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Britain’s forgotten
female prisoners

In the last decade the number of women in prison has more than 
doubled to 4267 in England and Wales. We jail more women than 
any other country in Western Europe and the risk of reoffending 
for women is four times higher than for men. Is imprisonment re-
ally the best way to deal with female offenders and are the govern-
ment’s penal and justice policies having a disproportionate effect on 
women?
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emi Ryan, 29 years old from Liverpool, was 
sentenced to prison for conspiracy to im-
port and supply Class A drugs. At the age of 
19 she was living side by side with some of 
the UK’s heaviest criminal offenders at HM 

Holloway London. She witnessed mothers being isolated 
for self-harm after family visits, friends trying to commit 
suicide and she will never forget the woman who couldn’t 
walk because she had cut her legs so badly. But for Kemi, 
prison was the place where she decided to turn her life 
around. She re-educated herself, hoping for a new start 
after her release. But entering the world outside of prison 
was not what she expected and she says that she under-
stands why so many female ex-offenders return: 
 ”I felt lost and alone. I asked myself what am I go-
ing to do with my life? You have a lot of women who come 
out of the system, who can’t, can’t, can’t get employment, 
and they are ashamed to tell people about their criminal 
record. When I found out that there was nothing for me, 
I felt like shoplifting so I could go back.” She says it’s a 
stressful reality that she will carry with her for the rest of 
her life: “Because you never feel secure. Never.” 
 Kemi felt that there was little support for her as 
a female ex-offender: “Everything is male focused, all the 
rehabilitation programmes after you leave prison are for 
men. Even my probation officer told me that women get 
locked up in the system.”
 Female offenders only represent five per cent of 

“The government has no
national strategy to deal with 

female offenders” 

“A lot of women get short 
sentences for things like not 
paying  your TV licence.”
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the overall prison population, and although they are a 
small proportion, their situation tends to be very different 
to men’s. Women are often imprisoned for non-violent 
crimes for less than six months, and a majority are moth-
ers solely responsible for children. Two in three female 
offenders have mental health issues and many have expe-
rienced sexual abuse as a child. 
 In 2007, following the death of six women at 
Styal Prison in Cheshire, the Home Office asked Baroness 
Jean Corston, former Labour MP, to produce a review of 
vulnerable women in the prison system. The review, The 
Corston Report, concluded that there was a need for a 
“distinct, radically different” approach for female offend-
ers. 
 However since then, no government has man-
aged to turn the statistics around. Instead more women 
are being sent to prison than ever, and almost 70 per cent 
re-offend. Organisations, researchers and ex-offenders 
say that policy makers are ignoring the problem. 
 In June 2011 the Justice Secretary Kenneth 
Clarke, presented a report “Breaking the Cycle” to the 
Parliament. The report was the first step of the Legal Aid, 
Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Bill. It stated 
that there should be more success in setting criminals 
straight after prison. It outlined a strong belief in tough 
punishments and said that prison is the best way to deal 
with heavy criminals. Even though it proposed a radical 
change in the approach to rehabilitation, Kenneth Clark 

made it clear that the public still doesn’t have confident in 
community sentences.  
 Mark Dale, head of policy at Prison Reform Trust, 
says that the public is in favour of effectiveness rather 
than toughness: 
 “This isn’t about being tough or soft, this is about 
what works.”
 Organisations such as Women in Prison and the 
Prison Reform Trust has reacted critically to the Legal 

Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Bill and 
want the government to produce a clear action plan on 
how they will implement Baroness Corston’s suggestions. 
Already in the introduction to the bill in the summer 2011, 
the Prison Reform Trust pointed out that the government 
had no national strategy to deal with female offenders 
mentioned. Mark Dale says that there is a lack of priority 
to the issue: 
 “The criminal system is dominated by men, over-
looked by men and no one is representing the women. We 
need a minister or board that prioritise women and bring 
forward their cause.”
 In November 2011, Tom Brake, Liberal Democrat 
MP, asked Prison Minister Crispin Blunt how many wom-
en he would like to see in prison by 2015, Crispin Blunt 
said: “My aspiration is of course zero.” He further ex-
plained: “I’m realistic enough to know that is unlikely to 
be achieved, but we will work towards that.” Four months 
later, in March 2012 the House of Lords passed the bill. 
Just days before, Baroness Corston tabled an amendment 
to the bill because she wanted to create a Women’s Jus-
tice Board – similar to the Youth Board who represents 
young offenders. However, the bill was passed without 
the amendment. Prisons Minister Crispin Blunt rejected 
the idea and said that there is no funding. 

nlike Kemi, 60 percent of female offenders 
end up in prison for short sentences which 
are less than six months, and unlike the 
majority of male offenders, nine out of ten 
women are jailed for non-violent crimes 

according to the Corston Report. The report stated that 
vulnerable women who have mental illnesses shouldn’t be 
imprisoned. 
 Diana Ruthven from Action for Prisoners’ Fami-
lies, says: “A lot of women get short custodial sentences 
for things like not paying your TV licence or shop lifting, 
which is the most common offence by female offenders.” 

