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	Each quarter this bulletin will provide a round-up of policy updates, news and action you can take. 
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Network Round Up
The Network has seen a lot of activity regionally with the successful Women Moving Forward in London conference and several Network members speaking at the Government Equalities Office’s Women in Focus road shows.  We have been frustrated by some developments but have seen the fruits of our labour in the London Reducing Reoffending Action Plan.  Preparations are underway for the imminent launch of the Network’s manifesto for women in the criminal justice system – working together we will ensure that whatever this year brings women in custody will not be forgotten.   
Policy and Parliamentary Updates
Ministry of Justice Report on the Government’s Strategy for Diverting Women Away from Crime 

In December 2009 the Ministry of Justice issued a report on their diversion strategy to coincide with the two-year anniversary of their response to the Corston report.  The report covers impacts of the strategy so far and commitments for future work.  

We are concerned that too little is being done to ensure that the diversion projects the MOJ has funded are made sustainable – the women we work with need consistency and longevity in support services.  Moreover, we have yet to see a full understanding of the specific needs of women in the criminal justice system in all Government Departments – as illustrated below in reference to the Bradley report.  Women in Prison have produced a brief response to the report. 
London Reducing Reoffending Action Plan & Women Offender Operational Group

The Action Plan was published in November 2009 and outlines the work of the London Director of Offender Management (DOM) for 2009-2011.  The Campaign Network responded to the consultation on this action plan January 2009 and we are pleased to see that many of our concerns have been incorporated into the final plan.  In particular we welcome the creation of a London Women Offender Operational Group to bring together voluntary and statutory sector partners to: 

· develop a NOMS London Strategic Plan for Women Offenders

· consider operational issues and provide solutions for NOMS/Ministry of Justice funded including ESF funded projects working with women offenders

· develop a risk register of issues and the work on their solutions 

· operate as a partnership group and share good practice.

A number of Campaign Network members will be represented on this group and we will keep you informed as to how it develops.  

Improving Health, Supporting Justice: The National Delivery Plan of the Health and Criminal Justice Programme Board 

In November 2009 the Department of Health issued the delivery plan for the Health and Criminal Justice Programme Board established following the Bradley review into mental health and learning disability in the criminal justice system.  Disappointingly despite the recommendations the Network made following the government’s initial response to the review women continue to be sidelined.  Rather than incorporating specific provision for women in the overall Delivery Plan, a separate work plan for women will be produced.  This was due by the end of December 2009 but has not yet been released.  The NHS Confederation’s Mental Health Network have produced a general briefing on the Delivery Plan. 

National Strategy on Violence Against Women and Girls 

On 25 November, International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women, the government launched its first national strategy to end violence against women and girls.  The Network had sought to inform the development of this strategy through written consultation responses and through participation in the Voluntary Sector Stakeholder Forum.  The strategy recognises that high numbers of women in prison have experienced gender-based violence and the importance of a holistic approach to meeting women offenders’ needs.  It does not provide the strong guarantees of support for women with complex needs that we had hoped for but there are continuing opportunities to influence the work undertaken to implement this strategy (see below for details).  

Reducing Re-offending: Supporting Families, Creating Better Futures

The November 2009 framework from the Department for Children Schools and Families and the Ministry of Justice lays out the tasks that local services and agencies and criminal justice agencies need to undertake to ensure they are supporting the children and families of offenders.  The framework seeks to cover all stages of a family’s contact with the criminal justice system – from arrest to post release support.  The framework lays out specific tasks in regard to women and their families including tasking Local Authorities, Prison Governors and Offender Managers with ensuring “support is available for women offenders who disclose that they are in an abusive or violent relationship”.   

