
 

 

London Assembly Police and Crime Committee Investigation: 

Women Offenders 
 
Submission by Khulisa to the London Assembly Police and Crime Committee’s call for written 

responses to the investigation into women offenders in London. 

What are the specific needs of women offenders in London? 

Women offenders have distinct needs compared to men. Many women offenders have dependent children; 

many will have experienced ‘poly-victimisation’, where they have been the victims of crimes themselves, 

particularly domestic violence or sexual abuse.1 Their offending is often driven by mental health, drug or 

alcohol issues, abusive relationships or financial difficulties.2 London sends a disproportionately high 

number of women to prison compared to the rest of the country.3 Furthermore, there is substantial evidence 

that custodial sentences have a negative impact on women offenders. For instance, women account for 21% 

of all self-harm incidents in prison, significantly out of proportion to the 5% of the overall prison population 

that they comprise.4 

Since HMP Holloway was closed in July 2016, there has been no women’s prison in London. The final 

Independent Monitoring Board on HMP Holloway reported concerns that women offenders would be further 

from home, putting greater strain on their relationships, particularly for women offenders with children.5 This 

is something that Khulisa have encountered when scoping our pilot programme with female inmates at HMP 

Downview. 

Khulisa undertook a market scan in 2016 to review current gaps in service provision for women in the secure 

estate - this included interviews with the London CRC, HMP Downview, HMP Bronzefield, HMP Send and a 

range of VCS specialists including Working Chance and Women In Prison. Based on this consultation, we 

identified a significant gap in service provision that targeted the development of emotional and social skills 

which lay the foundation for women to progress to other 'productivity'-oriented programmes such as further 

education and employment. The London CRC offers a Structured Supervision Programme for Women 

however, this is the only programme that they offer tailored specifically to the needs of female offenders. 

Both within the secure estate and out in the community, the needs of this minority group of offenders is in 

danger of being overlooked. 

Many of those interviewed by Khulisa referenced an 'out of reach’ gap in service provision -  a lack of 

programmes that target women with moderately complex needs who require additional support to enable 

them to take the next step on their rehabilitation journey. In particular, there is a distinct lack of services and 

interventions for women offenders that target female identity and motherhood, or that address the shame 

attached to historical sexual abuse, abandonment or domestic violence. Interventions primarily focusing on 
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entrenched shame and regulation of emotions in order to establish a sense of 'self' are very few and far 

between with a lack of resources and specific knowledge in this area. 

Instead, those we interviewed typically referenced programmes that supported women with the most 

complex needs (targeted mental health provision) or those further along their rehabilitation journey who are 

more likely to resettle effectively post-release and be 'job ready'. Many VCS providers reported that they were 

keen to widen participation in their programmes, but acknowledged that there was a gap - a need for 'pre-

programme' skills development for women to be eligible or successful in their programmes. Without these 

types of services, women offenders who do not suffer significant mental illness or substance abuse issues 

but are not ready for employment, education or training fall through the gap. 

In line with our experience delivering across the male estate, many of our interviews with women's prisons 

highlighted the need for dual-programme delivery, supporting the emotional and social skills development 

of both participants and staff. Khulisa strongly advocates for this dual model that enables professionals to 

develop their own emotional literacy, well-being and develop a culture of reflective practice in the longer-

term. This can assist those professionals in helping the women offenders in their care to self-regulate their 

emotions and behaviour. It also provides critical information about managing trauma and providing reflective 

practice, which supports the development and retention of these staff. 

How are London’s voluntary sector organisations working with women 

offenders, particularly those placed in prison outside London? 

Khulisa is a charity supporting prisoners, ex-offenders and youth at risk of offending to live healthy, crime-

free lives through the provision of behaviour change programmes. We have 10 years' experience delivering 

programmes across the secure estate that support the development of emotional literacy, wellbeing and 

consequential thinking. Our programmes demonstrate a marked reduction in violence, offending and longer-

term outcomes including employment. Khulisa has successfully implemented programmes in partnership 

with other VCS specialists, including a behaviour-change/employment partnership with Bounce Back that 

supported over 70% of our participants into sustainable employment on release. 

In October 2017, we commence a pilot programme at HMP Downview, in partnership with Working Chance. 