Mark Dale explains why the needs of female and male 
prisoners differ: “Women are at higher risk of mental 
health impact and self harm. This issue along with drug 
addiction needs to be tackled with, and prison is not the 
place. That’s where it gets worse.”    

wo in three women are re-convicted within a 
year of release. A much higher proportion com-
pared to male offenders. Re-offending costs the 
society £10 billion each year. 
Kemi started her own organisation, Re-formed, 

that works with crime prevention because she says no one 
is informing young girls at risk about the consequences of 
a criminal record. She feels that she was given false hopes 
in prison: “In prison I built up high hopes and was not 
informed about the reality, how a criminal record limits 
you and how difficult it is to find employment.”
 Very few female ex-offenders find employment 
with a criminal record. The Prison Reform Trust says that 
more women should be treated with alternative punish-
ments rather than imprisonment and that there needs to 
be a radical change in the legal system. Mark Dale, says 
that numerous reports and research suggest that from a 
socio-economic point of view, community centres should 
be preferred. 
 The average cost of a women’s prison place is 
£56,415 a year. In contrast, an intensive community order 
costs the region £10,000 says the Prison Reform Trust. 
The Corston Report recommended that judges should 
give female offenders alternative punishments such as 

community work or attending programmes at local cen-
tres instead of prison. Research in the Corston Report 
showed that it would reduce the rates in re-offending far 
higher than prisons. 
 However, since 2007 only a few regions in Eng-
land and Wales have implemented the alternative. One of 
them is located in Liverpool where an alternative to pris-
on has been set up by the Personal Service Society (PPS) 
- a local social care charity. The Liverpool Women’s Turn-
around project is a local community centre where women 
are participating in schemes that help them with confi-
dence building, anger and stress management, drug treat-
ment, housing and employment. The project is backed by 
the Ministry of Justice and Probation Service and wel-
comed by Liverpool judge David Fletcher. 
 In an interview with the BBC from 2011, David 
Fletcher said that this ‘gives him an alternative sentenc-
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Kemi and Tasha Ryan during a workshop in Liverpool for young girls at risk. “I’m on a mission to be the missing 
voice for ex-offenders,” Kemi says. Photo: IVT Fixers
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Only 16 per cent of 
female ex-offenders 
find employment 
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“England and Wales jail more 
women than any other coun-

try in Western Europe.”

The Corston Report 

Baroness Jean Corston was asked by the Home Sec-
retary to conduct a review of vulnerable women in the 
criminal justice system. Baroness Corston conducted 
the review with help from organisations, such as the 
Fawcett Society.  During 2006 they visited female pris-
ons, local women’s centres and alternatives to custody 
for women across the UK. The review outlined the need 
for a distinct, radically different, visibly led, strategic, 
proportionate, holistic, woman-centred, integrated ap-
proach was published in March 2007. It made 43 recom-
mendations for approving the approaches, services and 
interventions for women in the criminal justice system 
and women at risk of offending. The Corston report was 
welcomed by the Prison Reform Trust, Women in Prison 
among other organisations working with female prison-
ers.

ing option’ and prevents children from going into care 
who might ‘head at the wrong direction’. 

n England and Wales, 66 per cent of female of-
fenders are mothers. Prison has a massive im-
pact on children of offenders. Each year 17,700 
children are separated from their parents due 
to prison. Statistics shows that children whose 

parents offend are three times more likely to have mental 
health problems or engage in antisocial behaviour than 
their peers. 
 When an affected child’s parent is held on re-
mand or given custodial sentence, most children are taken 
into foster care formally arranged by social workers. But 
sometimes a family member or neighbour can become the 
caretaker. Diana Ruthven sees a risk for those children 
who are being taken care without formal arrangements:   
“These children slip through the net, because they are 
taken into care without formal arrangements. Then there 
is a risk of sexual abuse, because these informal arrange-
ments means that no one is overlooking the children.”
 To avoid family breakdown organisations say fe-

