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Throughout the United Kingdom, statistics show that females hold the majority in terms of numbers when assessing population compared to males. In 2020, the United Kingdom was made up of approximately 34 million females and 33 million males. Both genders have seen huge increases since 1953, with male population increasing by approximately 8.8 million and female population increasing by around 7.6 million (Clark, 2021). However, statistics show that males largely dominate when assessing individuals dealt with by the Criminal Justice System (CJS) where in 2019 males made up 74% of all individuals dealt with by the CJS compared to 24% being female. Furthermore, police officers during 2019/20 carried out over 640,000 arrests throughout England and Wales. Out of these arrests, females accounted for 15%, maintaining a similar trend since 2015/16. In addition, when assessing the offence groups, violence against the person and theft offences holds the largest proportions of arrests for both male and female. However, within these categories’ females held the higher proportion of arrests, compared to males where they accounted for larger proportions in drug and sexual offences. During 2019, the CJS formally dealt with approximately 341,000 females and 968,000 males by process of either out of court disposals (OOCD) or proceedings within court. Female defendants made up just over 25% of all prosecutions in the same year with 324,000 females and 904,000 males being prosecuted. Just over 50% of female defendants were prosecuted for summary offences compared to 29% of all male defendants. Furthermore, females held a proportion of 27% in 2019 when considering convictions, holding a conviction rate of 88%, compared to 87% for males. When researching crime type such as TV license evasion. 74% of the 114,000 convictions in 2019 were female/ This equated to 30% of all female convictions. Within prisons themselves, out of the recorded 82,700 occupants, only 5% were represented by females. A figure which has remained stable from previous years. During mid-June of 2019, females within prison population equated to 3,800, compared to approximately 78,900 male prison population (Ministry of Justice, 2020).

Throughout England and Wales 117 prisons are currently in operation and occupy offenders, of which 104 are run by Her Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service (HMPSS), while the rest are owned by private companies, known as Sodexo, Serco and G4S. Prisons owned and operated by the public sector tend to be smaller as those which are private are newer and more up to date with current figures in terms of offenders (CIPFA, 2019). With Females only making up around 5% of occupants within prisons, questions often arise as to whether prisons are built to suit females, questioning whether their needs are met and whether or not females are treated with the same fairness and treatment males receive. 

Female offenders are known to experience an increase in vulnerabilities and problems within the CJS and prisons throughout England and Wales when comparing to those of men, some may include their lives before imprisonment and others resulting from imprisonment itself. Factors within society that are linked to the rise in female offenders are often linked to poverty, single motherhood, homelessness and being a minority group member. Female offenders within prison have often experienced victimisation, substance abuse, mental health problems and lack of stability within their family life (Owen, 2022). Upon research, reports show that that up to 90% of women within the CJS have experienced abuse by a family members or ones they entrusted. Around 60% had been victim to rape or domestic violence by a partner. Black and minority young women are disproportionately imprisoned when comparing rates, facing increased stigma and discrimination within the CJS (AYJ, 2021). 

As previously discussed female offenders have often been victimised or have experienced some form of trauma before entering the CJS and prison. A key vulnerability women face in prisons is poor mental health among women in prisons.   This links heavily to the fact that self-harm incidents are on the rise after hitting an all-time high during the COVID 19 pandemic. The number of self-harm incidents within women’s prisons throughout England and Wales stood at 12,443 in 2021, an 8% increase from the previous year. This raises multiple questions as self-harm incidents within men’s prisons have seen 7% decrease year on year. A Liberal Democrat justice spokesperson known as Wera Hobhouse stated, ‘Our prisons are in crisis. The amount of self-harm incidents, especially in women’s prisons, is shockingly high and rising’. Lyn Brown MP and shadow minister for prisons later added, ‘These statistics show this incompetent government is losing control of our prisons, which have become much more dangerous places over the last ten years’ (Grierson, 2021). 

Another key vulnerability which female offenders experience within prisons is their separation from children and significant others. Upon research, surveys show that around three quarters of women within prisons are mothers, with two thirds having children below the age of eighteen (Owen, 2022). On average 600 women each year enter prisons in England whilst being pregnant, ultimately leading to around 100 babies being born from inside. Female offenders in pregancy are vulnerable and in need of extra and professional care. This heavily links to the risk of poor mental health as a result of the physical and psychological changes throughout the body females experience during pregnancy and even after childbirth. Mothers in prison can experience conflicting emotions such as depression and anxiety from separation of their child and knowing her child is in the care of others and will require additional mental health support following the birth of a child within prison (Penal Reform International, 2020). 

