
Hansard: Crime and Courts Bill - Amendment 133A - 25 March 2013 
  

Motion on Amendment 133 
Moved byLord McNally 

That this House do agree with the Commons in their Amendment 133. 
133: Page 269, line 16, leave out paragraph 29 
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Lord McNally: The Lord Speaker will be pleased to know that it gets a lot clearer 
from now on. 
I beg to move that this House do now agree with the Commons in their Amendment 
133. This amendment removes Part 7 of Schedule 15, which would have required 
contracts between the Secretary of State and probation trusts to place an obligation on 
trusts to make appropriate provision for the delivery of services for female offenders. 
This included making provision for women to participate in unpaid work and 
rehabilitative programmes with their particular needs in mind. As noble Lords will 
recall, Part 7 of Schedule 15 was inserted into the Bill at Third Reading when the 
House agreed an amendment in the name of the noble and learned Lord, Lord Woolf. 
With his customary courtesy, the noble and learned Lord, Lord Woolf, has explained 
to me that family and religious observations have meant that he cannot be with us 
tonight, which I fully understand, although I see some familiar faces around the 
Chamber of noble Lords who are involved in this matter. 
I know that the Commons' decision to remove Part 7 of Schedule 15 will have been a 
disappointment to many in this House. As the high quality and impassioned 
contributions to the earlier debates on this issue showed, addressing the needs of 
female offenders is a key priority for many here. I therefore reaffirm that the 
Government are committed to addressing the factors associated with women's 
offending, and to taking a different approach where there is a need to differentiate 
provision for female offenders. We recognise that we will rehabilitate female 
offenders and enable them to lead positive and productive lives only if we a take a 
different approach where it is required. 
10 pm 
I have on more than one occasion promised that the Government would publish their 
key priorities for female offenders. I am therefore delighted to say that a document 
setting out our key priorities for female offenders was published last Friday. These 
priorities reflect the Government's wider proposals to reform rehabilitation, and also 
the review of the women's prison estate announced on 10 January. They are aimed at 
ensuring that there are credible, robust community sentencing options available for 
sentencers; gender-specific services for female offenders in the community, where 
appropriate; tailoring of the women's custodial estate; and rehabilitation reforms to 
support better life management and reduce women's reoffending. 
We have also announced the creation of a new advisory board on female offenders. It 
will be chaired by the Minister for Victims and the Courts, and will bring together key 
stakeholders, criminal justice partners and senior officials from across government to 
support her in delivering these priorities. The need for strong, visible leadership is 
something that many noble Lords have called for. The advisory board will provide 
invaluable expertise and challenge as we take forward work on female offenders 
within the rapidly changing landscape. 



On Commons Amendment 133, we fully understand and are sympathetic to the 
concerns that prompted the noble and learned Lord, Lord Woolf, to bring forward his 
amendment at Third Reading. However,  
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it remains the case that we do not believe that it is either necessary or helpful, and I 
will take a few moments to explain why. As noble Lords will be aware, the 
Government have also recently published their proposals for taking forward the next 
steps of the rehabilitation revolution. The consultation document, Transforming 
Rehabilitation-a Revolution in the Way We Manage Offenders, sets out our proposals 
to reform the management and rehabilitation of offenders in the community through a 
new focus on life management and mentoring support for offenders. Fundamentally, 
offenders with complex problems and chaotic lifestyles need support to turn their 
lives around, combined with proper punishment. 
Included in the consultation were proposals to complete the provision of a wide range 
of services and to introduce payment by results, so that in future the taxpayer will pay 
for those services that demonstrate a reduction in reoffending. National 
commissioning would replace commissioning by probation trusts. We intend to open 
up rehabilitative services to a wide range of new providers in the private and 
voluntary sectors who will bring their creativity and innovation to bear on this 
pressing problem, and who will be paid by results to drive down reoffending. The 
close work between probation trusts and the voluntary sector women's community 
services can be seen as a precursor of this approach. The amendment agreed in this 
House at Third Reading failed to recognise this new landscape for the delivery of 
probation services. 
I assure noble Lords that, in taking forward these reforms, we are very aware of the 
particular needs and priorities that are relevant to services for female offenders, and 
that we will ensure that these are addressed within our overall approach. Our 
consultation document specifically asked for views on how we can use our new 
commissioning model, including payment by results, to ensure better outcomes for 
female offenders and for others with complex needs or protected characteristics. It is 
also worth noting that our rehabilitation reforms will extend the provision of 
rehabilitation services to offenders released from custodial sentences of less than 12 
months, who currently do not qualify for statutory licence or rehabilitation provision. 
Proportionately more women than men are serving short sentences, so they in 
particular will benefit from this element of the reforms. 
I can reassure noble Lords that the removal of Part 7 of Schedule 15 from the Bill will 
not undermine the delivery of appropriate services for female offenders. Our newly 
published key strategic priorities make clear that the Government are committed to 
ensuring appropriate provision for female offenders, whether in custody or in the 
community. As I have mentioned, the Secretary of State for Justice has asked officials 
to undertake a review of custodial arrangements for women. He recognises that 
female offenders have particular needs, and that the women's prison estate should be 
organised as effectively as possible to meet gender specific requirements while also 
delivering best value for the public. 
There are other public commitments, too, which apply to providers commissioned by 
the Secretary of State to deliver offender management services. Indeed, one of the 
actions under objective two of the Ministry of Justice's equalities objectives is to 
ensure the, 
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"provision of gender-specific community services to improve support for 
vulnerable women in the criminal justice system". 