male offenders shouldn’t always be sent to prison. Inter-
nationally, the justice and penal systems works very differ-
ently and that can also make it complicated to compare.  
 However in Sweden, female offenders can be 
treated with alternative punishments such as community 
rehabilitation orders. Stina Holmgren, head of unit at the 
Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention (BRÅ) – 
an agency under the Ministry of Justice, says: “Female of-
fenders have a tendency to receive community rehabilita-
tion orders because they are in a very small extent solely 
responsible for children.” 
 Stina Holmgren explains that the in conditions 
for electronic tagging don’t allow women to be drug ad-
dicts, and the sentence has to be less than six months. 
“But this works for women with children,” she says.
 In Sweden, 44 per cent of female offenders have 
children, but only half of them have parental responsibil-
ity. Stina Holmgren explains: “Most women in prison in 
Sweden are drug addicts and they have often already lost 
the parental responsibility before entering prison. They 
have probably already been in contact with social services 
and had their children placed in foster care. It is not that 
these mothers have been the perfect parents before.” 
 But in England and Wales, mothers with parental 

responsibility are a majority in female prisoners. 
Kemi is not a mother herself, but she says that those who 
suffer worst in prison are mothers: “They feel that they 
have let the children down and feel bad for the situation 
they have left their children in.” 
 From her experience she thinks that most women 
in prison who commit self-harm and try to commit sui-
cide, are mothers with children. She remembers the time 
in prison when it was family visit says: “You could see that 
the mothers were happy before the family visited, but af-
ter they would get angry or end up go into the block [isola-
tion] for self-harm.  

r Anthea Hucklesby, Reader in Criminal 
Justice at University of Leeds, doesn’t think 
that the government has ignored female’s 
high rates of re-offending: “It is unfair to say 
that the government hasn’t done anything, 

but maybe the measures haven’t been enough.” 
 She says that there tend to have been many pilot 
projects set-up such as women centers, but the problem is 
that they disappear. 
 Due to the over crowded prison population in 
England and Wales Dr Anthea Hucklesby has conducted 
a government-funded research on alternatives to bail for 
men, Bail Support Schemes for Adults. (82 out of 130 
prisons were overcrowded in 2011 according to the Prison 
Reform Trust.) However she says there is no recent re-
search on women on bail policies: 

 “It’s not an issue that people are particularly 
bothered about. It is not a hot issue.”
 The ignorance surrounding female offenders is 
the same in Sweden according to Marie Torstensoen Le-
vander, Professor in Health and Society at Malmö Univer-
sity. She says that the life-course career pattern of female 
criminals is still a neglected dimension in criminology.
 Anthea Hucklesby says that women and men 
are different and that’s also the reason why the current 
criminal and penal system isn’t having an effect on female 
offenders: “The system is trying to put women into pro-
grammes that are designed for men.”
 In a interview at BBC Woman’s Hour in January 
2012, Baroness Corston explained why she is so confident 
in alternative sentencing: “I spoke to a female offender at 
a local women’s centre and she said that this was the first 
time she started to take responsibility in her own actions. 
When she had been imprisoned before, she had always 
blamed someone else, but not any longer.”
 Kemi feels passionate about her organisation and 
want to be the missing voice for female ex-offenders. She 
says that ‘everybody knows about the problems’ but feel 
that politicians are ignoring the situation for female pris-
oners. She thinks that the problem is that women are not 
being rehabilitated: 
 ”People don’t go to prison if they are angels. But at 
the end of the day, the people who want to make a change, 
why cant the be given the help?”
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H. M. Prison Holloway London. Photo: Rebecca Naden/PA
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Tasha Ryan during a workshop with young girls at risk. 
Photo: ITV Fixers
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The Life of
an ex-offender 

by Sophie Gost 

Female offenders - in figures

• In December 2012, the overall prison population 
in England and Wales was 88,179. The highest pris-
on population per 100,000 inhabitants compared to 
Western Europe. 

• There are currently 4,267 women in prison. 

• It is estimated that around 66 per cent of women 
in prison have dependent children under the age of 
18 and of those women, 34 per cent had children 
under five. 

• Over half the women in prison have suffered do-
mestic violence and one in three has experienced 
sexual abuse. (Women in Prison)

• Nearly 40 per cent of women in prison left school 
before they were 16, almost one in 10 were 13 or 
younger.

• The statistics show re-offending rates by women 
went up by four times that for men - by 16.4%, com-
pared with 4.2%. (BBC) 

• Women offenders cost the criminal justice system 
and society around £1.8bn per year. (Chief Crown 
Prosecutor of CPS Mersey-Cheshire.)

