SLEN Women
Health Arts and Justice reimagined

Will we always be too loud for a world never intending to listen

1. Introduction

Welcome

I want to start by thanking the Allen Lane Foundation for inviting me to give this
lecture and for the great work they do fighting prejudice, stigma and discrimination.
Their investment empowers communities, bringing evidence and experience for new

directions that can be replicated at scale, for lasting change.

Curiously, my subject today, about women caught up in the criminal justice system is
a story of no meaningful change despite political consensus, positive public opinion
and a strong evidence base. My intention had been to celebrate the new directions we
see when we look through the lens of the arts, the enriching insights gained when we
shift our gaze from the carceral to the cultural and I will do that. But first,
announcements by the new Secretary of State for Justice that she’s — determined - to
reduce the incarceration of women have given me pause, to look again at the case for
change. To ask, why hasn’t it already driven a massive policy imperative, why doing

more of the same may not have the result the government intends.

Many of you will be familiar with the groundbreaking enquiry by Baroness Corston
in 2007 commissioned by the then labour government?, following the deaths of 6
women in HMP Styal and the Prison and Probation Ombudsman’s call then - often

repeated to

‘...look more broadly at why women end up in custody and at risk of harming

themselves.’

Baroness Corston set a very clear direction for reducing the incarceration of women -

an agenda supported by the subsequent 11 SoS for Justice and now the 12th, One



Minister even told me he didn’t think any woman should be there. None have

delivered and we need to ask why.

I welcome the commitment of the new labour government but, in the spirit of this
memorial lecture, it’s important to establish that breaking women out of the
charybdis of the criminal justice system means thinking differently - changing
direction. Will the new Women’s Justice Board establish meaningful cross
government working? It needs to. Will it bring local authorities, those responsible for
housing education and social care to the table? It needs to. Will it prompt discourse
about all women and families living well, putting in measures to prevent crime before

we even go anywhere near a prison?

We have to end a narrative that’s all about crime. We must get out of that silo. From
the government’s own statistics?, in the financial year 2000/2021, 85,759 women
were arrested across England and Wales; 3,370 were proceeded against for the
truancy of a child, 36,335 for TV license evasion. We must end reliance on the

criminal justice system to solve social and economic problems.

As I began to work on the health of people in prisons many years ago — it became
apparent that something was very badly wrong. The data showed stark correlations
not only with poverty and lack of opportunity, more recent understanding of adverse
child events but also with inequality, disparities in all social and economic indicators

that have a greater impact on people’s lives than the absolute level of income.

A fairer society more than anything would be a good starting point for change.

I worked alongside colleagues responsible for prison and probation in the
Government Offices of Region and subsequently as a Director of Public Health in
Bristol and Head of Public Health in NHS England in London to deliver health care
in prison with policy required to be ‘equivalent’ to that available to people in the

community.

With modest budgets we did what we could: nurse led primary care, mental health in

reach for serious psychiatric conditions, liaison and diversion services in some police



stations and courts. We understood and hugely respected the value of the voluntary
sector - so massive a presence filling the gaps left by statutory services in all aspects

of the care of people in prisons.

My abiding feeling as a public health consultant was the Kafka-esque unreality of
improving health in settings where individuals have very little personal autonomy
limited access to exercise and healthy diet. The prison routine, the prison

environment was and is antipathetic to good health.

If you were really trying to get to equivalence you wouldn'’t start from here.

Over my career, I've seen better health across many communities, a reduction in
avoidable mortality, improvements in life expectancy. Progress - because the
conditions were right and there were opportunities for shifts in law and public policy.
But not for women at risk or caught up in the criminal justice system.

The momentum for change was not a tide that raised all boats.

I'm hoping that we’re now at a political moment. I don’t know all of you but I have
no doubt that you all have a sphere of influence and we need to make it happen. Let’s
hope the new government sees beyond the prison walls and looks for solutions
outwith the criminal justice system.

Let’s keep their feet to the fire.

I want to start by locating my talk within the voices of women both in prison and in

women’s centres. (Slide showing a range of quotes from women caught up in the

criminal justice system.)

