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Proposal – Dee 

Good morning – I’m proposing on behalf of the Greater Manchester branch.  Cathy Aubrey, 

19, undergraduate, asked magistrates – What are you thinking of when you sentence 

women?  Still a pertinent question 40 years later! 

Cathy hosted a workshop at the Manchester branch conference in 2017 on women in the 

Criminal Justice System, the CJS.  Cathy then lead a GM branch team to organise a ground-

breaking one day conference, in 2019.  This brought together professionals across all 

aspects of the CJS and the sector, and women with lived experience.  Cathy confirmed our 

findings more widely in the sector, and drafted this motion. 

 

Women’s criminalisation occurs within a spider’s web of male violence, structural racism, 

inadequate social policy, media stereotypes, and a lack of a real will to change.   

The CJS, based on men, is harsh.  It’s ineffective for women and the government knows this. 

The Corston Report told them 13 years ago, followed by the Farmer Review, the Lammy 

report, their own Female Offender Strategy, and the All-Party Parliamentary Group.    

Academics like Lucy Baldwin, Shona Minson, and Nicola Harding tell them.    Ex-prisoners tell 

them - Emma Humphries prize winner Lilly Lewis, and nominee Sophie Campbell,  Clean 

Break.  Also Chris Tchaikovsky, founder of Women in Prison.  We heard from them on 

Friday. 

Others in the sector tell them – the Prison Reform Trust, Children Heard and Seen and the 

Howard League for Penal Reform – who’s October paper details the unnecessary arrests, 

remand and conviction of clearly distressed women.  They highlight how Black, Asian and 

minority ethnic women are over-represented at every stage.   

 

Despite all this evidence the government fails to implement timely change to more effective 

approaches. 

The CJS continues to punish women for their situation, offers limited opportunity for 

change, and often exacerbates traumatised women’s problems.  It is offending women. 

Remand is generally overused and, more often than not, doesn’t result in a custodial 

sentence.  However, the ripple effect of women’s imprisonment on others, and on their own 

health, jobs, housing etc. starts on remand. 

 

We want a radical overhaul to provide a woman centred system.  Women’s centres are 

proven to be more effective than imprisonment and this is where government should 

soundly and securely invest. 
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We want sentencing guidelines that don’t rip women away from their families, homes, 

community, and jobs when they don’t present a high risk of harm to others.  That are 

cognisant of the specific pathways of women into the CJS, and that have a trauma informed 

approach going through them like a stick of rock.  That asks what’s happened to you?  How 

can this be ameliorated? 

 

We want sentences of under 1 year abolished.  

We want properly funded community services that provide the support to divert women, so 

that they never engage with the CJS.  Failing that, to support them to rehabilitate within 

their own home, family, and community.  In this way others are not serving their sentence 

alongside them. 

 

We want to see local residential facilities reserved for those few women who do present a 

high risk of harm to others, but with links to family, work, education, and training retained. 

 

We want a CJS that facilitates women’s family life.  That doesn’t impose their sentence on 

their children, on their family and friends, and on the other children these people care for 

and spend time and resources on.  That doesn’t displace 95% of their children from home.  

That doesn’t impoverish their loved ones – who fund the expensive phone calls home from 

prison, the costs of travel to visits, and supplement canteen money.  Not to mention 

keeping the children. 

 

We want to see better data relevant to women.  Currently no official record is kept of the 

children of women in prison.  Courts may not even be aware children are involved when 

they sentence women.  Poor record keeping prevents granular and intersectional analysis.  

This needs addressing. 

 

Prison is a deficit model that entraps women.  We want a strength based approach that 

enables women to realise their potential and to participate in their families and 

communities.  

 

Please Vote for this motion. 

Let’s tell Cathy that we SHALL know what magistrates are thinking. 

WE should be the first political party to make this reform a policy and a priority.  
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Seconder – Annie 

Women in CJS Statistics 

Incarcerating women affects every member of their families, particularly children.  