Probation trusts are also required by the National Offender Management Service 
Commissioning Intentions document, to demonstrate how they will ensure the 
appropriate provision of women's services. All probation trusts have met this year's 
requirement to provide appropriate provision for women, including new and 
innovative ways of working with women. 
Noble Lords will be aware that in the last few years the Government have been 
investing in the development of voluntary sector-led women's community services. 
NOMS has provided an additional £3.78 million funding via probation trusts to 
support 31 of these centres in the current financial year. This £3.78 million has now 
been embedded in the NOMS community budget for 2013-14, and has been ring-
fenced to enable probation trusts to commission the delivery of enhanced services for 
female offenders. Probation trusts are planning a range of new partnerships with the 
voluntary sector in the coming year, including opening new women's community 
services and the delivery of a new bespoke training programme for women. This 
inevitably means that some women's services may find that they receive less funding 
in the coming year. However, at this time of financial constraint, the commitment to 
provide £3.78 million to trusts for the provision of women's services is a strong 
indication of the priority the Government give to the needs of female offenders. 
A further £300,000 is being invested in women's services by trusts, which I find very 
encouraging indeed. I am a strong advocate of the women's centre approach, which 
provides practical support for women in addressing their many needs, whether it be 
housing, domestic violence, substance misuse or a range of other issues. These centres 
are located in the centre of our communities and provide a positive, flexible 
environment to help vulnerable women sort out their often troubled lives. When I 
visited the Minerva women's centre last year, I was very impressed by the number of 
women that I met who had first come to the centre as clients, sometimes very 
reluctantly, but then remained at the centre to support other women as mentors and 
helpers. This is exactly the sort of benign circle that we want to encourage. 
I hope that I have reassured the House that the Government remain committed to 
ensuring the provision of appropriate services that will address the specific needs of 
female offenders, and that this is an integral part of our reform programme. For these 
reasons and in the context of the Government's wider plans to transform 
rehabilitation, we feel that Part 7 of Schedule 15 is neither necessary nor helpful. In 
the circumstances, I hope that the House will be reassured on the points that I have 
made and will agree with Commons Amendment 133 and reject Amendment 133A in 
the name of the noble Lord, Lord Ramsbotham. 

Amendment 133A (as an amendment to the Motion on Amendment 133) 
Moved by Lord Ramsbotham 

