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The criminal justice system was under severe pressure before the pandemic hit. 
Combined with the impact of Covid-19, it may now face an existential crisis

● The criminal justice system entered the current Covid-19 crisis with a number of long-standing problems: 
decreasing charge rates, worsening court timeliness and an estimated backlog* in the courts of c.104K 
cases, prisons and probation operating at full capacity. Opportunities to turning around offenders’ lives were 
routinely missed, victims waited too long for justice and high reoffending rates and ineffective short prison sentences 
left the public unprotected. Furthermore, there has been a spike in serious violent crime since 2014 and the long 
term trajectory of police recorded crime is up. 

● Covid-19 has created new pressures on the criminal justice system and some responses (such as the 
CPS Interim Charging protocol) have reinforced the silos in which CJS agencies operate, which will have a 
long-term impact on the system’s ability to function

● Additional pressures are likely to increase demand on the CJS: most notably the likely rise in long term 
unemployment due to the economic impact of Covid and the 20,000 increase in police officer numbers
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This crisis may, however, be a once-in-a-generation opportunity to consider what a more intelligent 
justice system looks like and identify opportunities for different ways of working whilst retaining the 

support of the public.
*Defined as the amount of cases awaiting sentencing for indictable and triable either way cases excluding fraud



In order to understand the scale of the impact and of the necessary resources to 
deal with the the crisis, Crest has developed a stock and flow model of the criminal 

justice system
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Design and aim

● Crest have developed a stock and flow model that looks at the CJS as a whole focusing on nine major categories 
of offences, excluding summary offences and fraud, over the time period of 2014 to 2024

● The model tracks how major offence cases flow through the CJS and the impact on the ‘stock’, projecting the impact on 
capacity and/ or outcomes ‘flow’. Further detail is provided in the Methodology section and in the Annex. 

● The purpose of the model is to support a conversation about the scale of the impact of Covid-19 crisis on an already 
struggling CJS and about what investment and reform is required to maintain a functioning system

Limitations and testing

● Any model is reliant on the accuracy of the data that underpins it - this model is no different. It relies on publically 
available data which does not cover the past 6 months and does not detail court processes beyond milestones in the 
case journey (listing, first hearing, sentenced) and excludes individual case timeliness’ variables like listing priorities, 
victim and witness attrition, defence and prosecution communication et cetera...  

● A model’s usefulness is determined by how well the underlying dynamics is captured and is representative of the drivers, 
capacities and other constraints. This model is obviously a simplified version of reality but the tests of projected numbers 
are coherent with actual ones*. * detail in the Annex



The conclusion of our modelling is 
stark: Covid-19, combined with 

long-standing legacy issues and the 
police uplift is leading the criminal 

justice system to the brink of a 
‘tipping point’, beyond which it may 
cease to function in a meaningful 

sense



The courts backlog (as per our definition) was already significant before the pandemic hit (total of 104k cases). 

Furthermore, given:
● the long-term rise in police recorded crime based on historical trends, 
● the uplift in police officers which is likely to increase sanction detection levels
● the long term impact of Covid-19 on unemployment, which will in turn push certain types of crime upwards 
● and the current time frames for dealing with cases at court that are baked into the system

Without any further action, the court backlog – defined as all cases waiting to be processsed in courts – is 
projected to rapidly increase and reach an unmanageable level by 2024.  

Based on modelling the main nine categories of indictable and triable either way offences (excluding fraud and summary 
offences), the Crown Court backlog is projected to increase from c.45.5K in 2019 in to c.195.5K (x4)  in 2024 
and the magistrates’ court backlog is projected to  increase from c.58.6K in 2019 to 580.3K (x10) in 2024 
compared to the pre-Covid backlog. 

This poses a catastrophic risk to public confidence, procedural fairness and effective enforcement of the law.

 

Our model shows that the CJS, already under pressure before Covid-19, is facing an existential crisis: 
on its current trajectory, even if court capacity recovers to 2019 levels – the backlog by 2024 will have 

quadrupled in the Crown Court and will have increased by ten times in the magistrates’ courts 

Top line finding



Crest’s model explores how court capacity would need to change in order to achieve an equilibrium 
between the flow of cases coming into the court system (charged and listed) and the court cases exiting the court 
system (sentenced cases). 

It suggests that court capacity would need to double, i.e. allowing a throughput of c.35 K sentenced cases 
(indictable and triable either way) instead of c.17.5 K sentenced cases per month, in order to stabilise the backlog 
and bring the flow of cases into equilibrium. The throughput would eventually stabilise in 2024 at c. 29 K 
sentenced cases per month. 

