Women Offender Campaign Network

Convened by Women in Prison www.womeninprison.org.uk


Response to the Consultation on the South East Regional Reducing Reoffending Action Plan and Equality Impact Assessment
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. 

General Comments on the Action Plan 
The Women Offender Campaign Network welcomes the opportunity to respond to your consultation on the South East Regional Reducing Reoffending Action Plan.  

Invisibility of Women in the Strategy

The Network is surprised and disappointed by the lack of any mention in the consultation document as to how the needs of women offenders are going to be met, especially given that the region contains 4 women’s prisons – Bronzefield, Downview, East Sutton Park and Send.  The Network notes that the region is funding a six-month pilot of a holistic support project for women offenders being released into the Surrey area (run as a partnership between Women in Prison and Sutton Women’s Centre).  In addition to covering additional provision for women in the region the Action Plan should outline what plans there are to evaluate this project, ensure its sustainability and to disseminate good practice from it within the region (especially in light of the very limited duration of the pilot).  

The Gender Equality Duty

The Gender Equality Duty requires that the gender-specific needs of women be addressed in the Action Plan.  Gender neutrality is not gender equality, as the reports referred to in your Equalities Impact Assessment document clearly show.  A strategic commitment to women offenders is vital in order to ensure that women are not discriminated against and to deliver the commitments that government has made in regard to women offenders.  

Delivering the Corston Recommendations 

In light of the Corston Report and the government's response to it, women offenders should be identified as a priority group in the Action Plan.  It is unclear from this document what, if any action is taken by the existing Pathway Boards to ensure that they deliver gender-appropriate services for women.  The Action Plan should lay out how the recommendations in the Corston Report will be implemented locally.  

This should include an emphasis on delivery of the recommendation that women should be diverted from custody into community based services.  This requires provision of women-centred community sentences and support services and confidence building with sentencers in the efficacy of these alternatives.  Such alternative sentences and support services should be delivered by specialist women’s service providers including through community outreach models (such as that being piloted in Surrey) and women’s centres (such as the Asha Women’s Centre in Worcester and the Calderdale Women’s Centre).  The pilot project for women presents an opportunity to develop such a centre, but only if it is appropriately staffed and becomes sustainable. 

Leadership on Women Offenders

It is not clear if there is a champion or reference group on women offenders for the South East Regional Resettlement Board.  There needs to be an expert advisory group on gender issues, which has a clear remit, is adequately resourced, is representative and which has a meaningful role in shaping the regional agenda.  A women's reference group for the Board could oversee compliance with the Gender Equality Duty across the Pathway Boards and could lead on the delivery of the gender-specific pathways.  The reference group would enable the sharing of information and expertise throughout the region and ensure that good practice is supported, sustainable and where possible replicated.   

Gender Specific Pathways

It is not clear if work is to be undertaken on the two gender-specific pathways 

· Support for women who have been abused, raped or experienced domestic violence

· Support for women who have been involved in prostitution 

These additional pathways were endorsed by the Corston report and accepted in the government’s response to it.  Giving these additional pathways focussed consideration and a Regional Pathway Board to oversee their delivery would contribute to ensuring that the gender-specific needs that they identify are addressed. 

Ensuring Services for Women 

The Action Plan must outline how you will ensure that services for women are available and are accessible for the women they are intended to reach.  Services for women, across all pathways, must be:  

· women specific 

· women only 

· accessible (e.g. must provide childcare)  

The Action Plan should state how the Board will lead on meeting the needs of a small and dispersed group of offenders, for example by exploring joint commissioning with local PCTs and local councils (e.g. Supporting People funding streams). 

Given the current lack of women-specific services, the Action Plan should include a commitment to invest in training, support and capacity building to ensure that services provided are able to work with all women offenders and ex-offenders, notwithstanding the complexity of their needs.  In this regard the Action Plan should highlight the value of through the gate support services and outline how good practice from existing service providers, including those from outside of the region, will be disseminated.  

Engagement with the Women’s Voluntary and Community Sector 

We welcome the attention paid in the strategy to engagement with the voluntary and community sector.  The Network is concerned that avenues for input into the work of the South East Regional Resettlement Board from women’s voluntary sector organisations are limited and that a lack of input from such organisations – and their service users – compounds the marginalisation of women offenders in the development and delivery of this Action Plan. There are local women's organisations from whose expertise in working with women the Board could learn. The Board has a responsibility to engage effectively with women’s sector organisations and to guide local government in how they can better learn from and work with this sector.  A women's reference group could be a channel for women's voluntary and community sector input.  The Action Plan should state how the involvement of representatives from this sector will be facilitated. 