Leave out "agree" and insert "disagree". 
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Lord Ramsbotham: My Lords, in her foreword to the Strategic Objectives for 
Female Offenders published last Friday, Helen Grant, the Ministry of Justice Minister 
responsible for women, wrote: 
"The issue of women in prisons is a deeply emotive one, in which there is very 
genuine interest from Parliamentary colleagues". 
I am sure that the noble Lord, as a member of the Government who purport to be as 
genuinely interested in the issue of women's justice as Helen Grant professes, will 
understand why I say that a number of genuinely interested colleagues are deeply 
upset that this amendment is coming up at such a late hour, because understandably 
they and others have had to leave the House. Tragically, this is an all-too-familiar 
story where women's justice is concerned, about which we should all feel ashamed. 
If the Committee in the other place was genuinely interested, I cannot imagine how it 
accepted, without debate, the Minister's assertion that the amendment successfully 
introduced at Third Reading in this House by my noble and learned friend Lord 
Woolf-sadly, he cannot be here tonight, as noble Lords have heard-was unnecessary. 
The amendment sought to obtain much needed statutory protection of measures to 
ensure that the distinct needs of women offenders were prioritised and met. It was 
said to be unnecessary because it specifically mentioned probation trusts and, because 
probation was under review, it did not make sense to legislate on probation provision, 
and because the Government were already committed to working on women's 
provision, the legislation was not needed. The genuinely interested Committee threw 
out my noble and learned friend's amendment, denying other genuinely interested 
colleagues any opportunity of considering it at Report. What a message such 
treatment sends to those who are encouraged to believe that the Government are 
genuinely interested in the position of women in the criminal justice system. 
If this was the first occasion on which similar dismissal had been the fate of proposals 
concerning the specific needs of women offenders, it could perhaps be more easily 
understood. The point about probation is a semantic quibble because, whatever the 
outcome of the review, someone will be responsible for the provision of services to 
female offenders. But the point about legislation is important, because the amendment 
is an attempt to ensure that consistent and continuous action is taken by successive 
Ministers, rather than a continuation of past practice, which I can best characterise as 
being seven times bitten and, understandably, eight times shy. 
The strategic direction announced by the Minister includes sections on enhanced 
provision in the community and transforming rehabilitation, with at its heart an 
advisory board. In principle, I welcome strategic direction, because a strategy is a 
single aim uniting the contributions of all those concerned. But as this one contains 
nothing new and is noticeably short on detail, I can best describe it as pretty thin 
wine. While not against advisory boards per se, I am not happy that the Minister 
should put so much hope in this one, because boards do not provide leadership or take 
positive action, and positive action, not yet more advice, is what is so badly needed. 
 
 
25 Mar 2013 : Column 908 

The Minister said that the board had been convened, 
"to develop polices to tackle female re-offending, to help women into gainful 
employment and safe environments, and off the 'conveyor belt to crime'". 

Of course, nobody could be against such aims, but I am deeply cynical about how 
they will be implemented and overseen, in view of bitter experiences in the past. Over 



the past 16 years, I have heard much the same from a succession of Home and Justice 
Secretaries and Prison and Women's Ministers and I have seen a plethora of policy, 
advisory and women's issues boards set up to develop policies and to help women off 
the "conveyor belt to crime", after recommendations made in two thematic reports of 
mine when I was Chief Inspector of Prisons, a report by the Prison Reform Trust, 
three reports by the Fawcett Society and finally the report by the noble Baroness, 
Lady Corston, only for them to disappear without trace. I note that, like its 
predecessors, this board is expected to, 

"take a creative, innovative look at the scope ... for improved sentencing 
options", 

as well as, 
"designing the system to ensure that women's needs and priorities are 
recognised in the provision of services in the community and through-the-gate 
of prison", 

and working with partners within and outside the criminal justice system, 
"to ensure that the needs and profile of female offenders are recognised and 
understood", 