If this is achieved over 12 months from September 2020, the model also calculates the stock of cases in the system 
and projects that this newly stabilised backlog would be larger than the pre-Covid backlog.

The Crown Court backlog would increase from c.45.5K to c.71.5K (x1.5) and the magistrates’ court 
backlog would increase from c.58.6K to 208.5K (x3.5) by 2024. 

 

To stabilise the Covid-aggravated backlog, MoJ would need to double court capacity 
from a 2019 basic level. However, this newly stabilised backlog would still be twice as 

large (x2.3) than the pre-Covid backlog 

Top line finding



Below is an illustration of the inflows and outflows of cases in courts as well as the 
stock within the court system (or backlog), according to various stages of the 

system
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PRE-COVID COVID CAPACITY BOOST EQUILIBRIUM

Backlog 
mainly due 
to cases 

taking time 
to go from 
charge to 

completion 
in courts

Backlog increases 
due to the impact 
of COVID-19 and 
the effect of public 
health measures 

on capacity (fewer 
courts open, CPS 
charging protocol 

etc.)

Increased 
capacity 

allows courts 
to tackle the 

backlog 

The backlog 
returns to a 

stabilised level 
where the 

amount of cases 
flowing in 

matches the 
amount of cases 

flowing out

incoming cases (charged cases as a proportion of recorded crime) 

sentenced cases exiting the courts



The criminal justice system does not function as a unit – to the extent that improving 
performance in one area is projected to place pressure on downstream agencies that 

may be unbearable, according to our model

Interdependencies in the system are such that improving performance in one area can result in shifting pressure 
down the line in the system. For example: 
● the 20K police uplift will lead to a rise in pressure on the court backlogs 
● if the courts increase their outflow in sentenced cases, there will be a rise in pressure on prisons and 

probation

Improving the criminal justice system as a whole would require investment and reform across all agencies and aligning 
missions and targets. Thus far, government policy has not internalised this. For example, recent policies (police officer 
uplift, sentencing reforms) are certain to create demand downstream - within the courts, prisons and probation - but there 
has been an absence of thinking around how to meet that demand. 

Our model shows that, if court capacity is doubled and equilibrium is achieved in the courts, the prison 
population will increase by 34% by 2024 which would be a challenge to the current custodial estate (since it is 
already at full capacity). Furthermore, assuming equilibrium is achieved in courts, suspended sentence orders 
are projected to increase by 24%, post-release supervision caseload will increase by 30% and community 
sentence orders are projected to increase by 14% by 2024. This will put extreme pressure on the probation which 
was already underperforming and struggling to such an extent that a re-nationalisation is currently underway.

Top line finding



Methodology: what we did



Model developed by Savas Hadjipavlou, Associate Head of Analysis

Crest has built a stock and flow model which encapsulates the whole criminal justice 
system
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Police 
investigation

Recorded crime Charged/summoned

Magistrates’ courts

Crown courts
Prison: 

immediate 
custody

Release on 
licence/ 
breaches

Probation 
supervision: 
post-release 

licence

Probation 
supervision: 
suspended 
sentence 

order (SSO)

Probation 
supervision: 
Community 
sentence 

order (CSO)

Community based sentences

Probation

Out of 
court

disposals

The Home 
Office 
classification 
index has been 
used to group 
police recorded 
crime. The 
model excludes 
summary and 
fraud offences.

Definition of the backlog: 
all cases that are 
currently active within the 
courts. This is because, no 
matter what stage the cases 
are at, they may be delayed 
and waiting for action. The 
backlog is defined as:
a. cases waiting to be listed
b. cases listed and waiting 
for first hearing
c. cases waiting for trial
d. cases actively being tried

Fines



The modelling tackles specific questions across the whole system and operates 
from assumptions derived from actual data or comparable situations
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Police recorded crime Charge Court capacity Prison Probation

What will happen to 
police recorded crime?

What will happen to 
charging rates?

What is the court 
capacity/ 

throughput?

What is impact of 
court output on 

prison population?

What is impact the 
likely caseload of 

probation 
services?