Violent offences are rarely committed by females and often don’t present serious risk to the public. 15% of female offenders in prison are on remand. Those remanded in custody often don’t receive custodial sentences. 63% of females remanded into prison by the magistrates’ court and 38% of females remanded by the crown courts did not receive immediate custodial sentences during 2018. However, they were in a cell long enough to impede further lives. The evolving Rehabilitation Act 2014 stated that any offender who had served prison sentences of more than one day is to attend probation supervision for at least one year. Failure to comply would lead to being recalled back to prison. A study by Prison Reform Trust, found that out of 24 women who had been recalled, three were pregnant and one’s reason for missing an appointment was due to a hospital visit for pregnancy scans. She was later separated from her child the day after giving birth. Female offenders, for the most part serve short sentences. Studies show even short imprisonment sentences can be largely damaging and impact mothers in regard to their children. Questions arise as to why short prison sentences are favoured rather than a suspended sentence or ordered community service. Upon research community sentences seem to be more effective in countering re-offending and appear to exceed short prison sentences (Epstein & Brown, 2020) It is argued child rights should be taken into account when a court sentences a mother. 

Sarah Beresford, a Prison Reform Trust Associate, is the leading representative for a new upcoming project known as The Child Impact Assessment framework which aims to become a voice for young children, ensuring they are listened to throughout each stage of their mother’s journey through the CJS, from arrest to release. In addition, they are to be appropriately involved in the decision making about their care and to be supported with any needs they may have. The framework aims to increase awareness when regarding the sensitivities of children whose mothers are in the CJS and provide suggestions for child support which they may need. The project will take into account how the assessment is best used to guarantee children are delicately recognised and supported appropriately (PRT, 2022). 

Female offenders also suffer vulnerabilities when assessing the differences in experience in prison compared to males. It is argued that prisons throughout England and Wales are largely run by men and built for men. There are frequent reports from the prison inspectorate that raise concerns in regard to the ratio of male to female staff within prisons being too high. This can lead to male prison officers taking advantage of women in female prisons subjecting them to sexual abuse or assault. A number of female prisoners have been victimised through rape, sexual assault and harassment and other types of sexual coercion. These incidents usually go under the radar as victims feel helpless and in a state of fear (Ashraf, 2022). Although female offenders within prisons are less likely to riot or pose the same risks of escape as men, females are inappropriately made to follow the same security regimes as those designed for males. In addition, out of the 117 prisons throughout England and Wales, there are only 13 female prisons in England and none in Wales. This means female offenders are often transferred further away from their families compared to male offenders. During 2004, an average of 62 miles were put between female offenders and their homes and families, compared to 51 for male. Furthermore, in 2009 over 700 female offenders were held over 100 miles from their home (Ginn, 2013). Upon release female offenders would often have little money, making it almost impossible to travel back home. This led to further anxieties regarding resettlement among female offenders. Research shows the high level of socio-economic and personal disadvantages female offenders experience influencing a greater risk of re-offending and isolation within society. Worries stemming from accommodation was a common problem throughout female offenders as anxieties regarding losing their home and becoming homeless or needing hostel accommodation. This ultimately led to many female offenders resorting to substance misuse or reoffending for the purpose of survival (Gray, Simmonds and Annison, 2016).

In mid-2018, the Ministry of Justice brought forward the Female Offender Strategy. A long-awaited strategy setting out the government’s plans of a new programme of work for females involved with the CJS throughout England and Wales and focuses on three main priorities. These being early intervention, community-based solutions and better custody (Clinks, 2018). However, studies by the Prison Reform Trust show the government have failed to implement over half of the promises that were set out in this strategy, only fully implementing 31 out of 65 commitments. Furthermore, the government have also back tracked with the recent announcement of 500 new prison places in the women’s estate as the strategy sets out to reduce the population of female offenders in prison. This highlights the strategy to be failing as new spaces would not be needed if implementation was successful. Prison Reform Trust analysed the implementation of the strategy and conjured up four key points. Firstly, even where commitments have been met, there is almost no information or evidence as to whether it is having the desired effect. Secondly, there is little progress in regard to challenges faced by black and minority ethnic women which was promised to be addressed by the strategy. Thirdly, attention should be turned to creating a safe, trauma acknowledged environment, addressing the continually rising self-harm levels. And lastly, funding cross departmental working to enhance more Whole System Approaches should be prioritised and implemented. Director of The Prison Reform Trust, Peter Dawson stated, ‘There is little point having a good plan if you don’t deliver it’, later explaining how the implementation of the strategy failed to require the key fundamentals of success. He later added ‘The large majority of women are sent to prison for non-violent offences to serve sentences of less than one year. It is time for the government to double down on its aim to send less women to prison by investing in community alternatives and limiting the use of pointless short prison sentences’ (Prison Reform Trust, 2021). 

In conclusion, it seems that male and female offenders receive the same treatment. However, it is clear to see that females are a lot more vulnerable, in most cases experiencing trauma before entering the CJS compared to males. Services and support groups should be more widely available for females within the CJS. The concept of distance when located within the criminal justice system also enhances vulnerabilities and is a systemic issue articulated within the research that has been gathered in line with female placements.  Addressing the element of pregnant offenders in line with rehabilitation after sentencing would also further support the prevention of ongoing mental health issues and reoffending. Whilst treatment within the criminal justice system is evidenced equally the issues of location availability and vulnerabilities outlines the overall holistic treatment could be deemed different when assessing males and females.
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