while also promoting "community sentencing options". 
Here I make no apologies for repeating what I have said time and again in this House: 
history, and particularly recent history, proves that nothing will happen until and 
unless some named person is made responsible and accountable to a Minister for 
making it happen. As nobody has been appointed in the case of women, virtually 
nothing has happened. 
10.15 pm 
Ever since I became involved with the criminal justice system, I have been amazed 
that Ministers seem so unwilling to look at facts when trying to reason why their good 
intentions are not realised. If they worked in business, a hospital, a school or local 
government, they would know that named individuals are responsible and accountable 
for separate departments, so why, unlike every other operational organisation 
throughout the world as far as I can discover, do they tolerate continuous failure, for 
which they can call no one to account, caused in large measure by the almost 
complete absence of any named individual responsible and accountable for each type 
of offender in the National Offender Management Service, particularly women, a 
discrete group with distinct characteristics and needs? If they looked, they would be 
struck immediately by the marked difference between the consistency and 
improvement in the high security prisons, under their own director, compared with the 
remainder, and the way in which the position of children has been transformed by a 
Youth Justice Board under its own responsible and accountable chairman. 
This dreadful track record explains why my noble and learned friend, I and many 
others seek legislation. In the absence of anyone responsible and accountable  
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for making consistent improvement, we despair of progress being made and any 
momentum generated being maintained. Ministers, however well intentioned, come 
and go. While responsible and accountable to Parliament, they have countless other 
ministerial, parliamentary and constituency tasks and simply do not have the required 
time to provide 24/7 oversight of any single part of their ministerial portfolio. 
Oversight can be provided only by someone responsible and accountable to them, 
aided by advisory boards or whatever. I challenge anyone to disprove that the one 



common denominator behind the failure of every previous good intention for 
improving the position of women is the lack of anyone responsible and accountable to 
the Minister for implementing it. I would hate to see this one, however thin, go the 
same way. That is why I disagree with the Commons overturning my noble and 
learned friend's amendment. 
I have three questions for the Minister. First, why does he not accept the need to 
appoint a named official to be responsible and accountable to Ministers for women in 
the criminal justice system? I note that, on 3 October 2012, Sadiq Khan MP, the 
shadow Justice Minister, announced that Labour would set up a women's justice 
board, bringing together central government, local councils, police, probation and 
social services to tackle female offending, modelled on the Youth Justice Board. 
When I asked him about what appeared to be a damascene conversion of his party 
line, bearing in mind how many of his predecessors had vetoed that idea when put 
forward by the Prison Reform Trust and many others, including me, he said that, 
coming in as an outsider, he had looked afresh at all the evidence and that its need 
stood out. I welcome him warmly to the club, as I hope to do the present ministerial 
team. 
Secondly, can the Minister tell the House why, without statutory provision, it should 
be confident that what the Minister has outlined will come to pass when so many 
previous but similar intentions have failed? Helen Grant, having recognised the 
genuine interest of parliamentary colleagues in both Houses and the importance of 
keeping people informed about what the Government are doing for female offenders, 
says that she will consider what more she should do, going forward, to communicate 
with stakeholders and others with an interest in female offenders. I would like to 
recommend one thing that she could do, which is to undertake that either the Justice 
Minister or the Minister responsible for women's justice will make an annual 
statement to Parliament about progress with the strategy, which will be debated on the 
Floor of both Houses. Will the Minister give an undertaking that annual statements 
will be made, or at least considered, and an announcement about them made during 
the further passage of this Bill? I beg to move. 
Baroness Corston: My Lords, I support Amendment 133A in the name of the noble 
Lord, Lord Ramsbotham. He suggested that my report had sunk without trace. 
Perhaps I may reassure him that I have not. Having waited over a year from the day 
when the noble Lord, Lord McNally, promised this House that we would have a 
strategy for women offenders which would be published "quite shortly",  
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the statement released last week was acutely depressing. It was thin and took us back 
to the days of the women's offending reduction programme. It is extraordinary that 
this can happen, particularly as I know that the noble Lord, Lord McNally, and his 
parliamentary colleague Helen Grant MP have been visiting women's centres up and 
down the country and must have got the same message. 
Why has nobody recognised the plight of women at risk of offending? It was reported 
in the papers that the women's prison population had gone down by 400 since the 
previous Government started implementing my report. Given that the women's prison 
population is, at any one time, just under 5,000, that is a proportionate reduction that 
the Minister might be quite proud of if it happened in the male estate. Why has it 
happened? It has happened because of the focus on women at risk. Magistrates' courts 
up and down the country now do this work but there is no reference to it whatever. 