Service User Involvement

The Network welcomes the plans for service user involvement in the design, delivery and monitoring of the Action Plan.  Provision should be made to ensure that women services users are included, including through the use of women-only service user fora.  

Responses to Specific Questions on Action Plan
1. Future Priorities 

The RRRDB will shortly be prioritising its objectives for the coming year based on the best information we have on offender need.  To inform that process we would welcome your views as to whether there should be a focus on any particular offender groups or localities?  

The Board should prioritise women. The Gender Equality Duty requires that the Action Plan not discriminate against women offenders in its design and delivery.  Following the Corston report there was a commitment on the part of the government to address the needs highlighted in the report.  The Regional Reducing Reoffending Action Plans are one of the means of delivering this commitment.  

Without a strategic lead from the Board women will continue to be failed by the criminal justice system and Local Authorities.  Interventions designed specifically for women are not prioritised and a strategic commitment could help change this.  No matter how effective such interventions are they are unlikely to make a large impact on reporting against the non-gender disaggregated NIs on reducing re-offending to be seen as a priority.  The Action Plan could, for example, set gender-disaggregated targets on reducing reoffending.   

The Board must ensure that gender is not a bar to compliance with attendance requirements of community sentences or license conditions.  Tagging, curfews and reporting requirements must take women’s safety and women’s childcare needs into consideration.  Women must not be required to remain in residences where they are at risk of domestic violence.  Alcohol and DRR services must be available in women-only settings and childcare must be provided.  Any gender-specific barriers to compliance must be considered if an offender is in breach and such barriers must be removed. 

The Action Plan should prioritise the establishment of an accredited probation programme designed specifically for women.  Because there is currently no such programme women are expected benefit from programmes designed for men.  As such it is difficult to see the rehabilitative potential of women’s imprisonment in terms of their specific needs as women, because these are not addressed. 

The Action Plan could outline commissioning intentions, including ring-fenced funding for specialist women-specific through the gate services and services that enable diversion from custody and provide women offenders with relevant support.  Given the small and dispersed nature of the female offender population commissioning should focus on community outreach (i.e. service providers who can provide support in various locations convenient to individual women) and should encourage joint commissioning and partnerships if this ensures that all women offenders have access to services.  

3. Strategy & Local Delivery 

The commitment to “highlight and seek to implement quick wins to maintain impetus” is of concern given the potential impact of this on commissioning priorities.  If outcomes and means of monitoring them are not designed with women offenders’ specific needs in mind then provision of services and interventions for women will suffer.  The Gender Equality Duty means that authorities are duty-bound to ensure that processes such as this do not discriminate against women.  Outcomes (soft and hard) should be measured over a long period of time, short term measurements can fail to capture positive outcomes from interventions that may take a number of months or years to impact.  There should be an investment in longitudinal qualitative research. 

In-depth inclusive needs assessments present a way for women to identify their own needs and expectations as to a successful outcome.  Guidance on establishing this process should be sought from women’s sector organisations who use such assessments.  

Softer outcomes for women offenders include: 

· improved self esteem 

· positive relationships with children/family

· steps towards regaining custody and/or contact with children

· safe relationships with partners/family 

· financial skills & independence

· personal awareness of root causes of offending behaviour

· decreased incidence of self harm 

· engagement with women specific services – even minimal engagement should be registered as a soft outcome as well as enrolment on courses or attendance with programmes (the conditional cautioning pilots for women reported on in the government’s progress report on the implementation of Corston require attendance at a women’s centre for a needs assessment but do not stipulate any further engagement) 

· engagement in social/community networks

4. Accountability & Partnership Working 

As noted in the general comments above a women's reference group could have amongst its functions the sharing of expertise and good local practice with others in the region.   

5. Structural Arrangements 

As noted in the general comments the structural arrangements are not clear, particularly in respect of provision for women offenders, for example how will work on the gender-specific pathways be overseen, who will ensure that the specific needs of women offenders are met in the delivery of each of the pathways?  It is also not clear what steps have been taken to ensure representation of those working with women offenders in the membership of the pathway boards.  

General Comments on the Equality Impact Assessment 

The Equality Impact Assessment in its current form contains no analysis of how the Action Plan might impact differentially on and how this differential impact will be countered.  The Gender EIA contains a lot of evidence on how women’s experience of the criminal justice system differs from men’s and why it is crucial that alternative women-specific services be provided.  However, none of this appears to have been taken into account in the Action Plan.  
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The Women Offender Campaign Network is supported by London Councils
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