Our Silence the Violence programme uses restorative, trauma-informed and creative learning techniques, 

like drama therapy, to support violence reduction, improved wellbeing and increased cognitive functioning 

amongst participants. At HMP Downview, we are adapting our trauma-informed programme to meet women 

offenders’ needs by focusing on women’s experience of violence as both victim and perpetrator, to address 

the poly-victimisation that frequently affects women offenders. Participants who complete our programme 

will be referred to Working Chance for employment support. Our programme recognises the complex needs 

of women offenders in order to support them to a stage where they are ready to seek employment. 

Which parts of London are currently lacking specialist support services, such 

as women’s centres? 

A map of services across England and Wales for women with complex needs was recently published by AVA 

(Against Violence and Abuse) and Agenda, the alliance for women and girls at risk.6 The map substantiates 

the findings of Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Probation (HMIP), in its September 2016 report on services in 

the community for women who offend, that there is inconsistency of access to women’s centres in London 

and elsewhere in the country, influenced by location and the accessibility of public transport.7 The report 
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also highlighted the continued funding of women’s centres as a ‘major concern’; the Transforming 

Rehabilitation (TR) programme has left women’s centres in London vulnerable as their funding is no longer 

ring-fenced but is at the discretion of the London Community Rehabilitation Company (CRC). The All Party 

Parliamentary Group on Women in the Penal System finds that ‘women offenders are disproportionately 

likely to have multiple and complex needs, making profiting from this work particularly difficult for CRCs 

under the current model’, highlighting the risk of women’s centres closing down as a result of the TR reforms, 

jeopardising the accessibility of support services.8 

At Khulisa, we are aware that women fall into the ‘gap’ not just inside prison but also in terms of provision 

across London. Funding cuts have had a significant impact on some of the smaller and more localised 

centres supporting women. We are also aware of the excellent work being done by colleagues such as Clean 

Break (Kentish Town) and Imkaan to support vulnerable women. As part of our involvement in the consortium 

Restore:London, we are also aware of the complexities that surround women’s services. Domestic abuse 

and domestic violence is a continuum of differing types of violence (i.e. intimate partner violence, adolescent 

to parent violence, etc) and services to address this require a more structured and multi-lateral approach. 

The complexities in the provision of women’s services also create challenges when discussing the level of 

response and methods to apply (e.g. restorative justice) with partners like the London VAWG Board. It is 

critical to be able to open a deeper dialogue about women’s needs and best practice methods to support 

recovery. 

What impact could MOPAC’s new Female Offender Service have on women’s 

offending and reoffending? 

MOPAC’s £500,000 investment in specialist support for women offenders, an area that has been 

underfunded in the past, is welcome, as is the service’s focus on ‘through the gate’ support to assist their 

reintegration. The service will reach 950 women offenders, a positive start, but more investment is required 

to support this group: in 2015, a total of 3,511 female offenders were supervised by the London CRC and 

the National Probation Service (NPS) in London (2,907 by the CRC and 604 by the NPS).9 Furthermore, the 

Female Offender Service will be in ten boroughs10, yet notably absent from this list are Camden, Islington, 

Hackney, Tower Hamlets, Haringey, Newham, Barking & Dagenham and Waltham Forest which have higher 

or equally high crime rates as those in which MOPAC’s service will be operating.11 Without addressing these 

gaps in provision, the service will not reach many vulnerable women in London, who will remain at risk of 

offending or reoffending as the underlying causes of their behaviour will not be dealt with. 

The critical part about this funding is that it is part of a multi-lateral and joined up approach with other 

agencies and partners across each of the 10 boroughs. Women offenders are often victims of domestic 

abuse/domestic violence and develop substance abuse habits as coping skills that cause them to commit 

crime and end up in our criminal justice system. To stem this flow, a wrap-around service must be provided 

that involves mental health professionals, homelessness charities, the Metropolitan Police, London CRC, 

NPS, VAWG Board and other key partners. There is the potential here to create an alternative journey for 

vulnerable and at-risk women, if the right provision is offered at the right time. This could reduce the number 

of women in the criminal justice system and additionally, support those children who would otherwise be at 
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home without their mothers or in social care with foster parents. The implications for the next generation 

through taking action now are significant. 


