[bookmark: _GoBack]Q. Are male and female offenders treated differently by the Criminal Justice System in England and Wales and does this matter?

[bookmark: _Int_VlH82lX6][bookmark: _Int_eEtuWFKQ][bookmark: _Int_0tari3t5][bookmark: _Int_5JgrKa03]The Criminal Justice System is the collective name given to government bodies and agencies in the UK who aim to prevent crime and punish those who are guilty as well as protect those who have fallen victim in these crimes. Some of the agencies involved in this include, police, courts, prison services and the Crown Prosecution Service and their roles include detection, charging, offence categorising, magistrates’ proceedings, and trails. Sentencing for those found guilty of their crimes can take form in a range of different ways with the most common being fines, suspended sentences or imprisonment in the authority of England and Wales (Barclay, G. C., 1993). The Criminal Justice system in England and Wales is under constant scrutiny and, with constant suggestions for improvement and change, it is important to look at where the problems lay. The biggest aim and expectation of the system is to ensure justice and treat people in a fair manner, however the government actually play very little part in the entire process as they are often more focused on whether the other agencies involved are fit for purpose. Despite the criticism faced by the Criminal Justice system it is important to understand that there is no set model for the processes involved in the system as each case to go through the system is different with its own complexity and, more often than not, problems arise within specific agencies and institutions used in the system rather than the system on a whole (Garside, R. and Grimshaw, R., 2022)
[bookmark: _Int_YnZBvfZH][bookmark: _Int_6RBjUoBI][bookmark: _Int_W2WH1KFG][bookmark: _Int_6J7Pbjhk]The Human Rights Act 1998 is a list of 14 articles that acknowledge the freedom and fundamental rights that everyone living in the UK is entitled to. The act came into force in the UK in 2000 and incorporates the rights set out in the European Convention of Human Rights. Article 14 of the Human Rights Act 1998 emphasises that all of the rights and freedoms set out in the rest of the act must be enforced without discrimination. This implies that everyone must be treated equally, regardless of gender, sex, age, race, religion and so forth. Discrimination may also occur is you are being treated the same as someone else despite having different circumstances and are left disadvantaged, for example disabilities (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2022). The Human Rights Act 1998 is indeed law across the whole of the UK but does not cover equality or discrimination across all aspects of life but, there are countless other legislations and acts that follow on and add to what is included in the Human Rights Act to ensure the fairest and most equal life for all those who live in Britain. Despite these laws being in place, there are still instances where individuals are found to be discriminated against and treated unfairly particularly in terms of gender. It is often found that men and women are still treated unequally in many aspects of life and one place that comes as a surprise is the UK’s Criminal Justice System. It is undoubtedly known that more men pass through the Criminal Justice system than women, but on average, it is understood that women typically have shorter sentences than men, however this can be put down to a range of factors, including the differences between the types of crimes that women and men commit. May it also be highlighted that in 2011, it was found that out of 12,925 women who were serving a community order, 14% were supervised for less than a year compared to only 7% of men emphasising the harsher punishment of men and supporting the argument of discrimination in the Criminal Justice System. This makes it hard to believe that incidents of women self-harming in prison were nearly eight times more comment than incidents of self-harm within male prisons, with figures showing 1,589 females and 201 males per 1,000 prisoners in 2012 (Yarwood, D. J., 2013).
[bookmark: _Int_N1XtO5xh][bookmark: _Int_ZKME7h3h][bookmark: _Int_t4NkS6DV][bookmark: _Int_mAauPCtf][bookmark: _Int_w2zsCqKt]There are in total 122 prisons across the England and Wales judiciary, only a fraction of which are specifically for females. Even though there are far less females in prison, having only a minority of prisons suited to them across a huge area poses problems and complications. It is important to note that there are no female-only prisons in Wales as of 2022. The distance between their homes and the not only negatively affect the women but will have a massive impact on their family too. Women are often the most influential parent in a child's life and many children depend entirely on their mothers so for their mother to be sentenced and situated in a prison hundreds of miles away with little opportunity to visit can ruin relationships and cause potential problems for that child in the future such as them entering the care system or even the criminal justice system themselves. It is estimated that maternal imprisonment affects 17,000 children per year (Prison Reform Trust, 2022). The need for change in the system to meet the specific needs of women has been well-established as it is profoundly known to be ‘a system largely designed by men, for men,’ with women often not taken into account. Many women have been affected by the Criminal Justice System at some point in their life and an estimated 4,000 are in prison today. Despite this, between 2017 and 2018, seven in 10 women were sentenced to six months or less and a staggering one in four were sentenced to serve 30 days or less and whilst the sentences seem short, the overall consequences of these prison stays can be devastating. Many women who enter the Criminal Justice System lose their jobs, no matter how long they were sentenced to which can lead on to so many more issues such as poverty, losing their homes and damaged relationships with friends and family. It is also well known that women tend to commit non-violent, less-serious crimes such as theft and other petty offences (The Guardian, 2018). This opens an argument as to whether these crimes are worthy of prison sentences, especially if the sentences are so short. Between the money it costs to keep an inmate in prison and the detrimental effects on the women for serving time, it is apparent that other forms of sentencing are more suited; More reasonable punishments include, fines, suspended sentences or community orders. These would allow women to be at home and with their children and other family members, allowing them to live a semi-normal life; Some may still be able to stay in work in order to carry on providing. 