Quote:

“When you're left to cope on the streets you learn the ways of the streets.”



I met this woman in HMP Downview, young beautiful from the Black Caribbean
diaspora imprisoned on a short sentence for her first offence. She’d been in prison
for only a few weeks and had a few weeks left to serve. We have to ask what she was
doing there in the first place. According to the 2017 Lammy report3 had she been a

white woman she probably wouldn’t have been.

Ironically as a first offender, if she’d been a man her risk of being imprisoned for a
first offence would have been far less. We need to address sexism and racism in

criminal justice.

We will come back to that.

Quote:

“One day at school - I was 12 - I could see the head teacher walking down the

corridor and knowing...just knowing... he was coming for me.

(A woman recollecting her feelings aged 12 when she was told that her mother had been

taken to prison.)

This woman had breakfast at home with her mother but didn’t see her again for a
year. Moving through care homes and foster parents, drugs became her way of

coping. She subsequently spent many years in prison herself.

We need to talk about intergenerational risk. We will come back to that

Women often say they’re determined never to return to prison and I hold my breath.

I've seen the challenge that hope has to face and I've watched them return.

We will come back to that.

I have met women glad to be in prison, regular meals, somewhere to sleep and access

to health care.



We must do better than that.

2. Women, health and the criminal justice system

When | was head of public health in NHS England, we wrote a strategy about improving
the health of women in prison.* Our study found a need to break interrelated causes in

order to restore health and well-being.

There’s a high relative risk of physical illness associated with homelessness and
poverty; alcohol and drug dependencies, sexual and reproductive concerns associated
with exploitation and coercion. There are alarmingly high rates of mental health issues
associated with post-traumatic stress disorder, victimisation and criminalisation.
Women caught up in the criminal justice system have a life expectancy some 16-20
years lower than for people in the general population There is over representation of
women from the Black African and Black Caribbean diaspora. Women unemployed or
having missed out on educational qualifications are also overrepresented and a

significant proportion have grown up in care.

These were our findings and those of many academics, journalists, charitable
organisations, government enquiries and high-level committees before and
beyond. The logic of the need for change is profound, undisputed. There can
be no health without justice and no justice without health. The criteria for

incarceration - are not met.

deterrent? not for women whose crimes are because of basic needs or coercion

punishment? —yet - incarceration is re-traumatising for women whose crimes

are associated with mental health and abuse and their children pay the price

rehabilitation? — really - when women lose the well evidenced handholds for

recovery and resettlement: children family, jobs and housing;



and - nonot...

for protection —for those who think prison is a place of safety for women think

again...If we can’t offer safety in the community then we can’t offer it anywhere.

Reflecting on my subsequent working life in this area was a story on repeat. Despite
pronouncements from successive secretaries of state our prison health strategy was

more elegy than way forward.

And, the most recent Bromley Briefings5 - the authoritative voice of criminal justice
statistics, published by The Prison Reform Trust - tells the same story (2024 data

included for reference in the slide pack).

But, | do want to talk about the rate of increase in the incarceration of women. The
excellent chart on page 50 of the report provides not so much a baseline from which to
hold the new government to account but a warning — a red signal. Choose a different

direction. Get beyond this curve.

There are over twice as many women in prison
as there were 30 years ago
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There are over twice as many women in prison now as there were 30 years ago.



The rise in the incarceration of women continued steeply from the beginning of the last
labour government in 1997 onwards because of labour party policy, ‘being tough on
crime and tough on the causes of crime’. They introduced imprisonment for a greater
number of crimes setting a lower threshold for prison. Short sentences for minor crimes

dragged many more women into the carceral net.

‘Prison is rarely a necessary or appropriate response for women who offend,

was the answer given by Baroness Corston to the question asked by the last labour
government. Her 46 recommendations published in 2007 made the case for community
sentencing as an alternative to prison never since disputed, never fully implemented,
never properly funded. Yet, in this 2024 Bromley Briefings, the rate of community
sentences declined by two-thirds in a decade; short sentences have risen to a half from

a third in 1993.

‘Women commit minor crimes,’

Baroness Corston said. And, in criticism of her own government that,

‘itis changes in sentencing practices that have caused increased incarceration,

not the worsening character of women.’