An estimated 17,240 children are separated from their imprisoned mothers each year. Two 

thirds of women in prison have children under the age of eighteen. One third has children 

under five years of age. 20% of imprisoned women are lone mothers prior to their sentences.  

Imprisonment of a household member is classed as an Adverse Childhood Experience and the 

imprisonment of mothers is particularly devastating for children. Only 5% of children are able 

to remain in the family home when their mothers are imprisoned with only 9% being cared 

for by their fathers. Some children experience school moves and being separated from their 

siblings.  

Most children whose mothers are imprisoned are cared for by grandparents. Extended family 

members who step in to care for these children often experience considerable financial 

hardship as a result. Additionally, the children of imprisoned mothers have to face the stigma 

and shame of having an incarcerated parent.  

20% of women are imprisoned more than 100 miles away from their homes. 50% of 

imprisoned mothers have no visits at all from their children. Imprisoned mothers who have 

little or no contact with their children are far more likely to experience mental health issues.  

Pregnant women who are imprisoned also risk being unable to care for their babies. There 

are only six mother and baby units in UK prisons with a total of 65 places, yet approximately 

600 pregnant women are imprisoned every year.  

Once mothers are released from prison, being reunited with their children is far from 

straightforward.  Women often find themselves in a Catch 22 situation. They can’t have their 

children returned to their care until they have secured suitable housing but they need their 

children to be living with them to be allocated a property. 

Children of imprisoned mothers who are placed in foster care or residential homes experience 

particular disruption. 61% of girls Looked After by the local authority become involved in the 

criminal justice system compared to 31% of boys in local authority care indicating that girls 

are particularly vulnerable to being criminalised in spite of traumatic life histories, mental 

health difficulties, exposure to child sexual exploitation and multiple placement moves.  
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Third speaker – Gwyneth 

Women’s Equality Party want an approach to the CJS which treats women and men 

differently because women’s experiences are different from men’s.  

Statistics show how the CJS does not work for women 

Women are only 5% of the prison population 

◼ The CJS has evolved based on men as typical offenders.  

◼ Women are often overlooked. Policies include women as an afterthought. 

◼ For example there are only 12 women’s prisons in England compared with 117 for 

men. This means women end up further away from home than men.  

 

This motion would mean that prisons would not be needed for women who are a low risk 

of harm to others. There would be alternatives to custody and for women who are a high 

risk of harm to others they would be secured in small local accommodation. 

Women are more likely to be imprisoned for first offences than men.  

◼ 26% women in prison have no previous conviction compared with 12% men 

They often serve shorter sentences.   

◼ Less than 10% of female prisoners are a high risk of harm to others.   

◼ 72% are serving sentences of less than 12 months and 62% are serving sentences of 

less than 6 months.  

◼ Short sentences have higher reoffending rates, disrupt family life and offer fewer 

opportunities for education and training. 

This motion would recognise women specific pathways into offending  

▪ almost 70% of women in prison are victims of domestic abuse 

▪ 1 in 3 have suffered sexual abuse  

▪ 48% commit offences to support a partner’s drug use 

Imprisonment does not address these issues.  

The motion would  

- End short sentences  

- Provide alternatives to custody   

- Consolidate approaches like problem -solving courts and triage which establish 

why each woman has broken the law and direct her to services which would help 

her to avoid prison.  

 

Evidence suggests that the CJS reinforces and increases inequality for women from Black 

Asian and Minority Ethnic groups and for women who have a disability.  
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◼ Women of colour are 18% of female prisoners yet are only 14% of the female 

population 

◼ Black women are 25% more likely than white women to be sentenced to custody at 

Crown Court 

◼ 35% women entering prison reported having a disability compared with 21% women 

of working age in 2018. 

This motion would improve data collection as a first step to reduce inequalities 

Women can end up in the C J S system because society restricts opportunities and limits 

their horizons. Please vote for a motion that offers women offenders a way to avoid 

criminalisation. 