[bookmark: _Int_CEoyz5OJ][bookmark: _Int_NS7O8kwh][bookmark: _Int_gSUuglgF][bookmark: _Int_GifrIkRJ][bookmark: _Int_he3BmVHg]Following on, women are considered more vulnerable that men and those in prison, are likely to have been victims of much more serious offences than those of which they have been convicted. 57% of women in the Criminal Justice System report to have been victim to domestic violence and 53% reported experiencing some form of childhood abuse or trauma. Once being involved in the Criminal Justice System, women often become engulfed in a cycle of victimisation and criminal activity which is worsened by metal health issues, substance abuse and poverty. After evaluation, it is evident that the link is a systematic issue and the key to breaking the cycle is understanding specific events and occurrences that are repeated by offenders and what help they need to stop. Women in the system have far more complex needs than men, therefore it is important for criminal justice agencies to work with women's trusts and support services in order to achieve the best possible outcome and prevent reoffending. It is important for the system to respond to these cycles early and provide help to those who are suffering from domestic violence to divert them away from criminal activity whether this be offering temporary housing, relationship counselling or additional funding. It is important for agencies in a male dominated system to recognise the differences in needs and the difference in impacts and understand that not everyone can be treated exactly the same (Anawim, 2023). In 2018, the Ministry of Justice put forward the ‘Female Offender Strategy’ which aimed to reduce crime, reduce the pressure and costs of services involved, and improve the outcomes of women who pass through the Criminal Justice System. This strategy was to involve, not only the Ministry of Justice and the Criminal Justice System, but third-party agencies and other government services. Only three years after the strategy was implemented, a report investigated what had been happening and any progress that should have been made but the findings were far from ideal. It was apparent that investment into the strategy was not prioritised resulting in progress being limited. Multiple other areas of the strategy management have been branded as weak including, governance and monitoring, and evaluation arrangements. It was made clear that the Ministry of Justice did not understand how the programme should be impacting individuals and their outcomes nor did it have a grasp on whether there was any improvement on crime rates, pressures, and costs. It was advised that the Ministry need to further acknowledge that the system is forever changing and understand the impacts of these changes in order to devise and put forward an effective and cost-efficient strategy that will work from their limited funding (National Audit Office, 2022).
[bookmark: _Int_0hXEQ1my][bookmark: _Int_JaDEN0fF][bookmark: _Int_RgCzpfCf]Equality does not mean treating everybody the same. The Corston report highlighted that, for men and women both the achieve equal and positive outcomes when passing through the Criminal Justice System, different approaches are needed, gender specific approaches. The report went onto say that the Equality Act should allow people to be treated with equivalent respect based off individual needs. The report acknowledged that the only way to achieve equality was to use different treatments on men and women as they have unique needs and there are fundamental differences between them. The report covered an immense variety of agencies and strategies which are involved in the Criminal Justice System and evaluated their treatment of women. Extensive lists of specific recommendations are included in the report which aim to improve the way women are treated, their outcomes and their life upon release from the system. Recognising that many women in the system are victims as well as criminals was high up on the recommendations list as victimisation is a direct route into crime whether this be from childhood trauma or domestic and sexual abuse. Furthermore, he use of women’s centres was pushed with referral to the benefits of them compared to imprisonment. These centres allow women to be at home with family during their sentences whilst being able to access any help and support that they may need such as financial and legal advice, access to health and addiction services and counselling (Corston, J. 2007). In conclusion, it is fair to say that women and men are treated differently in the Criminal Justice System in England and Wales and will continue to be treated differently, however, this difference is not down to discrimination, nor does it leave either worse off. It is important for them to be treated gender-specifically due to their nature and complexities and for them to achieve the best outcome as well as preventing crime on a whole, reducing pressures and cutting costs. 
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