Police recorded crime 
trends (indictable or 

triable either way 
except for fraud 

offences, excludes 
summary offences)

Impact of current 
CPS Interim 

Protocol which 
decrease charges 

until 09/20*

Court capacity 
recovering  to 2019 

levels post 
Covid-19

Current distribution 
of sentences 
(announced 
increased 

proportion of 
sentence served for 
violence and sexual 

offences not 
included)*

Current average 
sentencing 

distribution and 
lengthImpact of 

unemployment from 
12/2020 increasing 

crime rates (5-15%)*

Court capacity 
doubling from 2019 

levels post 
Covid-19

Court capacity 
tripling from 2019 

levels post 
Covid-19

In
pu

ts

Impact of 20K uplift 
which will increase 
sanction detection 
and charge rates*

* cf the Annex



Scenario 3.c: Covid-19 scenario + tripling court capacity/throughput; including
○ the impacts of Covid-19 across the system as described above
○ court capacity tripled over 1 month after 09/2021 

             Crest has modelled six scenarios*: (1) modelling historical trends, (2) modelling the          
             the 20K police uplift, (3) modelling the current trajectory including Covid-19, (3.a) 
doubling court capacity (3.b) tripling court capacity, (3.c) tripling court capacity faster
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Scenario 3: current trajectory scenario; including:
○ 20K police uplift over 3 years (increasing sanction detection rates)
○ the impacts of Covid-19 on police recorded crime (dips in crime and long term increase)
○ the impact of the CPS Interim Charging Protocol from 04/2020 to 09/2020 
○ court capacity drops by 90% in 03/2020 recovering to 2019 levels over 1 year after 09/2020

* cf the Annex

Scenarios

Scenario 1: historical projection scenario (no other inputs)

Scenario 2: baseline police uplift only scenario; including:  (excluding the impact of Covid-19)
○ 20K police uplift over 3 years

Scenario 3.a: Covid-19 scenario + doubling court capacity/throughput; including:
○ the impacts of Covid-19 across the system as described above
○ court capacity is doubled over 12 months after 09/2021 

Scenario 3.b: Covid-19 scenario + tripling court capacity/throughput; including
○ the impacts of Covid-19 across the system as described above
○ court capacity tripled over 12 months after 09/2021 

Developed to test whether 
more court capacity delivered 
faster would make a difference

Developed to test whether 
more court capacity would 

make a difference

Developed to test the impact of 
more court capacity on the CJS

Developed to interrogate the 
trends and scales of demand 
and capacity of CJS agencies 

according to assumptions 
representing the current situation

Developed to identify impacts of 
the 20K police uplift on the CJS

Comparison baseline



The impacts of Covid-19 on the criminal justice system were modelled according 
to the assumptions* below. We have used historical trends to ground the 

projections 
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○ models 20K police uplift over 3 years*

○ models Covid-19 impact on projected police recorded crime in the following way:

■ a dip in all 9 offence categories due to confinement recovering to baseline levels in 09/2020 based on regional 
data*

■ a 20% spike in violent offences from the 10/2020 to 12/2020 due to anticipated gang/drug distribution power 
struggles

■ a second dip in all 9 offence categories between 11/2020 and 01/2021, modelled as having 50% of the impact of 
the first wave; baseline levels of recorded crime resume in 02/2020

■ a rise in the volume of recorded crime owing to the substantial increase in unemployment from the economic 
effects of Covid-19; this is modelled to start from 12/2020 when the government support mechanisms (e.g. 
furlough scheme) come to an end.  This is modelled as 5% rise in violence or sexual offences; 10% for public 
order/criminal damage offences and 15% for property/theft offences.

○ models the the decrease in charging rate by crime type up to -25% due to the CPS Interim Charging Protocol put in 
place to prioritise serious cases and manage pressure on the courts during Covid-19 from 04/2020 to 09/2020 
(same as Covid modelled period) 

○ models court capacity dropping by 90% in March 2020 recovering to 2019 levels over 12 months after 09/2020

Assumptions

* cf the Annex

Assumptions in the model



We have not assumed that increased capacity in the courts will decrease the average amount of 
time that cases take from listing to sentencing, because this is influenced by multiple agencies 

and processes which are separate to court capacity
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Mean timeliness from first listing to completion across 
the nine offence groups in all courts have increased 
in the past decade

Court capacity is only one factor among many 
affecting the efficiency and timeliness of the 
sentencing of cases within a court. Contextual 
knowledge of court processes derived from 
expert interviews and previous work emphasises 
the impact of the following:

● listing processes and priorities
● anticipated guilty pleas/late guilty pleas
● relationship between defense and 

prosecution
● information management
● availability of evidence
● victim attrition
● court capacity (availability of space and 

judiciary)

Constraints on court efficiency and timelinessCourt timeliness data derived assumptions

Source: MOJ, Average number of days taken from offence to completion for all criminal cases by offence group
 



Findings: model 
projections across the 
system



Demand on the system is rising: even in a non-Covid historical projection 
scenario, police recorded crime is projected to increase by an aggregate of 

16% over the next five years
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Police recorded crime here represents the first 
and fundamental demand coming into the criminal 
justice system. 

