Breaking the Cycle: Effective Punishment, Rehabilitation and Sentencing of Offenders [Excerpt]

Ministry of Justice 

Women offenders 
104. We recognise that women offenders have a different profile of risks and needs. Women offenders tend to be convicted for less serious offences – 44% of women prosecuted were for theft and handling offences compared to 28% of men. They also tend to have multiple and therefore more complex problems related to their offending – 26 per cent of women reported having been treated or counselled for a mental health or emotional problem in the year before custody, compared with 16 per cent of men. Of the women reporting an alcohol problem, nearly three quarters (74%) also have a drug problem. Among men with alcohol problems entering local prisons, just under half (48%) also reported a drug problem. Over half of the women in prison report having suffered domestic violence and one in three has experienced sexual abuse. 

105. A promising network of community provision for women has been developed through probation and the voluntary sector working closely together. These projects provide effective rehabilitation in the community by tackling a range of problems, including drug and alcohol dependency. This is combined with education and interventions aimed at helping women offenders come to terms with issues such as physical and sexual abuse. Although this new network of provision has been designed in order to divert women from crime and custody the learning can also be applied to male offenders, particularly in a coordinated approach to those with more complex issues underlying their offending. 

106. We are also developing more intensive community-based drug treatment options for women offenders. In doing so we will seek to learn the lessons from ongoing work to divert vulnerable women away from custody and the courts when there is no risk to the public. 

107. We are committed to tackling all forms of domestic violence and will develop concrete proposals to prevent domestic violence and catch and punish offenders. We will also work with the Home Office in developing the Violence Against Women and Girls Action Plan to achieve this. 

Breaking the cycle – tackling female offending 
A violent female offender with previous convictions for assault and theft was referred to a voluntary sector women’s intensive community project to tackle her offending behaviour while on conditional bail for another offence. She had alcohol, drug misuse and mental health problems. The case worker ensured that she complied with her bail conditions and attended court. They also helped her to keep up her hospital appointments and deal with the reasons behind her alcohol and drugs problems. She also started to spend time supporting a community project gaining construction skills and making a positive contribution to the community. 

Her willingness to engage in the process of reform and evident remorse for her crime meant that she was given a suspended sentence with supervision by probation, and a requirement to reside in managed accommodation during this period. She has not reoffended, has recently enrolled in an educational course and is also involved in a voluntary project to renovate a local authority building.

Consultation Questions

Q13. How best can we support those in the community with a drug treatment need, using a graduated approach to the level of residential support, including a specific approach for women? 

Q14. In what ways do female offenders differ from male offenders and how can we ensure that our services reflect these gender differences?