Despite the government's Think Family agenda in this framework they predominantly think child, as a result the framework is lacking in tasks related to ensuring that women and their children are well advised, informed and supported throughout custody proceedings taking place whilst she is in prison.  Local Authorities must Think Family when implementing the framework.  Local Safeguarding Children Boards are tasked with ensuring there is “a local protocol in place to ensure no child could be placed at risk by the decision of a court to remand or send a sole carer to custody”. Safeguarding Children Boards must ensure that this protocol does not lead to adoption processes being speeded up. Support for mothers can reduce the risk of re-offending and enable them to be emotionally available to their children, more aware of their developmental needs, better able to provide their children with economic stability and sustain a stable home, whilst acting as a positive role model. However, the current trend is toward fast-tracked processes which do not allow time for support to be put in place and taken into account.  The best interests of the child must remain paramount but the long-term as well as short-term impacts of separation should be considered.  
Recently Published Inspectorate Reports
HMP Low Newton, 20 – 23 April 2009

Unannounced short follow-up inspection

Full report 
The Chief Inspector’s summary states: 

This is another encouraging report on Low Newton, which has continued to provide a positive environment for the women it holds. Inevitably, there remain some concerns, particularly in relation to women and young adults at risk of self-harm and the need for more mental health and counselling support.

Issues noted by the Chief Inspector include the lack of strategic oversight of work with lifers and the lack of a family support worker.  The report also states that men and women continue to be transported together and that “some women complained of verbal intimidation from male prisoners”.  Moreover, when being transported together women were delayed in being returned to HMP Low Newton as returning men was prioritized.  

Male Staff

The report criticizes the continued use of male staff for constant watch on vulnerable women at night. Steps were being taken to avoid this; however, the information available to the Chief Inspector showed that more men than women were used.  

Self-harm 

The Chief Inspector reports an increase in incidents of self-harm to an average of 78 incidents a month, including a number of very serious near-death incidents.  The prison believes there is a relationship between the higher self-harm rates and the greater proportion of women who are held over 100 miles from home.  Moreover, the use of force had increased and this appeared, in some cases to be connected to self-harm incidents.   

Mental Health 

The prison has begun the Primrose project, for women with severe personality disorders and complex needs.  This, the Chief Inspector reports, initial progress has been good and women participating are integrated into the main population. 

HMP East Sutton Park, 13 – 16 July 2009

Unannounced short follow-up inspection 

Full report
The Chief Inspector sumarises: 

Overall, East Sutton Park continues to provide positive support for the women there. It is performing well on two of our tests, and reasonably well on the other two. Resettlement, its core role, needs to reflect and provide for the specific needs of women, especially now that the prison is run alongside a male prison. A significant issue for the prison system as a whole is that women with serious mobility problems are unable to benefit from open conditions anywhere in the country.

The Chief Inspector commended the individually tailored resettlement review boards, in particular the use of prisoner self-assessment in the individually tailored resettlement review boards. There was also good practice in relation to links developed by CARATs with community-based substance misuse programmes to ensure consistency of support for women released from the prison.  The Chief Inspector also noted that women were not released without housing, although some only had temporary housing on release. 

Disability – Mobility Impairment

The report notes the lack of facilities in HMP East Sutton Park for women with mobility impairments.  Due to the lack of such facilities in the only other open prison in the women's estate women with such disabilities cannot be transferred to an open prison.  

Women Specific Strategies and Policies 

HMP East Sutton Park is jointly managed with HMP Blantyre House, a resettlement prison for men.  This has resulted in combined policies for the two prisons, whilst the specific needs of women have been identified in some areas, in others they have not.  For example, the Chief Inspector criticises the lack of attention to the specific needs of women in the prison's resettlement strategy.  The operational practicality of such arrangements must not come at the cost of gender-specific provision for women detained in these establishments.
Complaints and Vulnerability

The report states that there was not any evidence to suggest that women were unnecessarily put back into closed conditions due to risk of self-harm. Nonetheless, women were hesitant to disclose vulnerability for fear they would be returned to closed conditions, the Chief Inspector reports, therefore information dispelling this myth should be improved.  

Similarly, women told the Chief Inspector that they were reluctant to make formal complaints as they thought there would be negative impacts, particularly if they made a complaint against an individual member of staff.  Black and minority ethnic prisoners reported that they feared that complaints would “backfire” on them and that they had little confidence in system for complaining about racism. 

