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Womenin Prison to find out more about their work.

It's an unusual day at Women in Prison’s (WIP)
London office. 15 staff are in the office. Most are
usually out working with women in custody or inthe
community. | accidentally pop into a training session
on the 2nd floor which I'm scheduled to visit later but
eventually | find the administrator Rita, who gives me
a tour of the five floor Georgian terrace building they
share with Positively Women.

The population of women in prison is only 4,500 out
of a total of 83,000. The reasons women offend and
the types of offences for which they're imprisoned
also tend to differ from those of male offenders.
Between 1997 and 2007 the number of women in
prison rose by a staggering 68%. WIP believe women
should only be imprisoned for serious and violent
crimes. Instead, meaningful work in the community
and addressing the needs that led to the offence
should be the solution. And fortunately the
Government is now putting more money into
alternatives to imprisonment for women.

One such initiative is the new ‘London project’ which
aims to tackle the ‘revolving door’ of prison for many
women receiving short sentences. | meet three of the
new project workers who tell me about the team - two
young women's workers, one dealing specifically with
gang association, a mental health worker offering
group and individual counselling, three workers
offering support around issues such as housing,
misuse, sex work, training and employment, and the
project co-ordinator.

WIP works with women across the UK via its national
freephone advice line, its London and Halifax offices
and its magazine, distributed free in all women’s
prisons, and largely contributed to by offenders and
ex-offenders. A forumin which women can write for
others who've been through similar experiences, and
share their lessons and triumphs, the magazine is also
an introduction to the organisation.

“The reputation of WIP goes before us, but you need
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to build up trust. Once women see that working with
us is voluntary, we stand out, because everything else
is mandatory. We're there just for them.” (Liz Owens,
Through the Gate worker)

“Through the Gate’ workers hold advice sessions in
prison and meet wornen at the gate on their release.
They continue to work with them in the community,
helping them to get housing, get their children back,
apply for courses or jobs, and access other services.
‘Giving back their self worth’ and ‘increasing self
esteem’ were phrases | heard a number of times as
being key to helping those at risk of re)offending.

I'm back in the training session, where they're
discussing time management and how to avoid
getting overwhelmed by deadlines and other stresses.
At least one of the wornen present is about to go on
an access course leading to further education.

Tomorrow WIP staff will be out of the office again, on
a day trip with mums and their kids. | leave amazed at
how much WIP does, and so glad they're there for the
vulnerable women in the criminal justice system and
that theyre succeedingin slowly bringing about change.
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