
 

Prison is a disaster for women—here's what
could work instead
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The early days of the new Labor government have given prison reform
advocates reason to be hopeful. Two announcements—the appointment
of James Timpson as prisons minister and an expanded early release
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program—are promising steps towards repairing a criminal justice
system that has been devastated by cuts and neglect.

Prison overcrowding is the most pressing issue, with the current
population standing at more than 87,000. This significantly exceeds the
Ministry of Justice's "safe and decent" capacity of 79,695 inmates.
England and Wales have one of the highest rates of imprisonment in
western Europe, almost twice as high as Germany.

Approximately 4% of people in prison in England and Wales are
women, and in 2020, 72% of female prison admissions were for non-
violent crimes. As someone who studies women's prisons, I hope that
plans for change will include revising how we punish and rehabilitate
women.

Timpson has said that prisons, especially for women, are a "disaster." He
has noted correctly that prisons often lead women back into the cycle of
offending. Women released from prison reoffend more frequently and
more quickly than those who serve community sentences.

Women frequently experience a "revolving door" of short prison
sentences—too short to engage in meaningful education, training or
work opportunities. In 2017, 77% of custodial sentences for women
were 12 months or less, with a 71% reoffending rate following such
short sentences.

Incarcerated women face complex and severe challenges. They are
disproportionately affected by self-harm, accounting for 29% of all
incidents (despite making up less that 5% of the prison population).
Many are mothers and primary caregivers, impacting an estimated
17,000 children annually.

Violence in women's prisons is another serious concern, with 469
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https://howardleague.org/prison-watch
https://prisonreformtrust.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/old_files/Documents/Bromley%20Briefings/Prison%20the%20facts%20Summer%202019.pdf
https://prisonreformtrust.org.uk/too-many-women-sent-to-prison-on-short-sentences-for-non-violent-offences/#:~:text=Most%20women%20are%20sent%20to,committed%20a%20non-violent%20offence.
https://prisonreformtrust.org.uk/too-many-women-sent-to-prison-on-short-sentences-for-non-violent-offences/#:~:text=Most%20women%20are%20sent%20to,committed%20a%20non-violent%20offence.
https://www.lbc.co.uk/news/james-timpson-only-third-prisoners-behind-bars-starmer/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W2jRUqE4fK8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W2jRUqE4fK8
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15564886.2014.953235#d1e2997
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Improving-outcomes-for-women-in-the-criminal-justice-system.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/self-harm/


 

incidents per 1,000 prisoners in the 12 months to June 2023. The assault
rate is more than three and a half times higher than a decade ago, and
significantly exceeds that in men's prisons. This increase in violence is
often linked to mental health issues and substance abuse, exacerbated by
overcrowding.

More than half of incarcerated women have experienced severe trauma,
including domestic violence and childhood abuse. Women in the justice
system need tailored support systems that offer trauma-informed care,
mental health services and community-based support.

The 2007 Corston report was commissioned in response to the deaths of
six women at HMP Styal between August 2002 and August 2003. It
offered 43 recommendations for improving the treatment of vulnerable
women in the criminal justice system. At the time, the government
accepted 41 of these recommendations, including limiting imprisonment
to serious offenses and enhancing health and support services.

In 2013, the House of Commons justice committee reviewed the
progress since the Corston report, and found not much progress had been
made. The report criticized prisons for treating women like children, and
contrasted this to women's centers, which it argued empower women to
take control of their lives.

There are around 40 women's centers in England and Wales, but there
has been a lack of funding and political commitment to open more.

Gender-specific programs and support are critical to addressing the 
circumstances and needs of female offenders, including victimization,
trauma, mental and physical health, pregnancy and parenting.

Other approaches—what works for women?
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https://prisonreformtrust.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Winter-2024-factfile.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/mental+health+issues/
https://prisonreformtrust.org.uk/project/women-the-criminal-justice-system/
https://phys.org/tags/support+systems/
https://www.asdan.org.uk/media/ek3p22qw/corston-report-march-2007.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/criminal+justice+system/
https://www.parliament.uk/globalassets/documents/commons-committees/Justice/Women-offenders.pdf
https://womeninprison.org.uk/media/downloads/The-value-of-Womens-Centres-report.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Stephanie-Covington-2/publication/268258804_Gender-Specific_Programming_for_Female_Offenders_What_is_it_and_Why_is_it_Important/links/5f932a4192851c14bcdfdbc0/Gender-Specific-Programming-for-Female-Offenders-What-is-it-and-Why-is-it-Important.pdf


 

Prison often creates more problems than it solves, especially for women
with complex issues, which short sentences fail to address. Rather than
building more prisons, investing in comprehensive community support
such as women's centers could be an effective alternative.

Timpson has advocated for community-based alternatives to
imprisonment. One example is Hope Street in Southampton, a residential
community where women live with their children.

Hope Street offers a community alternative for women on community
orders, remand, or post-release. Several evaluations and research studies
have documented the positive outcomes for women who engage with
women's centers, including decreasing reoffending).

The program will be evaluated over the next few years. If successful, a
similar model could be implemented nationwide, reducing the number of
women who end up in prison.

Scotland's Bella Center also represents a more progressive approach,
focusing on community-based custody. This 16-space unit, free from
prison bars, helps women reintegrate into society through community
contact and access to local services. It is part of a £600 million plan to 
improve Scotland's custodial estate.

The government's focus on addressing the prison crisis presents a
promising opportunity to explore more of these innovative, community-
based alternatives to prison, and create meaningful change for female
offenders.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W2jRUqE4fK8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W2jRUqE4fK8
https://onesmallthing.org.uk/hopestreet
https://www.tavinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Women-and-Girls-Briefing-Report-Final-_web.pdf
https://www.sps.gov.uk/prisons/bella-centre
https://phys.org/tags/prison/
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/prison-is-a-disaster-for-women-heres-what-would-work-instead-234779
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