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The Women Offender Campaign Network shares policy information and good practice amongst those working with women offenders and ex-offenders and draws on members experience to increase understanding of and commitment to meeting the needs of women offenders and ex-offenders.  

www.womeninprison.org.uk/aboutthenetwork.php 
Key points

Coverage of the needs of women offenders and ex-offenders in the consultation document is woefully inadequate.  If it is to meet the needs of women offenders, ex-offenders and women at risk of offending the National VAW Strategy must: 

· Recognise the disproportionately high rate of experience of VAW amongst women offenders (Women in Prison’s service users report much higher rates of domestic violence and sexual abuse than reflected in the current government statistics) 

· Understand women offenders and ex-offenders as an under-served group for whom specific provision should be made 

· Recognise that signposting is not enough and provide guidance on service models appropriate for meeting the needs of women offenders and ex-offenders

· Commit to building capacity in existing services to provide for this group 

· Provide guidance to National Offender Management Service regions on the coherent delivery of the Reducing Re-Offending Pathway support for women who have been abused, raped or who have experienced domestic violence (Pathway 8)
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Why Women Offenders and Ex-offenders Need Specific Recognition in a National Strategy on Violence against Women 

Rates 
A disproportionate number of women in prison have experienced VAW - 79% of Women in Prison’s service users report having experienced domestic or sexual violence.  This is higher than rates reported in the general population and considerably higher than reflected in the government’s statistics. 
Impact 
Control and disempowerment which is core to prison regimes is also a feature of violence against women.  Imprisoning a woman who has previously experienced gender-based violence compounds the impact of that violence, re-subjugating and re-traumatising the woman.   Support services offered in prison are limited and inadequate.  Furthermore, women’s status as offenders or ex-offenders limits their access to VAW services in the community where women are denied access to services because of their offending history.  
Case Study 

At 22 LR was sentenced to 16 months in prison for aggravated robbery.  LR has a history of DV, her father was violent towards her throughout her childhood, and she has a history of drug and alcohol use.  LR gave birth in the Mother and Baby Unit in HMP Holloway and was released when her baby was 2 months old.  She received no DV related support or advocacy in prison, no risk assessment and no safety planning for release.  

On release LR returned to her family's home with her baby.  Following an assault by her brother her WIP worker attempted to place her in a refuge in London but received numerous refusals on the grounds of her violent offence.  LR slept on a friend's sofa with her baby until accommodation was found for her in a mother and baby unit in east London.  

A year after release she moved in with her boyfriend.  He was physically violent towards her and again refuges refused to accommodate her because of her offending history.  The Homeless Persons Unit placed her in a hostel. 
Existing Policy: Pathway 8 

The National Offender Management Service pathway approach to reducing reoffending includes two gender-specific pathways, including pathway 8: support for women who have been abused, raped or who have experienced domestic violence.  This has not yet been effectively understood and incorporated into regional reducing reoffending action plans and not translated into adequate change in practice.
The Prison Service is undertaking an internal review of the Freedom Programme (the only specialist, group-based intervention currently being offered to women in prison) but there are currently no resources committed to developing alternatives to this programme or any commitment to developing a strategy that will improve support to women.
Proposals 
· Provide training/guidance to NOMs regions on how to incorporate Pathway 8 into their Regional Reducing Reoffending Action Plans and into practice in their region.  This should include
· assessing existing regional provision and need
· engaging with regional and local service providers

· ensuring coordination and continuity of support between prison and the community 

· evaluating the impact of improving VAW service provision on reoffending rates 

· The Prison Service Women and Young People’s Group should develop a clear, adequately resourced strategy to be implemented by individual prisons that will ensure consistent, high quality services to women in prison who have experienced gender-based violence
Existing Policy: Diversion from Custody

The vast majority of women in prison should not be there – they are more at risk than present a risk.  The government has recognised this and made a commitment to reducing the women’s prison population. 

Proposal
· Reaffirm the government’s commitment to diverting vulnerable women from custody, including women who have experienced gender based violence. 

Services for Women in Prison 

In its only reference to women offenders, the consultation document states:
…14 women’s prisons provide a range of supportive interventions to women who have been abused. 
However, there is an appalling lack of consistent, specialist provision for women in prison and the group-based Freedom Programme, where it exists, is delivered without consistent standards, adequate risk assessments, advocacy support or evaluation.  Interventions that are not properly delivered increase risks to women’s safety upon release and the safety of their children.  Programmes currently offered in prison are insufficient in their understanding of and response to women offenders who may have been violent in the context violent relationships.  
Moreover, in focusing only on domestic violence in adult relationships, the Freedom Programme is not suitable for women offenders who were abused as children and have histories of sexual violence.  It is often these compounding experiences which create trajectories into substance misuse, homelessness, high mental health support needs, a history in care and separation from children.  
VAW agencies from the voluntary sector have reported problems in gaining access to provide information and support services/interventions in prisons.  Some locally-commissioned services are keen to work in prisons but due to their contracts/funding are limited to working with women from their Local Authority.  It is unacceptable that services only be available to women from particular areas and is impractical in terms of service delivery in prisons.  

As noted above Women in Prison’s statistic on the proportion of women offenders who have experienced domestic violence or sexual abuse is far higher than those recorded by the government.    

Proposals
· Provide 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 include one-to-one and, where appropriate, group-based interventions.