Crest has modelled the likely increase in police 
recorded crime in a baseline scenario which takes 
into account neither Covid-19 nor the 20k police 
officer uplift. In the baseline scenario 1 and 
2, police recorded crime is projected to 
increased by 16% by December 2024 
from December 2019.  

The model is based on historical recorded crime 
trends from 2014 to 2018/19  as a basis for its 
projections. 

The model considers that the 20K police uplift has 
no impact on recorded crime, so scenario 2 
would show identical results. 

Police recorded 
crime 

Historical projection scenario (1): police recorded 
crime (2014-2024)
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In this historical projection scenario, all categories considered including violence 
against the person, are expected to increase c.10-20% between 2019 and 2024, 

except for theft and criminal damage which are projected to remain flat
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Police recorded 
crime 

Historical projection scenario (1): theft, 
criminal damage and arson PRC 

(2014-2024)

Historical projection scenario (1) : violence, 
drugs, miss., poss. of weapons, drugs, 

robbery and sexual offences PRC 
(2014-2024)
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The impact of Covid-19 on overall police recorded crime is a long term increase 
of 26% (12/19-12/24) after temporary dips due to confinement, because of 
increasing historical crime trends and the impact of rising unemployment

Scenario 3, which represents the 
current trajectory of police recorded 
crime takes into account events that 
reflect current events as closely as 
possible (cf Methodology). It includes the 
impact of confinement, police uplift, a 
short spike in violent crime and the long 
term impact of unemployment.

The model also includes increases in 
certain crime types due to the 
predicted economic downturn and 
associated unemployment from 
5-15%*. 

The key trend is a long term increase 
in demand entering the criminal 
justice system.

Police recorded 
crime 

Baseline and current trajectory scenarios (1/2 and 3): 
police recorded crime projections (2014-2024)

Covid dip 1

Covid dip 2
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Scenario 2 is equivalent to Scenario 1 in PRC

* cf the Annex



Despite the temporary decrease in charging due to the Interim CPS Charging 
Protocol, we project a 72% (12/19-12/24) increase in charged crime due to the 
increase in police recorded crime combined with the uplift in police numbers 
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Charged crime

Historical, baseline and current trajectory scenarios (1, 2, 3): 
charged cases projections (2014-2024)

The current CPS restrictions on 
charging have a negative impact of up 
to -25%* on charging rates whilst they 
are in place which was assumed to stop 
at the end of September 2020, as 
appeared reasonable on April 2020, but this 
does not alter the overall trajectory.  

The volume of charged cases is 
projected to increase by 72% between 
September 2019 and September 2024. 
This is due to an increase in police 
recorded crime and in police resources*. 

The historical projections scenario (1) 
shows a situation without Covid or an uplift, 
the baseline scenario (2) shows a situation 
with the police uplift only, and the current 
trajectory (3) scenario takes the police uplift 
and Covid-19 induced confinement and 
economic downturn into account. 

Covid dip 1

* cf the Annex
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Court throughput (sentenced sentences) stabilises once court capacity 
is doubled (3.a). 
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Throughput of 
sentenced cases 

in the courts

All scenarios: projections of volume of cases 
sentenced in the courts (cases/month 2014-2024)

Increasing court capacity further would allow a faster 
clearing of the backlog but throughput ultimately 
stabilises in the same place due to the volume of 
demand being equal and court timeliness being stable

The throughput of sentenced cases has been 
decreasing from 2014 to 2019. 

This is an illustration of the modelling of the throughput 
of sentenced cases in all three scenarios. This is 
dependent on the capacity of the courts, the amount of 
cases coming the system to be processed and the 
speed with which they can be sentenced. 

The court system will require extra capacity to cope with 
the backlog and anticipated increase in cases:  the new 
equilibrium level of sentenced cases exiting the court of 
c. 29,000 per month is established within c. 4 years in 
mid 20204. 
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If Crown Court capacity returns to 2019 levels, the Covid-aggravated backlog is 
projected to continually increase and reach an unmanageable level by 2024: nearly 

200K cases compared to c. 46.K cases in 2019. 
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Crown Court 
backlog

Baseline and current trajectory scenarios (2, 3): Crown 
Court backlog projections(2014-2024)This is due to the Covid-aggravated 

backlog as well as the long term baseline 
factors which also project an increase.

The original backlog was already 
consequential, resulting from inefficiencies 
within the system. 

If the Crown Court capacity simply 
recovers to 2019 levels after Covid-19, 
which is already no mean feat according 
to practitioners, the Crown Court backlog 
is projected to quadruple by 2024.

Significant reform to decrease case timeliness 
and decrease cases entering the system 
would be needed to bring the CC backlog 
down further.  

