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25 Things to Change for Women in Prison – In Context 
Women in Prison has supported and campaigned for women for 25 years. To mark the occasion, we asked the women we work with what they most want to change about prison.  The 25 Things are listed below with notes on context where useful.  This list will help us to set the priorities for our campaign work as we continue to drive forward progressive change in the treatment of women offenders.  
	1
	Leaving prison


	More support for women leaving prison. Many women are thrown out of prison without anywhere to live, with no job, only £46 in their pocket and no real means of survival. If they put you in a hostel and you are an addict, it is usually full of drugs and alcohol, so you have no chance of going straight. There is little or no support for you outside, so the government has just thrown all the money it cost to put you in prison down a hole, as those who are repeat offenders have little chance of surviving outside.

	The damage done to women by prison does not end when the gate opens.  

Women in Prison provides through the gate resettlement services including specialist services for black and minority ethnic women and for mothers seeking to be reunited with their children.  But we cannot reach all the women who would like support so we will continue to campaign for better services for women leaving prison. This should include
· more housing and easier access to it 

· continuity in healthcare – smoother transitions to healthcare services in the community 

· better advice and guidance about benefits 

· expansion of services that provide through the gate support and advocacy 


	2
	Work
	There should be more work-related courses such as work experience, where you can try a trade out while in prison, which will make it easier for you to find a job when you get out. Men have this option and we should too.

	Women have fewer training opportunities in prison than men.  

Women in Prison helps women to access training and provides work experience for some women in its London office.  Our Bridging the Gap project, run jointly with Clean Break, works with community-based women in London and provides information, advice and support on accessing training and employment.   


	3
	Self-harm


	Prisoners should get evening association on Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays. For self-harmers, this is a very stressful time and can become a nightmare. It gives prisoners too much time to think, which can lead to depression, self-harming and suicide.

	The Corston report on vulnerable women in the criminal justices system states that 16% of women in prison (over 700) self-harm, compared with 3% of men. 

	4
	Visits
	We should be allowed more visits.
	According to the prison service an unconvicted prisoner should be allowed visits on at least three days a week and each visit should last at least one hour. Convicted prisoners should be allowed a visit on reception after conviction and following this at least every two weeks with each visit lasting at least one hour. Wherever possible a prison will allow more time for each visit.


	5
	Parole Board
	Paperwork for parole boards to be done on time, especially for lifers.

	

	6
	Tags
	More women to get tags and suspended sentences.
	There has been a massive increase in the number of women receiving custodial sentences.  A non-custodial sentence means that a woman is more likely to be able to keep her house, her children and her job. Offenders on community sentences are less likely to re-offend than those on short custodial sentences. 
Women in Prison is calling on the government to deliver on its commitment to reduce the number of women in prison.  Targets and a timetable should be set and sufficient, sustainable funding should be allocated to provide women-specific alternative sentencing.  
The Economics 

The average annual cost of keeping someone in prison is over £40,000 that is without factoring in the additional social costs of imprisonment including care for prisoners’ children. 

The New Economics Foundation found that for every pound invested in support-focussed alternatives to imprisonment £14 pounds worth of social value is generated over 10 years.  If these alternatives were to achieve just a 6% reduction in reoffending the amount required to achieve this would be recouped within one year.  



	7
	Housing
	Better housing advice for women coming out of prison 


	A third of women lose their homes whilst in prison and 41% do not have accommodation arranged on release.  Housing is a primary concern for many of the women we work with. 
Women in Prison gives housing advice and, through a joint project with Commonweal Housing and Housing for Women provides safe, stable housing and key work support for a small number of mothers leaving prison.  Women in Prison is calling on the government to ensure that there is sufficient appropriate housing for women coming out of prison and that their vulnerability is recognised when decisions about access to housing are made.  Appropriate housing is safe and long term.  


	8
	Lockdown

	Women are locked up for too long. As well as allocated “lock-up hours” women are locked up instead of having association or going to education, due to staff shortages.

	The 2008 Inspectorate report on HMP Downview, for example, criticized the amount of time women are locked up during induction and during weekends.  The report also noted some evidence that lock-up is used as an informal punishment. 