Yet 69% of women in this most recent data have not committed a violent offence; 53%
of the women have been victims of domestic abuse (compared to 6% of men) and more

than half left prison without settled accommodation.

Baroness Corston’s vision was far broader than the criminal justice system. She wanted
social injustice and cited the need for local and powerful national leadership driving
forward change across all government departments, a whole system approach to

improving the lives of women.



The government’s response to Corston® was from, Minister of State, David Hanson now

back in government. He said

‘It is a simple and disturbing fact that there are today too many women in
prison, that many with varied and complex needs sadly go through a revolving
door of re-offending, and that many women offenders are, and continue to be
victims of crime themselves. As the current Minister, | am determined that more
is done to ensure we have in the 21st Century a system that is properly

responsive to the needs and characteristics of women.’

Well great words by a labour minister in 2007 and I’m sure meant sincerely — but how did

that go?

Remembering that Corston was prompted by 6 suicides - There have subsequently

been 76 suicides in women’s prisons’ likely to be an underestimate.
and many years of justice ministers, ‘determined to do their best...
Following the 2010 general election, Secretary of State, Ken Clarke® raised the need for
sentencing reform because the whole prison system had exploded beyond the capacity
of the economy to afford it. He said Baroness Corston’s excellent recommendations
could be implemented without the need for further legislation. And that

‘...mentally ill people should be taken out of prison...’
In 2012, Secretary of State, Chris Grayling took a highly retributive approach ...women
were to receive statutory supervision and support following short prison sentences. But

he cut investment for a massively increased workload, in a new style probation service.

In parliamentary scrutiny the Rt Hon Alan Beith® said



‘This is symptomatic of an approach...that tends to deal with women as an

afterthought.’

‘These were burdensome supervision requirements that led many women to breach -

and go back to prison,”and

‘prison is an expensive and ineffective way of treating women who do not pose a risk to

public safety.’
In 2015, Secretary of State, Michael Gove'® announced ‘a new beginning for women
prisoners serving sentences in more humane surroundings near to good rail links so
they would have better access to children and families.’

‘We will close the inadequate and antiquated Holloway Prison.” He said.
Much of Holloway prison was in fact modern. The women - mostly London residents
were moved to 3 prisons in Surrey, an average of 63 miles further for children and family

and friends to travel.

In June 2016 Secretary of State, Liz Truss'' promised Mental Health Treatment and Drug

desistance orders as a means for court diversion and

‘problem solving courts where drug rehabilitation might be supervised by a

judge.

Ideas she got from the USA. She promised a new strategy for women with leadership

across government departments.

In that same year, 12 women committed suicide in prison.

In 2018, Secretary of State, David Gauke' set out his



‘desire to see fewer women in prison - and a reduction in short sentences.” He

noted an

‘unusual context of consensus on the need for reform.” And, he said,

‘the rate of imprisonment had increased in the early part of the decade despite -

no increase in offending by women.’

The Treasury had by then received £80 million for the sale of HMP Holloway, yet he

announced investment of only £5 million for a Female Offender Strategy.

And then, a shock flying in the face of the government’s own strategy on women.
Secretary of State, Robert Buckland'® announced plans to create 500 more prison
places for women. The rationale was to prepare for a projected rise in the prison
population due to....

‘government hiring more police officers.’
Experts from the police, probation, prisons and service providers - lined up to point out
that where schemes exist to divert women away from the criminal justice system before

reaching court there is a proven reduction in imprisonment and re-offending rates.

Later that year, The Justice Select Committee launched an inquiry into progress on the

2018 Female Offender Strategy’. They found that progress was slow. They were

‘disappointed.’

Disappointed!
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In this same year, the government turned down a House of Lords amendment to the
Domestic Abuse Bill that would have granted a statutory defence to women whose

crimes could be attributed to being victims of abuse’®.
In 2021, Secretary of State, Dominic Raab published a Prison Strategy Delivery Plan
committing to aspects of the Female Offender Strategy, yet keeping the further 500

prison places for women.