The baseline scenario (2) also projects a long 
term increase

x4
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Crown Court capacity needs to double to bring down the backlog and stabilise it. The new 
backlog would be higher than the pre-Covid backlog due to an increase in cases entering the 
system and stable case timelines. Tripling Crown Court resources would resolve the 
Covid-induced backlog faster but is more capacity than necessary to achieve equilibrium 
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Crown Court 
backlog

All scenarios: projections Crown Court backlog (2014-2024)The model tests what resources would be needed 
to reduce Crown Court backlog, given stable 
assumptions in terms of timeliness and rising cases 
entering the system. 

The court capacity needs to double in order to 
attain a new equilibrium where the new 
backlog remains stable at c.71.5K cases. This 
would be about a third (-28%) smaller than the 
peak of the Covid-induced backlog, but 57% 
higher than the pre-Covid backlog.

Increasing resources beyond this point (e.g. tripling 
court capacity) will result in achieving this equilibrium 
faster. Beyond that, capacity risks sitting idle. 

Significant reform to decrease timeliness and 
decrease cases entering the system would be 
needed to bring the CC backlog down further.  
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The magistrates’ court backlog is also projected to increase tenfold and reach 
an unmanageable level if court capacity simply recovers to 2019 levels 
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Magistrates’ court 
backlog

Historical and current trajectory scenario (2,3): 
magistrates’ Courts backlog projections (2014-2024)

The results here mirror the description for 
Crown courts: a continual increase in 
backlog to unmanageable levels by 
2024.  

For magistrates’ courts this modelling 
provided a partial picture, in so far as we 
have excluded from this analysis summary 
offences and motoring offences. 

This is due to a long term increase in cases 
and baked in case timelines. The baseline 
scenario also projects an increase that 
was already a concern to practitioners. 

x10
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Our model shows that doubling court capacity will stabilise the MC backlog 
around 40% lower than the peak Covid-induced backlog, however it will still be 

2.5 times the size of the original backlog

24

Magistrates’ court 
backlog

All scenarios: magistrates’ courts backlog projections 
(2014-2024)

The results here mirror the description for Crown 
courts but magistrates’ courts are more sensitive to 
the an increase in resources. 

For magistrates’ courts this modelling provided a 
partial picture, in so far as we have excluded from 
this analysis summary offences and motoring 
offences. 

This modelling suggests that court capacity would 
need to be doubled to stabilise the system against 
the impact of delays due to Covid.

The MC original backlog was around 58.6K cases 
and would peak at 290K cases if court capacity was 
doubled, and then stabilise around 208K cases. 

Due to MC’s timeliness being lower than in the CC, 
increasing capacity beyond doubling the 
capacity does have an effect, and tripling court 
capacity would result in a post-pandemic backlog of 
only 112% higher than the original one. 
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To reduce the Covid-aggravated backlog in Crown Courts and magistrates’ courts 
beyond what doubling court capacity can achieve, other levers must be pulled to 

decrease the overall increase in cases and decrease case timeliness
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The increase in volume of cases within the court system at any given month depends on the volume of cases flowing 
into the system, on the court’s capacity to deal with them and on the courts’ speed in dealing with them. 

Thus, increasing court capacity can reduce the backlog and stabilise it to a point where inflows match the outflows. 
However, there will be more cases within the court system at any given month in 2024 if speed of cases stays stable 
and the amount of cases increases, as included in this model. Average case timeliness has been taken to be 
consistent - which is a conservative estimate given rising timeliness over the past decade. It is also considered to be 
stable by this model because it is governed in part by processes and partnerships between CJS agencies that are not 
contained in nationally published data. 

Therefore, to bring the backlog back to pre-Covid levels will require a change in more than just capacity. 

Options include:
● increasing the speed with which cases are dealt with: e.g. increasing the efficiency of listing, decreasing victim 

attrition, decreasing cracked trials etc.

● decreasing the amount of cases entering the court system by increasing effective out of court disposals

● decreasing the amount of police recorded crime originally entering the CJS through effective crime prevention 
programmes cf the Methodology



Escalator Capacity Analogy: moving through the system
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1.

2.

3.
The escalator represents the 
court process from charge 

(waiting at the bottom), to the 
case being listed and heard 

(ascending the escalator). They 
both represent the backlog of 

cases, which has been 
exacerbated by the pandemic.

Doubling the capacity allows 
more cases to be processed 
and helps reduce the number 

of people waiting at the 
bottom of the escalator. 

Tripling court capacity 
has the same effect and 
allows you to reduce the 

number of people 
waiting. 

However, there is a point 
at which the backlog 
reduces to the extent 
that the third escalator 
no longer needs to be 

used. 

