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Meeting the Needs of Women Offenders and Ex-offenders in the National Violence Against Women Strategy
Women Offender Campaign Network 

The Women Offender Campaign Network shares policy information and good practice amongst those working with women offenders and ex-offenders (either specifically or as part of a broader client group) and aims to increase understanding of and commitment to meeting the needs of women offenders and ex-offenders. 

National Violence Against Women Strategy 

The Government is, for the first time, developing a cross-departmental strategy on combating violence against women.    

The full consultation document is available here
Details on how to participate in the consultation 

Why focus on women offenders in a National Violence against Women Strategy?  

79% of Women in Prison’s service users report having experienced domestic or sexual violence. Women offenders and ex-offenders are ignored as a group with specific needs by service providers and commissioners and formally or informally prevented from accessing domestic violence services because of their offending history.  The National Strategy presents an opportunity to direct authorities to improve specialist service provision for this underserved and vulnerable group.  The consultation document states that 
…14 women’s prisons provide a range of supportive interventions to women who have been abused.
This is not true.  There is an appalling lack of consistent, specialist provision for women in prison and, where group-based programmes exist (i.e. the Freedom Programme), these programmes are delivered without consistent standards, adequate risk assessments, advocacy support or evaluation.  As such their interventions increase risks to women’s safety upon release and the safety of their children.    
Suggested Text 
Please cover these points in your response to the consultation 

Women Offenders and Ex-Offenders 

The strategy must recognise women offenders and ex-offenders as a group that are formally or informally excluded from accessing services.  Measures to ensure improved and specialist service provision for this underserved group must include: 

In Prison

· Provision of specialist, women-only support and advocacy services in all prisons, which are safely run, appropriately monitored or evaluated, sustainably funded and allow for continuity of support on release (i.e. through the gate support).  This should included one-to-one and, where appropriate, group-based interventions.
· Distribution of awareness raising and signposting materials in women’s prisons 
In the Community 
· Access for women offenders and ex-offenders to all domestic violence services including refuges – in practice as well as in policy 
· Improved capacity of sexual and gender-based violence services to work with women offenders and ex-offenders through:
· specialist training for relevant staff in meeting the needs of women ex-offenders

· reviews of current service delivery/engagement models to ensure that women offenders have equitable access to these services
· Provision of specialist community-based advocacy support for women offenders and ex-offenders who have experienced sexual and gender-based violence (for example support workers who could provide specialist support to women in prisons and ‘through the gate’ into the community as well as to women on community sentences)
· Provision of individual and family-based support for children and young people who have experienced both domestic violence and the separation from their primary carer due to their mother’s imprisonment

· All local domestic and gender-based violence strategies should make clear how the needs of women offenders and ex-offenders will be met by local services and ensure that adequate resources are available to meet the specific needs of this group of women.  This should include the collection of data on women with complex needs to ensure responsive services. 
Leadership 

Implementation of aspects of the strategy relating to women offenders and ex-offenders should be led the sub group on women of the Inter-Ministerial Group on Reducing Re-offending.  This sub group is mandated to improve services to women offenders and ex-offenders who have experience sexual and gender-based violence through the Government’s commitment to deliver recommendations of the Corston Report.  These commitments include the adoption of a gender-specific pathway to reduce re-offending, namely support for women who have been abused, raped or who have experienced domestic violence.  The Strategy should also refer to the responsibility that Directors of Offender Management have at a regional level to oversee delivery of this pathway. 
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The Women Offender Campaign Network is supported by London Councils 