In January 2022, the National Audit Office’® criticised the Ministry of Justice for failing to

prioritise and invest in the Female Offender Strategy,

‘Progress had stalled due to underfunding,’

they said - noting that the

‘£5.1 minitial investment was modest compared to the £1.7 billion estimate of

the cost to government from women coming into contact with the criminal

justice system.’

And so it goes... we wait to see how far our new government will go in keeping

communities safe and truly

‘looking more broadly at the reasons and circumstances that can lead women to

the point where they are in custody and at risk of harming themselves’.

3. Arts, Heath and Justice

This level of inertia despite a rock solid case for change in my working life was dispiriting
to say the least. It is difficult to accept that we live in a democracy that can raise the

moral imperative so often and do nothing not once but over and over again. So, it was a
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joy for me when during all of this | came across arts organisations working in prisons.
I’m talking about all arts: visual art, music, theatre and performing arts, dance, even
pottery, making, design, needlecraft, writing. They were not only making a difference

they were having an impact, a measurable impact.

| came to understand the work of arts and artists in two ways. First, because my team -
were commissioning art therapy in prisons and second, because | became Chair of the
National Criminal Justice Arts Alliance. And then much later, Chair of Clean Break

Theatre Company.

I knew. of course I did, from my own life - that arts are transformative - but in prisons where
vulnerable people, often with complex needs, who have committed crimes are housed
together in cramped, unnatural conditions, the imagination and reflexiveness of the arts

opened doors.

Wonderful clever award winning playwright, Sonya Hale, said in her semi-autobiographical
play, Glory Whispers!” that she knows many women who get caught up in addiction, crime
and destructive relationships; she’s telling their stories. As an adolescent, failed by mental
health services, she had a breakdown, her hair fell out and she stopped speaking. As a young
woman she couldn’t imagine life without the narcotic effect of illegal drugs and was in and
out of prison. When her child was taken away writing became a way of dealing with the pain.

It became her recovery.

Synergy Theatre Project’s ‘Blackout’!® explores the decisions facing a young man under
pressure to join a gang in a racially polarised community. It starts with the horror of
incarceration. It asks the audience to imagine waking up in a jail cell not remembering how
you got there.

“You go to the door. You bang your fists. Screaming. Shouting. What am I doing in

here?’

What if you’re 15 years old. You fight bullying but become vicious trying to make a name for

yourself. You lash out, lose everything. How do you find your way back? Blackout’s drama
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smacks you in the face but its message about the causes of crime is tender, finely nuanced,

devastating.

In Pests, a play commissioned by Clean Break, the author, Viv Franzmann'®, says that there
is no language to aid people whose experiences include the brutalising impact of poverty,

whose lives are preserved in

* the disqualifying acid of discrimination.’

Using ‘rats’ as a metaphor to reflect society’s disregard of two women discharged from
prison after petty crime and shoplifting now street homeless, Pests tells the story of co-
dependent sisters existing in a dystopian underworld. Her brilliant use of unique dialogue and

characterisation takes us to the depth of cultural abasement.

Pests, is unremittingly bleak. But, it has power. Its shocking, emotional impact confronts the
audience with their own prejudice. Pests smoulders with the savaging ‘tut’ of a local

communities disapproval, the social opprobrium of homelessness.

There are many routes to crime. This is one of them. Vulnerability can cause personal
collapse. Without the support of loving parents in a world of indifferent adults, facing rules
that exclude you and laws inconsistently applied, anyone might submit to a bully or malign
individual who promises a world beyond despair. Individual identity becomes subordinate to

a subculture that exploits the strength you lack and holds power over you.

Yasmin Joseph’s, Proposals for Resisting the Darkness?® produced by Clean Break has a
group of women sitting in the sky...working out ways to dance around darknesses. They
create a wicked plan. It’s all about self-love, creativity, nature and empathy. They spin the
proposal in the clouds, watch what’s happening on earth. They conclude that even if darkness

has stolen their words there are still ways to be seen. The women on earth stand tall.
‘We will always be too loud for a world never intending to listen,’ they say.

‘Darkness is like a slithering snake — but we have stared it in the eye and found joy.

