UK government launches tech-driven ‘prison outside prison’ plan to ease overcrowding
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The UK government is embarking on a significant transformation of its penal policy, championed by Justice Secretary Shabana Mahmood. Her recent proposal for a "prison outside prison" initiative seeks to monitor offenders who might otherwise avoid incarceration, aiming to address the pressing issue of overcrowded prisons. This shift in strategy is indicative of a broader re-evaluation, spearheaded by Prime Minister Sir Keir Starmer, in response to the unsustainable pressures faced by the UK’s penal system.
Mahmood has appealed to major technology firms, including Microsoft, Amazon Web Services, and Google, for innovative surveillance solutions that could be deployed to effectively oversee offenders in the community. According to Mahmood, artificial intelligence and advanced biometric technologies—such as gait recognition—could better track individuals outside of conventional prison settings, thereby reinforcing public confidence in alternatives to incarceration. She articulated this vision, stating, “Where I want us to be is for offenders to know that ‘the eyes of the state are upon you’, just as they would be in prison.”
This strategy marks a critical departure from the long-held belief that increased incarceration rates are synonymous with a safer society—a sentiment echoed by former Conservative justice secretary David Gauke. His upcoming independent review of sentencing is expected to bolster Mahmood's initiative by advocating for a reduction in both the number of individuals incarcerated and the lengths of their sentences. This approach corresponds with a marked pivot away from the 1993 “prison works” doctrine, which had dominated UK penal discourse for decades.
The urgency of this reform is underscored by grim statistics—a projected prison population exceeding 100,000 by 2029, and current facilities operating at near full capacity. Recent government measures, including the premature release of thousands of inmates, highlight the acute crisis within the penal system. Mahmood has also proposed alternative measures, such as house arrest, to manage offenders effectively and alleviate some of the strain on prisons.
Legal experts are cautiously optimistic about the potential applications of technology in this context. Sam Townend KC, the former chair of the Bar Council, acknowledged that while there is “real potential” for improved use of technology in managing the prison estate, it is essential that such projects be meticulously managed, given the Ministry of Justice’s historical challenges with technology rollouts. Mahmood herself showed awareness of this past, stating a commitment to learning from prior missteps.
Moreover, innovations like sobriety tags—devices capable of monitoring alcohol consumption through sweat—have already been rolled out as part of a broader strategy to employ technology within the criminal justice system. These tags aim to assist in reducing reoffending rates by providing probation services with real-time data on offenders’ behaviours.
While Mahmood has not yet disclosed funding specifics for the proposed technological initiatives, her ambition remains clear: to reshape public perceptions of community sentencing as a viable and effective alternative to conventional incarceration. As the government prepares for this substantial policy rethink, the intersection of technology and justice will undoubtedly remain a focal point in discussions about the future of crime and punishment in the UK. 
This initiative, poised to redefine the landscape of criminal justice, not only seeks to manage prison populations more efficiently but also heralds a potential cultural shift towards rehabilitation and smarter enforcement strategies that blend innovation with accountability.
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