Will the Government please stop talking about payment by results? I have been in 
Parliament for 21 years and I have never known a Government that wanted payment 
without results. 
Women's centres, which work with women offenders who have been sent there by the 
court and women at risk, can have reoffending rates as low as 10%. There is no prison 
system in the world that can boast reoffending rates of 10% and yet these centres are 
now writing to me to say that their funding is being cut and they are finding it hard to 
cope. The £3.78 million, to which the noble Lord, Lord McNally, referred, is all well 
and good but probation trusts are, as I understand it from correspondence I have had 
with Helen Grant, being given the job of ensuring that that funding is spread. A 
smaller pot of money is being spread further so centres like Anawim in Birmingham-I 
challenge anyone visiting that centre not to be profoundly impressed with the work it 
does with very troubled women-are finding it difficult to cope. A lot of the women 
about whom constituents visit Members of Parliament in their advice surgeries are 
ones whose chaotic lifestyles lead to prison. Work done with them saves local 
authorities a lot of money. 
I want to contrast what is happening with this advisory board with what happened 
before. We had a Minister, Maria Eagle, who regularly made Written Ministerial 
Statements on progress. That went alongside a very detailed strategy that was a thick 
document, not the two pages-it may have been three but it certainly was not more-that 
we had last week. This advisory board will work only if it has absolute overall 
strategic direction and a multidisciplinary team of civil servants working alongside it. 
I do not see that happening. 
When I hear the Government say "We are implementing Corston", which I do not say 
out of arrogance but I gather that within the Ministry of Justice I am a noun and a 
verb, I feel my blood boil because it is not true. This Government do not understand 
the situation with regard to women generally, what gender-specific services are and 
what kind of priority should be given. If they did, it would not have taken one year 
and 10 days to publish what is a thin, mean document. 
A huge opportunity has been missed because you cannot reinvent a broken wheel. 
When centres such as  
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Anawim write to me saying, "You know what work we do and we are now finding 
that we are turning away women who lead chaotic lifestyles and are at risk of losing 
their children". This is alongside a Bill under which we are speeding up the adoption 
process. What happens is that instead of helping these women who are at risk of 
offending to turn their lives around and keep their children, we do nothing for them 
and let someone else adopt their children. 
Lord Hurd of Westwell: My Lords, I must add a word of praise for the two speeches 
that we have just listened to and a word of exhortation to the Minister to pursue more 
effectively the lines that he set out. We can welcome the steps that he outlined, so far 
as we understand them on first reading. Whether those steps will be taken or in some 
way accelerated by the fact that we are having this debate and passed an amendment 
at an earlier stage, I do not know. However, in attempting to make his case, I thought 
that the Minister's heart was not in it. He did not really explain why my noble and 
learned friend's amendment would be unhelpful. He took some pride in saying that 
life has moved on-meaning that the Government have moved a step or two-and that 
the amendment was therefore out of date. However, the Minister has not been too 



chary in the early part of our proceedings today in moving government amendments 
that updated the Bill. It would not be beyond the wit of his department to commission 
an amendment that would have filled any gap and brought us up to date on the 
Government's latest actions, which, I understand, came to a head last Friday. 
This is a black hole in our criminal justice system. In my time as Home Secretary, I 
visited a good many prisons, and I have visited several in the past year or so through 
my involvement with the Prison Reform Trust. Nothing is more desponding, gloomy 
or soul-destroying than a visit to a women's prison. I do not know quite why, and I 
have not sorted out the logic of it in my mind, but there is something particularly 
disagreeable and unnatural-awful, really-about a woman in prison. When you 
consider the kind of offences in which women are characteristically involved, 
particularly those concerned with drugs, you are filled with a feeling of pity and anger 
that this defect in our criminal justice system should yawn so widely and take so long 
to deal with. 
The noble Baroness, Lady Corston, is of course to be congratulated on her report, 
which has helped to move things on, as has the tireless work of the noble Lord, Lord 
Ramsbotham. They have illustrated clearly in their powerful speeches the defect. 
What is lacking is accountability and a person or persons whose responsibility it is to 
put this wrong right. Short of that, I fear that we are just being subjected to an 
amiable, and certainly sincere, smokescreen. They have proved beyond doubt that that 
is not sufficient. This has drifted on year after year, as the noble Lord, Lord 
Ramsbotham, said, and now we are offered not a statute, or a promise of legislation, 
but an advisory board. There is an advisory board sitting in this Chamber, but 
unfortunately its advice is not being taken. 
I do not know whether the noble Lord, Lord Ramsbotham, intends to press his 
amendment to a vote. I am sure that the Minister does not need to be  
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told this, but I would ask him to take away and report to his Secretary of State and to 
all concerned in the Ministry of Justice the strong feeling in this House that there is a 
black hole in our arrangements and that we look to this Government to put it right. 
10.30 pm 
Baroness Howe of Idlicote: My Lords, I rise to support the amendment moved by 
my noble friend Lord Ramsbotham. I believe that what happened in the Commons, 
the way in which this whole area was tossed aside and not debated at all, was 
disgraceful. I believe that the very least that the Government can do is to answer the 
three questions that my noble friend has put to the Minister. I would lay the greatest 
emphasis on having an annual report on progress that is made in the whole of this 
area. 
I am especially concerned about the differences in the treatment of men and women 
for two reasons. First, there is a distinct difference in the backgrounds of women who 
are in prison for very short sentences. As we have heard, such sentences account for 
the vast majority of women-and indeed men-in prison. As one example, 5% of the 
prison population are women, and yet 31% of self-harmers in prison are women. The 
Government should receive full marks for starting to outline, at last, these plans, as 
we have begun to get a picture of what we hope will happen in the future. I am very 
supportive of these plans as there are so many women in prison who should not be 
there, certainly not to serve short sentences as is currently the case. 