Our voices are ours to keep and here to stay.’
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‘Crime doesn’t define a person,’ says a woman drawing and painting in a prison art
class.

‘Painting — It’'s how | see,” another says, ‘how | see myself. The women here are all
different, different ages, different lives, different backgrounds. But, they all have the
same needs... to be treated as people.” She says.

‘It’s what you’re drawn to naturally,” another woman adds, ‘helps you understand

your anger. What'’s in your head is in your hand.’

Most if not all of the women in this prison art class have experienced violence, domestic
abuse, neglect. Art provides time and space for the women to come to terms with the

tyranny of tangled up memories; its where healing begins.

The positive impact of the arts in criminal justice spreads to all parts of the system to families
of people in prisons, and to the staff. | ask one of the prison officers if he’s been involved in

the production of a play.

‘Things here have gone from bad to worse... but this,” he says, pointing to the
makeshift stage and the band getting ready to play, ‘is why | get out of bed in the

morning.’

| talk to professional musicians, poets, writers, photographers, dancers, artists, sculptors,
artistic directors, who don’t have lived experience of the criminal justice system but whose
lives and work have been affected in very many positive ways by co-production, working

with those who have.

‘The most creative work — the best... I've ever done.” They say.
Arts release people from places where everything including self-loathing is held out for
someone to take a kick at, where you're locked in cells of dehumanizing assumption, where
your life is exposed to everlasting scrutiny.
Arts inspire imagination, render the composite personal into fictional characters, personal

experience, political themes but never polemic. The stories power a way of seeing that

creates understanding of women’s experiences. They influence though don’t hector or lobby.
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| watch audiences being carried by emotion, that moment when the focus of attention, the
story, the music, the poem takes the audience into the mind of the writer, the musician, the
performer. At these times, | can feel people shift from seat to stage. | watch consciences

burn. We all shuffle in our discomfort, keen to be allowed to stay in the darkness.

Instead, we’re blasted by light. We start to really think about the women, what happens
when people fall, what happens to those who commit crimes who are also victims of crime...
is prison the best way... well is it ?... working?... helpful?...what happens to the
children?...what happens when the woman come out.?.. they all come out?...

And then....

Why are we getting it so wrong?

There can’t be many people who haven’t been moved by a book, a song, a film, a play, a
game, a poem. We feel renewed, see life differently, understand each other better, live richer
lives, love more fully. We talk together about the experience, read the reviews but there are
things words can’t express; suddenly we know how to respond, the right thing to do.
Something has touched our troubled spirit, reached our lonely heart. We have no control over
this even when it hurts. We’ve changed and there’s no going back. Even in the darkest places,

the arts more than anything ties the heart to the mind and transforms lives.

Reflecting on my subsequent joyful, troubling, inspiring years of chairing the Arts Alliance 1
learnt three truths: that there’s a hunger for the arts, that there’s an impact and that its

effective.

At the core of arts practice in the criminal justice system is a group of specialist arts

practitioners working in arts organisations or as individual artists. They include

e Beating Time

o Clean Break Theatre Company
o Changing Tunes

e Design against Crime

e Finding Rhythms

o Geese Theatre Company
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e Good Vibrations

e Helix Arts

o Koestler Arts

e Open Clasp Theatre Company

o Stretch

o The Irene Taylor Trust (Music in Prisons)
e The Prison Reading Group

e Wessex Dance

o The Watts Gallery

¢ ...many more

They take a responsive, participatory approach encouraging improvisation and co-production
of work. These artists don’t dwell on the crimes people have committed. Instead, they work

with them to craft new ways of being; they inspire change.