· Offer advocacy support to women participating in VAW programmes in prison
· Distribute awareness raising and signposting materials in women’s prisons
· Increase ease of access to VAW services wishing to work in prisons, as part of a co-ordinated programme of holistic support for women 

· Ensure that VAW-related freephone helpline numbers are automatically put on women’s phone PINs in addition to their quota of approved phone numbers 
· Train prison officers so that appropriate screening of women entering prison can take place.  For this to occur safely, this screening must be supported by robust referral pathways, risk assessments and the availability of adequate levels of specialist support 

· Develop, implement and evaluate a group-based intervention for women in prison that is specifically developed for the prison environment and context  

· Ensure the above services are available in all prisons and YOIs in the women’s estate

Services for Women Leaving Prison 

A lack of safety planning prior to release puts women at risk.  A lack of housing on release is a huge problem for women offenders (41% of women do not have accommodation arranged when leaving prison).
  Without housing women may have no alternative but to return to violent homes or into situations of homelessness or insecure housing that put them at risk of violence.  
Signposting of services available after release is inconsistent and can depend on the area to which the woman is intending to return.  Signposting alone is not enough, the experience of organisations working with women offenders is that assertive outreach and advocacy support (working with a lead-professional) is needed by some women to access services available to them.  
Proposals
· Provide through the gate support into safe accommodation and specialist community-based support ensuring timely safety planning and continuity of support.  
· Local Authority coordination with local prisons and NOMS to ensure location-specific referral routes (i.e. process for supporting women from or being released to their Authority) including the provision of assertive outreach support and the use of specialist women’s centres. 
· Ensure the above services are available in all prisons and YOIs in the women’s estate.
· Encourage joint commissioning across local authority areas to ensure that VAW services are available to women offenders and ex-offenders wherever they are from and whichever prison they are held in.  

Services for Women in the Community 

Our experience of working with women ex-offenders also indicates that their specific needs, which arise from multiple experiences of violence and the negative consequences that flow from them, are neither well understood nor adequately addressed by community-based service providers and local commissioners.  This means they are often formally or informally excluded from existing specialised VAW services, a situation further complicated by licence conditions (e.g. tags).  
Women offenders in the community and women ex-offenders are being denied access to refuges and other support services because of their offending history.  Whilst it may not be the stated policy of refuges to bar women offenders and ex-offenders this is happening in practice.  The National VAW Strategy should outline how the government will support a programme of awareness raising and capacity building to ensure that refuges and other VAW services are equipped to work with women offenders and ex-offenders.  
There is a serious lack of specialist support for women offenders in the community and ex-offenders who have experienced domestic violence.  The government has praised the work of one-stop-shops working with women offenders and ex-offenders such as the Asha Centre and WomenCentre Calderdale, however there are only a very limited number of such centres or assertive outreach support programmes.  

Our experience also indicates that women who have been in contact with the criminal justice system are far less likely to access Sexual Assault Referral Centres (SARCS) due to their perceived linkage to the police service.  

Proposals
· Ensure access for women offenders and ex-offenders to all domestic violence services including refuges in practice as well as in policy through reviews of current service delivery/engagement models to ensure that women offenders have equitable access to these services.
· Provide 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)
· Build the capacity of sexual and gender-based violence services to work with women offenders and ex-offenders through specialist training for frontline workers, managers and commissioners in meeting the needs of women offenders and ex-offenders (drawing on the experience of developing specialist DV/substance misuse services)
· Provide guidance for Local Authorities on how to ensure that local domestic and gender-based violence strategies detail 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.
· Existing SARCS and those in the process of being developed across the country should have specific referral pathways and practices in place that will meet the needs of women in prison who make disclosures of sexual violence
Services for Children of Incarcerated Mothers 
The support needs of children who have lived in violent homes and been separated from their mothers by imprisonment are currently unmet.  Specialist support is needed for children of imprisoned mothers whilst their mothers are in prison and after release.  Just as imprisonment compounds the impact of VAW on women in prison, so to separation from their primary carer can compound the trauma experienced by children who have been exposed to domestic violence.  Only 5% of children remain in their home if their mother is sentenced to prison.
  Upheaval, uncertainty and separation impact on children’s wellbeing. 
Proposal
· Provide 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.  Support should be available whilst their mother is in prison and after she has been released. 
Violence Against Women in Prisons

Sexual violence perpetrated in prison by prison officers is an appalling abuse of human rights compounded by the failure of the prison service to respond effectively by guaranteeing the safety of the complainant and other women in the institution and bringing the perpetrator to justice.  

Proposals
· Introduce a fixed ratio of female to male prison guards that ensures a substantial majority of female guards 
· Provide specialist ISVAs for women who report sexual violence in prison 

· Safety planning for women offenders making complaints of sexual violence by staff including measures to ensure protection from retaliation in prison and on release 

· Ensure clear procedures for responding to complaints including process for investigation of complaints and removal of officers pending investigation 
· Provide training for staff working across the criminal justice system regarding best practice responses to disclosures of sexual violence within police custody suites, prisons, etc.

Data Collection

It has not been possible to obtain data on the number of women resettling in a particular Local Authority who have experienced VAW.  Therefore, the data for localised needs assessments which could inform commissioning is lacking.  Current needs-based data collected by the prison service at the point of reception into prison only incorporates the 7 non-gender specific reducing re-offending pathways and therefore it does not include Pathway 8.  
Proposal
· Ensure data collected by prisons/probation on needs includes data on needs arising from VAW and is disaggregated by Local Authority to enable localised service planning and delivery.   

� Social Exclusion Unit, Reducing re-offending by ex-prisoners, 2002


� Prison Reform Trust, Justice for Women: The Need for Reform, 2000
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The Women Offender Campaign Network is supported by London Councils 
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