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This response has been written by Women in Prison and informed by the input of members of the 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. 

www.womeninprison.org.uk/aboutthenetwork.php 

Key Recommendations

· Ensure coherence between this strategy and the Mayoral Violence Against Women and Health Inequalities Strategies 

· Ensure coordination with the London Director of Offender Management in regard to improving access to housing as a means of reducing re-offending 

· Develop an action plan to meet the distinct housing needs of women (ex)offenders through: 

· Reducing the number of London women being released from prison homeless
· Developing cross-borough commissioning to ensure sufficient coverage of supported housing for women (ex)offenders




The Need to Include a Distinct Approach to Women (Ex)Offenders

Many women lose their homes whilst in prison and still more leave prison without adequate housing in place.  Accessing accommodation can be difficult if women are deemed to be intentionally homeless as a result of their offending. A lack of stable, secure housing increases the likelihood re-offending and forces women into situations in which they are at risk of gender-based violence.  
The link between secure housing and reducing re-offending is recognised in the strategy and in the National Offender Management Service pathway on housing.  However, the strategy fails to differentiate between the experiences of men and women (ex)offenders.  Support and advice services designed for “(ex)offenders” without gender differentiation are in practice designed for men.  Women are expected to benefit from service models designed and delivered with male (ex)offenders in mind.  In the development of this strategy the Mayor is required, under the Gender Equality Duty, to consider how the strategy will impact differentially on men and women and to explain how any resulting inequality can be avoided.  Therefore, the Mayor must include in this strategy a distinct approach to the housing needs of women (ex)offenders. 
Case Study 
B was homeless prior to entering prison. She is registered disabled, has a diagnosed mental health condition, has experienced domestic violence, spent much of her childhood in care and has a history of substance misuse.  She spent 27 days on remand.  On release Women in Prison got her a place in an emergency hostel for a limited period of time.  

The borough that was approached to house B initially refused to accept her application because she had no ID and no proof she was homeless, she had to disclose personal details in a busy reception area. 

On returning with letters from probation, the emergency hostel and her psychiatrist the HPU negotiated an extension of her stay at the emergency hostel whilst she was assessed.  

After several days in which the HPU did not respond to WIP’s calls, faxes or letters, the HPU arranged to take B’s application and assigned her a case worker.  They are not providing interim housing and are stating no duty to house due to a lack of local connection.   

It is 2 months since B was released and she has still not been housed.  

Recommendations

Coherence between Mayoral Strategies 

The Mayor should ensure coherence between the London Housing Strategy, the London Strategy on Violence Against Women and the London Health Inequalities Strategy (to be produced this year), recognising the linkages between experience of gender-based violence, health inequalities and access to housing, particularly in respect of women offenders and ex-offenders.  
Coherence with the work of the London Director of Offender Management 

The Mayor should work with the London Director of Offender Management to make sure there is coherence between the Housing Strategy and the London Reducing Reoffending Action Plan and work of the DOM – including through contact with the DOM’s lead on women offenders.  

Reducing Homelessness on Release for Women (Ex)Offenders 

There is a lack of gender specificity throughout the document in respect of (ex)offenders.  As a result issues predominantly experienced by women such as gender-based violence and sex work are not addressed.  The strategy should contain a commitment to reduce homelessness at the time of release for London women leaving prison. Across the country 60% of women are homeless on release.  

Recommendation 3.2.2(a) on “good quality advice and information on housing” must include the provision of housing advice and information to women in prison.  This information must be targeted to address the housing needs of women offenders.   The strategy should detail how the Mayor will ensure that London women in prison have better and more timely access to advice and information about maintaining tenancies whilst in prison to ensure that women do not become homeless as a result of imprisonment.  The strategy praises London’s “rich independent housing advice sector” and notes that it “provides a vital range of specialist assistance to people with specific needs” (p.128).  Vital specialist support for women in and leaving prison should be protected, improved and replicated.  Areas in which such specialist provision is insufficient should be identified and steps taken to ensure that need is met. 

The Mayor should work with Local Authorities and the London DOM to develop an action plan to ensure that women being released from prison can access suitable housing.   This action plan should detail how Local Authorities will improve the service provided to women in prison to enable housing to be arranged prior to release for women who enter prison homeless or become homeless as a result of being in prison.  The action plan should include the development of training for Local Authority housing staff to raise awareness of the specific vulnerabilities of women (ex)offenders.  Guidance should be provided on the non-application of the intentional homelessness criterion to women (ex)offenders, to ensure that this does not become a barrier to their resettlement.  

Improving Supported Housing for Women (Ex)Offenders 

The strategy commits the Mayor to improving supported accommodation (recommendation 3.2.2(b)) and to “consider cross-borough pilot projects that combine accommodation and support to reduce re-offending” (recommendation 3.2H).  This should be enhanced to a commitment to undertake such pilots rather than merely considering them and the London DOM should be a key partner in developing such pilots.  The Mayor should commit to piloting supported accommodation projects specifically for women (ex)offenders, with support for the children of women (ex)offenders incorporated into service design and delivery.  The strategy recommends improving regional and sub-regional Supporting People commissioning to better meet the needs of particular vulnerable groups (pp.128-130).  Women (ex)offenders should be recognised as a group for whom such an approach should be taken, this is particularly relevant for the (majority) of women (ex)offenders who have experienced domestic violence. Moreover, the smaller numbers of women (ex)offenders  warrant cross-borough commissioning of gender-specific, specialist support services.  At present only one local Supporting People strategy mentioned women (ex)offenders as a group with particular needs. 

Private Rented Accommodation (1.4.3 Improving access and support)

The section on increasing the usage of private rented accommodation for vulnerable and homeless people is a concern (1.4.3 Improving access and support) as it contains no indication of how the crucial specialist support element will be provided.  In our experience it is not sufficient to merely provide rent deposit schemes, there needs to be a commitment to providing support regarding sustaining tenancies. The strategy should outline how support will be provided to those in private rented accommodation.  
For further information please contact:

Laurel Townhead

Women in Prison

347-349 City Road

London

EC1V 1LR

laurel@womeninprison.org.uk
020 7841 4760
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The Women Offender Campaign Network is supported by London Councils 
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