (1 
every prison) *15 

£43.7 £1,030,900 

Referee for 61 games a week 
(average price of referee £20) 

£2.7 £63,400 

A pitch (St. Helens council 
stated that it costs £490 per 
year for a rugby pitch and 
£115 per year for a football 
pitch) 

£40.2 £949,780 

1000 rugby and footballs 
(mitre)*18 *19 

£0.5 £12,000 

Total cost £ £5,.8 £46,549,760 

 

This means that if all 23,160 reoffending prisoners in the UK were to join this system it would cost 

the UK £46,549,760. Even though this is a huge sum of money I believe it would not be as large as 

this number suggests. The two main reasons for this is that when buying in such large quantities 

discounts would be easily negotiated and this would cut down the initial number mentioned. In 

addition, not every prisoner leaving prison would want to join the course. I believe, a more 

reasonable estimate would be 4,722 ex-prisoners or 1/5 of 23,610 (the amount of re-offending 

prisoners). This means that 1/5th of £46,549,760 or £9,309,952 is the cost of the programme per 

year.  

This programme after an initial injection of money would be self-sufficient. This is because one 

prisoner costs £43,213 per year then if you multiply that by the amount of people the programme 

aims to target the amount of money saved would be £204,051,786 per year. However, I recognise 

that not every person who enters the programme would leave and never re-offend again. This 

means that I had to come up with a reasonable estimate into how many people per rugby or football 

team would get a job listed above or one of their own and never commit a crime again. I decided 

that after combining the life lessons/values that sport teaches you and the selection of things on 

offer that a reasonable estimate would be 3 per team. This means if 1/4 of all re-offending prisoners 

do not commit a crime due to the programme. Then if 60 rugby teams and 62 football teams each 

has three of their team members not re-offend then Rugby alone would save the Government 



£40,810,357 and football would save the Government £55,093,982 per year. This means that if you 

add the two sums together and minus the cost per year to run the programme with  1/5th of all re-

offending prisoners you get a net profit for the Government of £86,594,384. This money could be 

injected into other projects like Kicks or Grassroots football to help reduce crime in the first place. 

This is one example of how the values and benefits of sport can work alongside other useful 

programmes to help reduce the number of prisoners re-offending in prisons and therefore the 

number of prisoners which would help lower the rate of prisoners overcrowded in the UK. 

In an attempt to establish whether there was tangible evidence of the existence of a link between 

participation in sport and a drop in crime I read two papers one published by Project Oracle*20 and the 

other by University of Cork*21. In the latter the article focused on what an increase in participation in 

sport in England between the years 2012 and 2015 did to the rates of different crimes. The findings 

revealed a link does exist as the rate of person crimes dropped by 1.56% in a 10% increase in the 

participation in competitive sport and a decrease of 0.56% in property crimes. In addition, the study 

found a clear link between crime and the rate of unemployment which was 2.3% increase in crime for 

every 10% increase in people unemployed. Furthermore, a project called Kicks (a programme using 

football to take young kids out of the streets and aiming to reduce the number of first time offenders) 

has seen an decrease of up to 60% in antisocial behaviour in its operating areas. Finally, a study done in 

America found that when the Chicago Bears played on ‘Monday night football,’ crime in Chicago dropped 

by 13%. This figure was doubled to 26% when the Superbowl was on *22. Moreover, in NZ they have 

introduced sport into prisons and John Beale (the Corrections chief custodial officer for NZ) said that 

"Doing sports - organised, structured, supervised sport - in prison is a great way in establishing  that kind 

of community spirit.’ He then went on the mention that sport can be used to help break down barriers in 

prisons as it is common ground for everyone. I believe that this would have helped reduce assault in 

prisons which would help to not elongate their sentence. Finally as Mr. Beale said that ‘Sport can provide 

a route for a more positive life and as Mr. Beale has been in the prison system for a long time he has 

first-hand experience on prisoners and how sport could help*25. These studies shows the drastic impact 

of sport on people even when they are not participating themselves. 

These figures and the figures from project Alcatraz show a clear link between sport and the subsequent 

rates of crime which help to validate my proposed programme figures. If you take an average of the 

three rates of crime found by the University of Cork and times that number by two (20% aim to be 

targeted not 10%) it’s 2.95%. This shows that the overall aim of 2.5% re-committing crime is on the 

cautious side.  However, none of these figures mentioned are specific towards re-offending criminals. 

However, I found that in 2011 2/3 of unemployed people in UK were ex-convicts*23 and as there was a 

2.3% increase in crime for every 10% increase in unemployment 66% of that 2.3% would be ex-convicts. 

As the programme offers a range of different opportunities to get employment I included the rate of 

unemployment when I established how many re-offending criminals the programme I prepared would 

aim to lead crime free lives. 

However, sport is not the only solution to Britain’s mammoth overcrowding problem in prisons all across 

the country. Solutions like increasing the capacity of prisons in the UK, drug rehabilitation and reducing 

prison sentences are popular solutions. However, the medical benefits of sport are clear; improved 

physical and mental health can have an immense impact on anyone’s life. This point is reinforced by the 

facts and figures produced by Project Alcatraz and Kicks and the sheer number of lives that have been 

turned around  because of these sport based programmes. Sport would be a piece of the solution, but 

not the whole puzzle, to solve Britain’s overcrowding problem. I have clearly demonstrated that there is 

a clear link between participation in competitive sport and the subsequent rates of crime and re-

offending. I have also suggested a practical plan using competitive sport that would help reduce the 



extent of overcrowding in the UK. To conclude I quote the late Kobe Bryant ‘Sports are such a great 

teacher. I think of everything they have taught me: camaraderie, humility and how to resolve 

differences.’*24 

With thanks to, Alberto Vollmer                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

By  Barney Doyle  
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