Speed of the escalator corresponds to the flow rate



If court capacity is 
increased to bring the 
backlog into 
equilibrium…..



The volume of cases sentenced to custody follows a similar pattern to 
overall cases and is projected to increase by 42% over four years if 

court equilibrium is achieved...
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Custodial 
sentences and 

prison

All scenarios: cases sentenced to custody (2014-2024)

Assuming court capacity is 
expanded to stabilise the court 

system to the new levels of case 
inflow, receptions of cases 
sentenced to custody will 

increase from c.7000 per 
month to c.10,000 per month 
by mid 2024 (42% increase). 

The current custodial system is 
not prepared to accommodate 

such an increase given that 
prisons were already operating at 

quasi capacity. 
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… which is likely to overwhelm the custodial estate, as the volume of 
the prison population is projected to increase by 35% by 2024 if the 

courts achieve equilibrium  
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All scenarios: custodial population (2014-2024) If court capacity is increased to bring the system 
into equilibrium, our model estimates the 
sentenced prison population (excluding remand) 
will increase by 35% from c. 74,000 at the 
end of 2019 to c. 100,000 by mid 2024.

If court capacity reverts to  2019 levels, the 
temporary reduction in prison population due to 
Covid-induced delays in courts and therefore in 
sentencing will revert to the baseline population 
trajectory by 2022. Meanwhile, court backlogs 
are projected to grow indefinitely. 

Thus, if the court system is functioning better by 
having a throughput in equilibrium, pressure is 
shunted on agencies further down the system.

All estimates are based on current range and 
distribution of custodial sentences i.e. they do 
not take into account proposed increases in time 
served in custody for violent offences. 

Custodial 
sentences and 

prison
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Suspended sentences are likely to increase by 24% by 2024 if courts 
achieve equilibrium putting pressure on the re-merging probation 

service
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The number being supervised on 
suspended sentence orders is 
estimated to increase by 24%, 
from c. 29,000 at the end of 
2019 to c. 36,000 by mid 2024.  
This assumes that court capacity 
is increased to bring the court 
system into equilibrium.

The temporary reduction due to 
the covid related delays in 
sentencing will revert to the 
‘normal’ trajectory by end of 
2021 beginning 2022.

Suspended 
sentences
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All scenarios: Suspended Sentence Orders (caseload) 
(2014-2024)



Probation caseloads regarding post-licence supervision are 
projected to increase by 30% if courts achieve equilibrium, which is 

likely to stress the re-merging probation service

31

Post-release 
licence supervision: 

CRC/NPS

If court capacity is increased to bring 
the court system into equilibrium, the 
number of offenders on licence is 
estimated to increase by c. 30% 
from c. 45,000 at the end of 2019 to 
c. 60,000 by mid 2024.

The temporary reduction due to the 
Covid-induced delays in sentencing 
will revert to the ‘normal’ trajectory by 
end of 2021 beginning 2022. 

Similarly to prison, the good 
functioning of the courts will pose 
operational challenges for 
probation. 

Post-release license supervision (caseload) (2014-2024)
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Community sentences are only projected to increase by 14% by 2024 
in comparison to custodial sentences and SSO if court equilibrium is 

achieved. Is this an area ripe for more focus?
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Community 
sentences

The number of offenders being 
supervised serving community service 
orders  is estimated to increase by 14%, 
or grow from c. 35,000 at the end of 
2019 to c. 40,000 by mid 2024.  This 
assumes that court capacity is increased 
to bring the court system into equilibrium. 

The temporary reduction due to the covid 
related delays in sentencing will revert to 
the ‘normal’ trajectory by end of 2021 
beginning 2022.

The much lower increase in CS 
suggests this might be an area ripe 
for more focus. 

All scenarios: Community Sentence Orders (caseload)  
(2014-2024)
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Thus, the criminal justice 
system is facing 
significant challenges that 
need to be addressed to 
enable it to keep delivering 
justice and protecting the 
public



Thank you
For more information please contact
callyane.desroches@crestadvisory.com or 
joe.caluori@crestadvisory.com 

www.crestadvisory.com
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Model projections: 
summary



○ Police recorded crime is projected to increase by 26% (as an average across all categories) due to current crime trends, the 20K 
police uplift and the impact of increased unemployment

○ So the cases flowing into the court are expected to keep growing with charged cases projected to increase by 72% from 35.8K to 
61.5K, with a more challenging case mix

○ The backlog - defined as the volume of cases awaiting sentence in the courts -  is therefore projected to continue to grow. 
Given the current average timeliness per offence type, if:

■ court capacity returns to 2019 levels over 12 months from September 2020, the CC backlog is projected to increase from 
c.45.5K to c.195.5K (x4) and the MC backlog is projected to increase from c.58.6K to 580.3K (x10) compared to the 
pre-Covid backlog. The trend would be a continued growth in backlog. 