• Probation seems to be at least as effective as impris-
onment at preventing recidivism.  Oldfield (1996) 
studied 857 offenders in Kent.  Of those given custo-
dial sentences 63 per cent had reoffended within five 
years.  By contrast, only 41 per cent of those given 
probation offended within the same period.  Roshier 
(1995) produced very similar results in Cleveland

• Courts, prison, community sentences and victims 
of crime- cycle costs the economy between £7 and 
£10 billion per year

• The increased prison population has not increased 
public safety. 54% of women leaving prison are re-
convicted within one year – for those serving sen-
tences of less than 12 months this increases to 64%. 
For women who have served more than 10 previ-
ous custodial sentences the reoffending rate rises to 
90%.

• In Sweden, there were 303 female prisoners in 
2011, which was 5,9 per cent of the total prison 
population.  

have met all kinds of people in prison. Women 
who are there because their child never went to 
school, women who robbed a bottle of shampoo, 
women who have killed husbands, abused chil-

dren, killed children. Police officers who are there for cor-
ruption, schoolteachers who are there for sexual relations 
with pupils. I’ve met all sorts of people from the upper 
class to the bottom.”   
 When Kemi left prison five years ago she felt 
guilty and ashamed, not only for her family and friends, 
but also for herself. For an ex-offender, embarrassment 
and guilt can be a defining emotion.
 Kemi was sentenced to eight years in prison for 
conspiracy to import and supply class A drugs. 
 “What I did I am guilty for and I’ve paid the price, 
I’m still paying for it now,” she says.
 Kemi’s younger sister Tasha also served a custo-
dial sentence and in prison they had time to think and de-
cided for another journey. They re-educated themselves, 
volunteered and started to dream about a new life after 
prison. 
 After Kemi left prison, she was passionate about 

sharing her experience and started to volunteer as a men-
tor with organisations. So did her sister. They wanted 
to spread their knowledge about the detrimental conse-
quences of a criminal record to young girls. 
 Government statistics shows that just 13 per cent 
of female ex-offenders find employment after they’ve been 
released and one out of three have lost their home. 
 Life after prison wasn’t what Kemi had anticipat-
ed. Making a career with a criminal record seemed impos-
sible. She was often promised paid work but never earned 
more than the national minimum wage (£6.08 hour). The 
situation left her feeling exploited. She could see that oth-
er people were doing the same job as her and Tasha, but 
earning a higher wage: 
 “You could take a red pen and draw a line between 
the differences. We would always have to do the ‘waste’ 
jobs,” she says with a frustrated voice. ”I’m not saying 
there is anything wrong with starting at the bottom, but 
they gave us promises. What we always realised was that 
every opportunity we were being offered, the next person 
who’d come through the door with no criminal record ac-
tually got it.” 

After two years working with organisations, they were 
disappointed but faced with reality. With support from 
their mother and family they started their own organisa-
tion, Re-form. 
 Today they are professional mentors and hold 
regular workshops at local schools in Liverpool. Re-
formed has a contract with Liverpool City Council and ar-
ranges talks with criminology students at universities. 
 The two sisters encourage each other but even 
though Kemi is motivated about her future, she still finds 
it difficult to forget her past. She describes her first time 
after prison as very tough. She was depressed and ended 
up institutionalised: 
 “How do I explain how it was?”
 

Re-formed also works with the aftermaths of leaving pris-
on. Kemi feels that she had built up expectations in prison 
of what life was going to be like on the outside. She wishes 
that there had been more honesty in prison about the fatal 
consequences she was about to face: 
“The prison builds you up for expectations, it doesn’t 
build you up for reality.”
 Most opportunities after leaving prison are male 
based. They are often offered work programmes in plumb-
ing or to become a taxi driver: 
 “I am not being a sexist and saying that women 
cannot be up for typical male professions, but why can’t 
there be opportunities for women. And why are all of them 
manual jobs and no brain jobs? Why do you have to be a 
cleaner, do makeup or wash dishes?”
 Kemi felt let down by the lack of alternatives and 
support after leaving prison. The only contact she had 
with her probation officer was once a week and when she 
signed a paper. They didn’t offer her much she says: 
 “They couldn’t even give me a female mentor. And 
there are a lot of female prisoners, so we do need help.”
 The future for Kemi as an ex-offender worries 
her. She thinks a lot about what it will be like. Because of 
her drug offence, the law prevents her from travelling to 
some countries: 
 “I want to have children in the future. What if I 
my daughter or son wants to live in Australia. I can’t go 
there. I have challenges for the rest of my life. How am 
I supposed to tell my children? There are many things I 
haven’t manifested yet, but I can see the issue already.” 
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“Why do I have to be a cleaner, 
do make-up or wash dishes?”

Kemi Ryan spent her last year as a teenager in prison. Photo: ITV Fixers
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“A lot of women get short 
sentences for things like not 
paying  your TV licence.”


