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The Commission on Women Offenders Report
ADSW briefing to members of the Scottish Parliament
On the 17th April 2012 the Commission on Women Offenders published its report which made 37 recommendations affecting all areas of the criminal justice system dealing with women who offend. The Association of Directors of Social Work (ADSW) was heavily involved with the commission: being a member of the reference group and providing evidence. ADSW welcomes the report’s findings and supports many of the recommendations, particularly the need for multi agency working and the critical role of universal and mainstream services.

In particular, ADSW welcomes the opportunity that the report gives us to revisit what is a very complicated and in some respects disconnected strategic landscape across the criminal justice system and its demonstration that opportunities clearly exist to improve how services are planned and delivered to the public. 

We would like to make a plea however, that this report is considered within the wider public sector reform agenda which includes the review of community planning partnerships, the need to increasingly integrate children’s services and the integration of health and social care – all factors that are closely interrelated in terms of the service experience of women offenders.

1. Resources

ADSW does have concerns about the availability of adequate resources to deliver the proposed changes; and we consider the Commission overly optimistic in its view that reconfiguring services will release sufficient resources to allow the full implementation of the recommendations. Nevertheless, ADSW is committed to work collaboratively with the Scottish Government and other partners at a national and local level to effect the necessary changes that will result in better outcomes and improve the quality of life of women in the criminal justice system, their children and communities. 

2. Sentencing of women offenders
The report concluded that the majority of women in the criminal justice system are convicted of ‘low level crimes’ and do not present a risk of harm to the public. Recent research by the Scottish Centre for Crime and Justice Research highlighted that whilst the number of women in prison had more than doubled in the past decade with sentences becoming longer, there was no evidence to suggest that women were committing more crimes or more serious crimes.  
It is disappointing that there is little in report about sentencing practice other that the benefits of progress reviews hearings in  the specialist courts and the proposal to implement this approach more widely. The report rightly highlights the prevalence of mental health, self harming, drug and alcohol problems arising from trauma and abuse.  An understanding of the implications of such experiences is essential in determining sentences and managing orders of the court. ADSW supports greater awareness raising and specialist training for staff including the judiciary.  
The Commission does suggest the introduction of two new sentences, a suspended sentence and a custody and rehabilitation order which were originally proposed in ‘Scotland’s Choice’ the Report of the Independent Prisons Commission (2008). ADSW is not convinced that there is need for further new sentences, both of which have the potential to increase the prison population if breached.

3. Whole systems approach

ADSW agrees that a range of interventions and approaches are required when dealing with the multi complex and often well established problems experienced by women in the criminal justice system. We support consideration of adopting a ‘whole system approach’ and mentoring as a way of improving outcomes and increasing community capacity to provide long term support  that many women will require.
The Association recognises that multi agency and more integrated services can achieve better outcomes for individuals whilst at the same time deliver services more efficiently. In our evidence we promoted the benefits of dedicated women centres, however we would suggest another name to avoid them becoming stigmatised and only associated with offenders. We suggest they could become centres that provide a wide range of formal and informal services to vulnerable women in local communities. Delivering the benefits of such a resource in rural areas requires creative and innovative planning. The integration between the role and function of the centres and how they will integrate with other statutory duties requires further discussion.  
4. Safe, secure and supported accommodation

The need for safe and secure and where appropriate supported accommodation is fundamental to achieving many of the aspirations of the Commission. However the availability of suitable accommodation and recent Department of Work and Pensions reforms will present significant and potentially costly challenges for Scottish Government, Local Authorities, Housing providers in public and private sector.  

5. Better joint working and  preventative work

ADSW welcomes the emphasis throughout the report for greater collaboration and involvement of universal and mainstream services working alongside criminal justice services. Their involvement is essential to ensure that vulnerable and hard to reach women are enabled to access appropriate services in their local communities. 
The need for preventative and earlier interventions services is overwhelming. Services focussing on families and children of offenders are critical if we are to reduce the negative impact of parental offending and imprisonment on their children.  

Conclusion

The Report by the Commission on Women Offenders is a comprehensive examination of all aspects of the Criminal Justice System that deal with women who offend. 

The Report makes 37 recommendations the majority of which ADSW welcomes and supports. A small number require more detailed information to inform future decisions. ADSW looks forward to discussing the Scottish Government’s response to the report and remains committed to working with others to effect positive change in the criminal justice system.

We believe that the report provides real opportunities to strengthen services at a local level for women and to improve services for all of Scotland's offenders. Whilst supportive of many of the recommendations proposed, the need for adequate and likely additional resources cannot be underestimated and will be fundamental to achieve the report’s aspirations. ADSW is committed to working with partners to ensure agreed changes are planned and carefully implemented to avoid unnecessary disruption to those who are dependent on the service.
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