Secondly, and above all, these women should not be in prison because of the effect 
that it is having on their families. How many of those families will find their own way 
into prison as a result of having had their family broken up, having been taken into 
care or placed with relatives and, above all, having lost that very particular 
relationship between mother and child? I believe that that is the worst aspect of all. 
How many facts are we given about the number of families who are repeatedly in and 
out of prison in a continual spiral of offending? 
Good luck to the Government with their plans, but please let us have a report on what 
is happening, and let us have real progress. Quite apart from the women concerned, I 
believe that we will find that this kind of treatment could be as applicable to men in 
our prison service. We need a whole overview of what goes on. 
Baroness Hamwee: My Lords, I would be surprised if some Members of your 
Lordships' House were satisfied with a report as infrequently as annually. The 
questions, rightly, will come quite often to my noble friend, as they have done over 
the years. I know that this is something that he holds close to his heart, as does Helen 
Grant. I note that the document published on Friday-which I, too, thought was shorter 
than expected-is headed Strategic Objectives for Female Offenders and does not 
purport to be a complete strategy. 
Perhaps I may ask my noble friend one question which follows on from what the 
noble Baroness has just said. It concerns the effect on children of their mother's 
imprisonment. I suppose that this is a plea to include that in the strategy. The 
developing knowledge  
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about the effect on children of separation from their mothers is something that we 
should take very seriously, and no doubt we will be considering it in the Children and 
Families Bill. I hope that my noble friend can reassure the House that the whole-
system approach which is referred to in the strategic objectives is a whole system that 
will extend in all the ways we know it should, and not just to the narrow punitive and 
personal rehabilitative aspects that we have mostly been talking about this evening. 
Lord Rosser: My Lords, the Commons amendment seeks to strike out Part 7 of 
Schedule 15 to the Bill, which provided much-needed statutory provision for women 
offenders. Part 7 was successfully introduced into the Bill during Third Reading in 
this House but was subsequently struck out in Committee in the House of Commons 
without further debate. 
The Government have just published their promised Strategic Objectives for Female 
Offenders setting out their priorities, and they have also announced the setting up of a 
new advisory board for female offenders chaired by a Home Office Minister which is 
intended to support the Minister, 

"in providing strong leadership on delivery of our strategic priorities". 
However, these developments do not remove the need for statutory measures to 
ensure that the distinct needs of women in the justice system are prioritised and met. I 
understand that there have been 10 previous reports across the UK on the matter of 
women in the justice system, but none, it seems, has been implemented in full. In the 
light of the publication of their strategy but in the absence of any statutory backing, 
how will the Government ensure that all contracting areas in the new environment 
make provision that is appropriate to the particular needs of women, and how will the 
Government ensure that progress is sustained and built upon? 