■ court capacity doubles from 2019 levels over 12 months from September 2021, the CC backlog is projected to increase 
from c.45.5K to c.71.5K (x1.5) and the MC backlog is projected to  increase from c.58.6K to 208.5K (x3.6) compared to 
the pre-Covid backlog. The backlogs would stabilise, albeit at a higher level than the pre-Covid backlog. 

■ court capacity triples from 2019 levels over 12 months from September 2021, the CC backlog is projected to increase from 
c.45.5K to c.71.3K (x1.5) and the MC backlog is projected to  increase from c.58.6K to 124.5K (x2) compared to the 
pre-Covid backlog. The backlogs would stabilise, albeit at a higher level than the pre-Covid backlog. 

○ Assuming court capacity is doubled and equilibrium is achieved, the prison population will increase by 34% which would be a 
challenge to the current custodial estate (since it is already at full capacity)

○ Assuming equilibrium is achieved in courts, SSO are projected to increase by 24%, post-release supervision caseload will increase by 
30%, CSO will increase by 14% 

Our model of the key 9 indictable and triable either way crime types projects 
the following from Dec 2019 to Dec 2024



Annex



The problem posed requires ‘stitching’ together the operation of at least four major components of the CJS: the police, the courts, 
prisons and probation services.There is no comprehensive data source that covers all that is required to arrive at informed answers to 
the questions of interest. The analysis therefore relies on a variety of datasets (see text box below), and transformations of relevant 
variables casting them in a form that allows forecasting and simulation techniques to be applied.  

This creates a representation of the CJS at a sufficiently granular level, allowing estimates of flows and stocks of cases (or equivalent 
individuals depending on the context) as they flow through the various CJS systems. The unit time step in simulations is one month. 
Our model projects the next five years (Dec 2019 to Dec 2024).

Model parameters and sources

Datasets
• Police recorded crime Police Force Area open data tables, year ending March 2013 onwards. Updated: 23rd April 2020; Next scheduled update: July 2020. 

www.gov.uk/government/statistics/police-recorded-crime-open-data-tables

• Crime Outcomes in England and Wales Open Data, April 2019 to December 2019 and previous publications. Updated: 23rd April 2020; Next scheduled update: July 
2020. www.gov.uk/government/statistics/police-recorded-crime-open-data-tables

• Police local data released monthly:  https://data.police.uk/data/ . Covers street-level crime, outcome, and stop and search data in CSV format, containing detailed crime 
data and information about individual police forces and neighbourhood teams. All the data on this site are made available under the Open Government Licence v3.0.

• Criminal justice statistics covering the operation of the magistrates’ and crown courts, including information on prosecutions , convictions and sentencing 
decisions. Versions published 21 May 2020 and last updated 28 May 2020.  Unfortunately data are not published in a consistent way between editions.  Fuller datasets 
cover more detail and published in the December 2018 and December 2019 editions of these statistics at:  
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/criminal-justice-system-statistics-quarterly-december-2019

• For prisons and probation, we used offender management statistics, which covers flows into these services (receptions into prison or probation starts) and flows out 
(discharges from prison or probation terminations) as well as the caseload of both services at specific points in time. 
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/offender-management-statistics-quarterly

http://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/police-recorded-crime-open-data-tables
http://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/police-recorded-crime-open-data-tables
https://data.police.uk/data/
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/doc/open-government-licence/version/3/
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/criminal-justice-system-statistics-quarterly-december-2019


Model limitations
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This model’s predictions mirrors historical data well (see next slide). 

It is however limited by its inputs, which exclude: 

● summary offences (because they do not form the core of offences putting pressure on the whole criminal justice system) 
(see slide 44)

● all fraud offences (because recording practices makes them extremely difficult to track robustly through the system) (see 
slide 44)

● detailed processes of cases at court which govern efficiency, and therefore overall timeliness of individual cases (because 
this varies locally and includes a high number of variables, like listing, prioritisation, victim attrition, defence and prosecution 
issues etc., details of which are not publically available); we have used available average overall timeliness data per crime 
type (see slide 11)

● court capacity data, i.e. how much activity can a court accommodate (publically unavailable) (see slide 46)

This model does not include predictions for case by case progress and timeliness. It is a high level model that does not 
follow each detailed step of case types in great granularity. 