Transportation/Transfer

The Chief Inspector criticises the protracted journeys some women have to make when being transferred to East Sutton Park.  In some cases this includes overnight stays at other (closed) prisons, which women are not always made aware of in advance. 

Get Involved
London Councils: Commissioning Programme

Deadline: Friday 29 January 2010

London Councils are currently consulting on their on our new commissioning programme for the period 2011-2015. Please use the survey to let London Councils know the value that gender-specific support for women offenders provides to local areas and London as a whole.  As well as commissioning direct services London Councils currently support policy and voice work providing funding for networks such as this.  This work is useful it assisting smaller organisations and often voiceless communities to have an impact on local and regional decision making.  This has a value for the organisations but also for statutory bodies who are able to benefit from their expertise.  Please let London Councils know how important this work is.  London Councils are particularly interested in survey responses that include written comments and examples.  

Home Office: Mainstreaming the commissioning of local services to address violence against women and girls

Deadline: Monday 15 March 2010

Following the release of the National Strategy to End Violence Against Women and Girls (see above) the government are consulting on mainstreaming commissioning of local VAWG services.  

This is an opportunity to state the importance of specialist services for women (ex)offenders who have experienced or are experiencing violence.  Please include the following points in your response to help ensure that women (ex)offenders can enjoy their right to live free from violence: 

· A very high proportion of women offenders have experienced domestic violence or sexual abuse (81% of the women that Women in Prison work with)

· Supporting women who have experienced domestic violence or sexual abuse reduces re-offending, therefore contributing to community safety as well as reducing repeat victimisation (National Offender Management Service's 8th pathway to reduce re-offending – support for women who have experienced domestic violence or rape or sexual abuse)

· Women (ex)offenders who have experienced violence are best supported through holistic women-centred support services.  Local authorities should make sure such services are available to women (ex)offenders in their area in line with the Government's post-Corston policy agenda on supporting women in the criminal justice system and diverting women from custody.  

Equality and Human Rights Commission: Case Studies of Discrimination  

Deadline: Friday 29 January 2010

The Equality and Human Rights Commission are preparing their Triennial Review, to show what progress is being made towards equality and human rights.  They are looking for case studies of discrimination experienced due to age, disability, gender, race, religion and belief, sexual orientation or gender reassignment.  These can be submitted by individuals or by organisations.  Submitting cases studies demonstrating the discrimination women experience in the criminal justice system will help highlight that the problems faced by the women we work with are a gender equality issue and a human rights issue.  Case studies highlighting cross-cutting discrimination are particularly important.  

Art Project: The Scolds Bridle – Raising Awareness of Issues facing Women in Prison

A Scolds Bridle is being built to raise awareness of issues facing women in prison and female young offenders as risk of spending time in prison.  The artist building the Scolds Bridle is an ex female offender, who will be adding her words anonymously, like all the others to the final installation.  Women who have been convicted of a crime are invited to send their words to the artist who will etch them onto the mask (all contributions should be sent by the end of February).  To get involved contact TheScoldsBridle@hotmail.com   
Training
FREE Practice Seminars 
A programme of practice seminars is beginning on 28 January. Would you like to share your ideas and learn from others? The Practice Seminars are a chance to have a focussed discussion on a particular issue with other professionals working with women (ex)offenders. We aim to improve the quality and sustainability of services for women offenders and ex-offenders by building links and sharing good practice amongst frontline practitioners. The first seminar on 28 January will focus on accessing mental health support for women (ex)offenders.  This will be followed on 17 February with Supporting women (ex)offenders into employment.  See the website for details of the other seminars and to download a booking form.  

Training: Working with Women Offenders and Ex-offenders

Women in Prison’s training programme will resume on 11 February, with a one-day training course available once a month.  Check the website for details and a booking form.  
Additional Information 
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laurel@womeninprison.org.uk
This newsletter has been prepared by Women in Prison, the Network is supported by London Councils.

	