It is not clear why the Government do not want to take this legislative opportunity to 
deal more effectively with women who offend. To begin with, funding is not ring-
fenced for service provision delivered by women's centres or women's services, and a 
number of them fear significant funding cuts or even closure. The inclusion in the 
National Offender Management Service's Commissioning Intentions for 2013-14 of 
an intention that provision should take into account the "specific needs" of women 
offenders falls far short of any statutory guarantee of women-specific provision. 
There is evidence in recent research published by the Equality and Human Rights 
Commission that commissioning procedures and outcomes have already had a 
negative impact on the funding of women-only services, including services for 
women offenders and those at risk of offending. In the Strategic Objectives for 
Female Offenders the Government recognise that the, 

"relatively small number of female offenders presents particular challenges". 
Unless there is statutory underpinning for women's community provision, there is a 
risk that this will result in inadequate provision. 
Provision for women offenders in the community is probably best described as patchy 
and its future uncertain. Unless and until the courts are confident that effective 
community penalties are available in their area then  
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vulnerable women will continue to be sent to custody to serve short sentences for 
non-violent crimes. I know the figures are well known, but over half the women in 
prison report having experienced domestic violence and one in three has been 
sexually abused. Most women serve very short sentences, with 58% sentenced to 
custody for six months or less; and 81% of women entering custody under sentence 
had committed a non-violent offence compared with 71% of men. Women also 
account, as the noble Baroness, Lady Howe, has said, for 31% of all incidents of self-
harm, despite representing just 5% of the total prison population. 
The recent joint inspection report on the use of alternatives to custody for women 
offenders found a lack of women-specific provision for both unpaid work and 
offending behaviour programmes and noted that, 

"women-only groups, where run, were often successful". 
It found that, 

"women's community centres could play an important role in securing a 
woman's engagement in work to address her offending and promote 
compliance with her order or licence". 

At the moment, it looks as though government funding for the national network of 
women's centres will be substantially reduced and that, for some, it may run out very 
soon. The future of the centres under payment by results commissioning is uncertain. 
Placing community provision for female offenders on a statutory footing will at least 
help to protect the vital role played by women's centres and other local services in the 
effective delivery of community provision for women. 
If the Government are not prepared to legislate now on this issue, do they have plans 
to do so at some stage in the future? It is not proposed changes in the provision of 
probation services or a changed landscape that is preventing the Government making 
statutory provision. That, frankly, is a red herring: a Government wanting to legislate 
would not be deterred by that issue. If the Government have no intention at all to 
legislate, then at least will a Statement be made each year to Parliament, as the noble 
Lord, Lord Ramsbotham, and the noble Baroness, Lady Howe, asked, on the progress 



being made towards improved provision for female offenders? That, surely, is the 
least the Minister can offer when he stands up to give his response. 
Lord McNally: My Lords, I thank all noble Lords for their various contributions to 
the debate. It is very interesting that the noble Lord, Lord Rosser, said that there had 
been 10 previous reports and that the noble Baroness, Lady Howe, spoke about the 
various bits of information. It is not information that we need, nor reports or statutory 
commitments in a Bill. It would be very easy to accept it and go on just as before. Part 
of my problem with the interventions of the noble Lord, Lord Ramsbotham, is that he 
always seems to think that a new structure or reporting method would solve these 
things. Like the noble Lord, Lord Hurd, every women's prison I have visited has 
depressed me profoundly; and yes, if you ask my opinion, at least half the women we 
have in our prisons should not be there. However, it is no use the other side making 
pious observations now they are in opposition. The fact is that they were in office for 
four years after the report of the noble Baroness, Lady Corston. 
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Baroness Corston: My Lords, the noble Lord, Lord McNally, must know that during 
our time in government, 39 women's centres were set up-£15 million was spent 
setting them up-to divert women from custody. I take great offence at his suggestion 
that nothing happened. 
Lord McNally: I am not suggesting that nothing happened, but I am suggesting that 
the problems that we are facing now are very real. We have made progress on this. 
We have ring-fenced funds in a time of very real problems for government funding. I 
am surprised that the noble Lord, Lord Ramsbotham, did not make even a passing 
reference to the fact that we are for the first time dealing with prisoners serving 
sentences of less than 12 months. I know that the previous Government tried that and 
then abandoned it. However, every time a Government try to make progress with an 
advisory committee it should not just be dismissed. I have been working for six 
months with Helen Grant and she is someone who is going to take responsibility. The 
Secretary of State has made her the Minister for Women's Prisons, separating it out 
from other prisons so there is a line of responsibility. 
10.45pm 
As for an annual report, I cannot make an instant response at the Dispatch Box but I 
will take it back to colleagues. I want to see a real change in attitudes, and some of the 
things that are happening will make a change. We are approaching other departments 
in a way that has not been done before, and if it has been done before, we are going to 
try again to get a buy-in. As has been said, one only has to look at the various 
problems for women, such as drug and alcohol dependency and mental health issues, 
to realise that the Prison Service alone is not going to be able to deal with it. We have 
got to get a buy-in from the health service, we have got to get a more holistic 
approach to treatment and we have got to make sure that there are the facilities 
available outside prison to try to deal with female offenders. 
We are discussing within government the question that my noble friend Lady 
Hamwee raised on the details of the impact on the family, to see how best that can be 
managed. The Opposition may have their doubts about payment by results, but I think 
that the approach of bringing in the voluntary sector and other providers to see if there 
are different ways is really positive. I will take away the idea of an annual report, and 
so that it is on the record, I will write to the noble Lord, Lord Ramsbotham. 