The validity of the model was tested by comparing published data with past 
projections in the historical projection scenario (1). These graphs show that the 

curves produced by the model reasonably match published data curves
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Prison Population - model v published data Sentencing flow - model v published data



Police and recorded crime: key limitations
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The model considers police recorded crime as it’s initial input. Crest recognises that the real volume of crime may be higher than 
the reported one, as demonstrated by the Crime Survey for England and Wales. This model will therefore have some limitations 
when it comes to understanding the experience of the public and of victims, especially regarding crimes that are not always 
reported to the police. However, police recorded crime is the entry point for demand coming into the criminal justice 
system. 

The system only considers indictable and triable either-way crimes, as they represent the most serious cases dealt with at 
magistrates’ and crown court. Thus, the model excludes summary non-motoring and summary motoring offences. Furthermore, 
due to recording issues, fraud has also been excluded from the model. 

The following Home Office categorisation of offences has been used: 

1: Violence against the person 7: Possession of weapons
2: Sexual offences 8: Public order offences
3: Robbery 9: Miscellaneous crimes against society
4: Theft Offences 10: Fraud Offences (excluded)
5: Criminal damage and arson 11: Summary non-motoring (excluded)
6: Drug offences 12: Summary motoring" (excluded)

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/bulletins/crimeinenglandandwales/yearendingmarch2020


Police and recorded crime: key assumptions
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1. Police uplift: 

The Government plans to increase the number of police officers by 20,000 over the next 3 years. Our first assumption is the 
introduction of the extra police resources, over three years starting from mid-2020. We make some assumptions about how 
these extra resources are applied across the offence categories, according to a ‘heavy public protection scenario’:

20%: violence, 15%: public order, drugs, 10%: sexual offences, theft, possession of weapons, robbery, 5%: misc offences, 
criminal damage and arson, 0%: fraud, summary non-motoring, summary motoring. 

2. Impact of COVID-19: 

The effects of COVID related measures on the police, specifically: 
• The current ‘first wave impact’ and crime rising back to ‘normal’ levels by September 2020
• There is then a spike in violence against the person of 20% for 3 months (due to anticipated gang/drug distribution power 

struggles)
• a second dip between November 2020 and January 2021. The impact of  this second wave is less severe modelled as 50% 

of the first wave. The ‘normal’ levels of recorded crime resume after that.
• A rise in the volume of recorded crime owing to the substantial increase in unemployment from the economic effects of 

COVID.  This is taken to kick-in from the end of 2020 when the Government’s various support mechanisms (e.g. furlough 
scheme) come to an end.  This is modelled as 5% rise in violence or sexual offences; 10% for public order/criminal damage 
offences and 15% for property/theft offences.

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/home-office-announces-first-wave-of-20000-police-officer-uplift


Charging : key assumptions
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1. Charging crime: 

In consideration of CPS guidance prioritising charging more serious cases, we have modelled a decrease in charging rate 
between April and end of September 2020 (same as the ‘first impact’ period). Charging is modelled as category dependent 
up to - 25%:

- 25%: theft, miscellaneous offences, public order, - 12.5%: robbery, criminal damage and arson, 0%: violence, sexual 
offences, possession of weapons, drugs. 

2. Increase in charged cases due to the police uplift: 

The charging rates for particular offences are empirically based on figures when the number of police officers was higher 
(c.2010-2014)
The assumption that police performance does not deteriorate with an increase in recorded crimes

https://www.cps.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/legal_guidance/Interim-CPS-Charging-Protocol-Covid-19-crisis-response.pdf


The courts: key assumptions
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Court capacity: 

The approach adopted here is indirect – that is to say we looked at the flow of cases in the period 2019 and used that to define the 
‘current’ level of crown and magistrates’ court capacity as a reference level. The evidence points to there being little capacity slack, 
i.e. increases in cases listed will increase delays. There is some media reporting about the effect of growing delays pre-Covid which 
points to the court dynamics being capacity bound. Increases in courts’ capacity are modelled as an increase relative to 
this reference 2019 baseline. 

While we have modelled some of the internal structure of the court processes (cases waiting to be listed, cases listed and waiting 
for first hearing, cases waiting for trial, cases actively being tried), this is at a level of abstraction that does not easily allow us to 
consider the efficiency with which cases are handled, other than in a general way. This is important because improvements in one 
area may not prove of benefit if the system is capacity bound in some other part of the chain, creating bottlenecks. This means that 
conclusions and comments in this report are subject to the limitations described here. A more detailed Court model would need to 
look at questions of efficiency (including capacity data) which are also relevant in looking at questions of returning the system to 
lower levels of backlog in a detailed way. 

The key variables are: the level of  flows of cases to courts, the available court capacity and efficiency of court case 
management.  Nevertheless we make some comments about this.