	9
	Grandparents’ day
	We need a grandparents’ day for women with long sentences.


	Maintaining family relationships can be particularly hard for women on long sentences.  There has been some improvement in child-friendly visiting.   Prisons should allow for family visits for grandmothers as well as mothers to enable women to maintain relationships or build new ones. 


	10
	New prisoners
	More information for new prisoners. You are expected to understand the rules when you arrive for the first time!

	Every prison has an induction programme but some inductions have been criticised by the Chief Inspector of Prisons for being inconsistent and not covering all the information that women might need.  
Women in Prison produces a quarterly full colour magazine which is distributed to all 14 women’s prisons.  Many women tell us that it is very useful to them when they are in prison for the first time and helps them understand prison life.  


	11
	Deaths
	More help for suicidal women inside, so that women do not kill themselves in prison.

	There were 8 self-inflicted deaths by women in custody in 2007, one in 2008 and two to date this year.  

The Cortson report states that “44% of women on remand have attempted suicide in their lifetimes; the comparable figure for men is 27%.”


	12
	Regimes
	Every prison should have the same regime, instead of different prisons having different rules.

	

	13
	Modern
	This prison is stuck in the dark ages compared to most of the other female prisons. It should be more modernised. More help and advice should be given to try and help women not re-offend.

	Providing support to women leaving prison can help reduce re-offending.  The average re-offending rate for women leaving prison is 37%.  The evaluation of Women in Prison’s Move Out Move On project found that less than 4% of the women taking part were known to have re-offended.   



	14
	Parole Board (again)
	Why do we have to justify to the Parole Board why we should be released? Isn't the torture of actually completing the sentence enough?

	

	15
	First-timers
	I would like to help first-timers in prison. I know what it feels like when you come out. It is not easy to adjust to life on the outside.
	Almost a third of women in prison have no previous convictions, this is more than double the proportion for men.  


	16
	Clothes
	I do not like being limited on the amount of clothes we are allowed.
	

	17
	Attitude
	Officers (not all but some) should improve their attitude and the way they speak to prisoners. Fair enough we're all here for breaking the law but we don't deserve to be spoken to like dogs. 

	

	18 

	Family
	Put us in prisons nearer to our homes and family.


	60% of women are held outside their home region.  On average they are 55 miles from home.  
Women in Prison are asking the government to reconsider their decision not to develop smaller custodial units in place of the existing prisons in the women’s prison estate as recommended in the Corston report on women in the criminal justice system.  Smaller, more widely dispersed custodial units would mean that more women could be held closer to home and making it easier to maintain family contact. 


	19
	Fresh air
	If a prisoner is sick, why is her door locked all day? It is wrong because a sick person needs fresh air. Please can you change this rule?
	The Department of Public Health at University of Oxford reports that “women coming into prison had very poor physical, psychological and social health, worse than that of women in social class V, the group within the general population who have the poorest health.”

Although there have been improvements in the delivery of healthcare since it was transferred to the NHS, we remain concerned that the provision of healthcare to women in prison is not adequate.  



	20
	Progress
	Women should be able to progress through the prison system as quickly as men. There are only two open women's prisons, not enough. 

	Women continue to be held at higher security classification than necessary due to the small numbers of women’s prisons. 


	21
	Education
	There should be more education courses for the girls to do, especially on remand.
	On average women spend shorter periods of time in prison than men.  Specific courses need to be developed that allow women to make the most of education provided in prison regardless of the length of their sentence or period for which they are on remand.  



	22
	Food
	Better food.


	

	23
	Wages
	Put prison wages up.


	The 2006 Inspectorate report on HMP Askham Grange found that their pay rates were particularly low when compared with male resettlement prisons.  At that time the basic weekly wage in Askham Grange was £7.50, whilst in men’s resettlement prisons this varied from £9 to £20.  


	24
	Success


	We need talks from successful ex-offenders, to let us know there are ways of doing well on the out.
	

	25
	Christmas
	I would like to have a Christmas party. 
	Activities such as Christmas parties which can help prisoners at particularly difficult times or improve the sense of well being within the prison population are in danger.  The prison service issued PSO 0050 on Acceptable Activities in Prisons on 6 January 2009.  This requires that all activities for prisoners meet a “public acceptability test”.  Response to recent activities and events suggests that this test will be applied with a very narrow interpretation.  
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