I have no objection to the various pressure groups pressurising us; that is what they 
are for. However, there is a sea change, a difference of attitude, and there is the 
leadership given by Helen Grant. We are going to try to take this forward and make 
real progress. The noble Baroness, Lady Corston, knows full well that I have 
consistently paid tribute to her and the landmark nature of her report, both privately 
and at the Dispatch Box. I want to build on it, and I want Helen Grant to have the 
opportunity to do the same. However, it is worth recognising the progress that has 
been made, and rather than passing things into statute, as has been suggested, test us 
by outcomes. 
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Perhaps the idea of an annual report is not so bad at all; I would be prepared to come 
back in a year's time and try to give some positive advance on what we are trying to 
do with women. I do not think that you can be in this job, as I have been now for 
nearly three years, without feeling that the problem of women in our penal system is a 
disgrace that does not belong to any one Government; it is a disgrace for our society. 
Anything I can do to help ameliorate that in the time that I am in office, I will 
certainly take the opportunity to do. However, I do not think that it is done by putting 
things into statute, and I cannot accept the amendment this evening. 
Lord Ramsbotham: My Lords, I thank the Minister for his reply. Over the years I 
have come to recognise that in the Minister we have a fully paid-up supporter of the 
probation service as well as a fully paid-up supporter of making improvements to the 
women's justice system. Therefore, I am conscious that we are talking to somebody 
whose heart is certainly in making the improvements that we all know to be 
necessary. I also thank all those who have contributed to this debate. In various ways 
they have emphasised just how genuinely interested this House is in making progress 
and how disappointed it is that over the past 16-plus years we appear to have been 
there and then not there, and then there again and not there again, and so on. This has 
got to stop. 
I do not discount what the Minister says about the commitment of Helen Grant and 
the leadership she is going to apply. That is not my point. I am not making 
suggestions for new structures. All I am saying is that in every other organisation 
things work where you have a determined Minister assisted by someone who is 
responsible and accountable to that Minister for the delivery. That is what is missing 
and it has been missing over and over again. It is not new and it is not something that 
I am plucking out of the sky, because it happens everywhere except here. I just pray 
that one day this penny will drop because I fear that Helen Grant, well intentioned 
though she is, will find that the advisory board will not be the mechanism and she will 
not be able to oversee the consistent delivery all over the United Kingdom. It is 
consistency that we want. 
I deliberately did not mention all sorts of things that are in Transforming 
Rehabilitation because this is a much more general issue, but I am extremely 
encouraged by the Minister's response to the suggestion of an annual report. That will 
be an excellent opportunity for this House to demonstrate not just its commitment to 
this but its very genuine interest and wish to apply the collective experience and 
knowledge in this House in the best interests of both the Government who are 
responsible at the time and the women whom we hope are going to benefit from what 
can be done. I am conscious that the Government have laid down things that they 



intend to do, which I hope that we can monitor, and on the hopeful note from the 
Minister, I withdraw my amendment. 
Amendment 133A, as an amendment to the Motion on Amendment 133, withdrawn. 
Motion agreed. 
 