 

 

Fourth speaker – Rebecca Manson Jones (Health) 

“It’s been 6 years since I saw my daughter, for a 12 week sentence” 

That’s a quote from the monologue performed for us by Nicci Durkan as part of the Clean 

Break theatre session on women in prison Friday. 

  

I’m guessing that this quote will speak more powerfully about justice and injustice than 

many statistics can. 

  

We later learned that the character signs an adoption form she doesn’t entirely understand. 

That reveals a sliver of the complex and layered story of how that woman arrived at that 

point in her life. 

  

It doesn’t take much to imagine the life time mental health impacts and trauma that the 

real-life woman and her daughter experience as a result of that decision. 

  

Women in custody are 5 times more likely than women in the general population to have 

mental ill-health. 

80% of incarcerated women report mental health problems whereas, only 25% of those 

same women had those problems in the year before they entered prison. 

 

The prison system is making women ill for the sake of as little as 12 weeks. 

12 weeks which irrevocably change a life but not in a good way.  

Our prison system is separating children from their parents (men very rarely do the at home 

parenting when a mother is incarcerated), causing trauma for both children and their 

mothers. 
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Rates of self-harm amongst women in prison are way out of proportion. 19% of self harm 

incidents last year recorded in prisons in England and Wales were by women, but women 

are only 5% of the prison population. 

  

The prison system is making women ill and resulting in their harm. 

I’m no lawyer but I do have some experience of Safeguarding: a system that can’t keep 

women in good health, must surely itself be illegal? 

To quote another playwright Caryl Churchill, “it’s immoral, it’s illegal, it’s also wrong”. 

It doesn’t have to be like this.  

  

Our Equal Health policy places great emphasis on supporting mental health and there is a 

mental health crisis in women who are sentenced, serve and have served custodial 

sentences. 

  

There is ample evidence that a trauma-informed approach working with women’s centres 

can do so much better for the women, their children, families and the communities that are 

otherwise affected. 

  

This motion is really well thought through, totally workable, put together by people who 

know and widely welcomed by partner organisations. Please vote it into our policies. 
 

 

Closing speaker – Kate 

It is shocking that almost 60% of female offenders in the UK are victims of male violence, including 

domestic abuse, trafficking, and coercive and controlling behaviour. Tackling violence against 

women and girls – one of WEP’s core objectives - can prevent women from entering or re-entering 

the CJS, and break the cycle of victimisation and offending. This policy introduces important 

practices to address the impacts of male violence that lead to women’s criminalisation. This includes 

providing trauma-informed guidelines and training for all Criminal Justice professionals so that 

women’s experiences of abuse as well as any other vulnerabilities and needs are taken into account. 

 

There is clear evidence that prison is detrimental to women’s physical and mental health, and this 

policy forms a vital part of our efforts towards achieving equality in health for all. The recent deaths 

of two babies born in prison demonstrate that there are serious issues around pregnancy during 

incarceration including failure to grant equitable healthcare. By diverting the majority of women 

away from custody, they will be able to access health services and women’s centres within the 

community, contributing to creating parity of maternity care for women in the CJS, as outlined in our 

health policy. 
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This policy also addresses media representation, with close links to WEP’s equality in the media 

objective. Media stereotypes of ‘bad’ women, and reporting of their crimes, influence perceptions of 

women in the CJS. We are therefore proposing guidelines and training for the media when reporting 

offending by women in order to avoid casually reductive media coverage. 

 

In conclusion, this policy builds on and contributes to WEP’s existing objectives, particularly in the 

areas of VAWG, health and media. It does this through a radical and holistic approach which aims to 

reduce women’s contact with the CJS by addressing causing factors, such as VAWG, and provide 

alternatives to custody where possible to reduce the disruption to their lives, children and families. 

Please vote for this motion to address the inequalities faced by women at all stages of the criminal 

justice system.  

 

 

 