Because the studies take a mixed methods approach, including analysis of free narrative they
show that people are enabled to become embedded in an artistic experience to connect
deeply, physically, conceptually with an artistic process and to be changed by it. Researchers

identify outcomes in many ways including:

» Social - developing personal attributes: reflection, understanding emotion, empathy
» Technical - gaining knowledge and skills
* Generative - concerned with concentration and problem solving

* Creative - artistic ability

We can tell from these evaluations that arts interventions are disruptive. They pause the usual
experience in prisons that can be dulling and undermining. Massie et al, (2018) suggest that
for participants in prisons and other criminal justice settings creativity and performance
develop transferable team working and communication skills. They increase self-confidence,
enable people to explore identity and improve social skills. Participants can in turn provide

mentoring training.
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Caulfield et al (2019)?! suggest that arts interventions enhance motivation especially for
future prospects by stimulating curiosity in using other services such as health or education
and by building hope. Bilby et al, (2013)?? note that involvement in arts-based interventions
enabled participants to contemplate different lifestyles, to consider the possibility of being
able to redefine themselves. Caulfield et al (2019) suggest that arts-based interventions lead

to a positive process of self-evaluation.

Cursley and Maruna, (2015)% note the value of the arts in motivating change through
learning. Participants come to see themselves differently and with a responsibility for their
own future. McKean, (2006)** working with a group of women in a theatre-based project in
prison reports an enhanced sense of self and a newfound autonomy through theatre-based
activities. Increased confidence is associated with a more positive, constructive use of time

with links into education in findings from (Cox & Gelsthorpe, 2008)?° among others.

Kougiali et al, (2017)® note the value of arts in reinforcing and maintaining change. Arts
facilitators can connect people with new social support networks that help overcome barriers

and the stigma associated with prison experience.

From these studies, we know there is consistency of effect across all parts of the criminal
justice system, for different types of crime, irrespective of age, gender and ethnicity. We can
say with some confidence that the impact is not just palliative of anxiety and depression or a

diversion from boredom.

Looking for a theoretical understanding of the causal mechanisms involved so that we know
how to optimise the impact of the arts, I start with psychotherapy. Freud noted the value of
creativity in resolving internal conflict caused by emotional trauma such as abuse or neglect.
He claimed that survivors of trauma were more likely to be people who could express their
feelings creatively. A Prison Governor observed that people who engage with the arts are

more likely to be able to cope with strong emotions. An art therapist®’said

‘for women who have faced abuse and experience the psychological issues that arise
such as internal vigilance, low self esteem tend to spill into self harm, acute anxiety,
depression and despair. The psychodynamic importance of the arts is that they bring space

for invention and reinvention through creativity. Art in the form of painting or poetry or
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writing — story telling - can be a representation of past experiences which may include
sexual abuse or childhood neglect. When shared within the context of a therapeutic
relationship it becomes transitional, a liminal space, a means not only of expression between
an inner and outer world but also a way of contemplation, your world alongside other worlds
even if imagined. This begins to unlock the possibility of change of creating a new identity
becoming a different version of oneself. The arts can describe what is psychologically and
emotively difficult to experience or remember. It can put people in a position where they

understand their emotions. It, creates a way of coping.’

These comments connect discourse across disciplines. They refer to the arts, the health
impact of trauma, the causes of crime and the psychology of behavioural change. They
identify a broader preventive and rehabilitative context for arts practice echoed by

participatory arts practitioner and researcher Matarasso?s:

‘a creative moment happens when art confronts us with insights we can't evade. The

human mind abandons the limits of what its knows and enters a new realm of awareness.’

He goes on to say,

‘We become more self-conscious of the restrictions of social norms. They prompt
understanding of feelings of not belonging or ‘otherness’but also the realisation that we have

to accept the burden of responsibility for what we do and what we say.’

This is not then just about people who commit crimes thinking differently but about all of us

and how we overcome our own prejudice, how we face ourselves, how we grow.

In recent study of the work of Clean Break Theatre Company, professor of socially engaged
drama and contemporary performance Caoimhe Macavinche?’ also moves beyond the impact
of arts on individuals. Drawing on the work of philosopher Marilyn Fricker, she notes how
women’s testimony in a court of law is too often not believed or thought credible because of

negative stereotypes about women in society.

This epistemic injustice means that women are ignored or overlooked - even - when women

- we - are victims of crime. This is sexism made worse when authorities - use language that
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is not universal, not understood and not shared. Epistemic injustice is entrenched, in the

criminal justice system.

The impact of this in a psychological sense is considerable because as Virginia Wolf said
being unable to tell your story, who you are - your contrary self.... This is the cause of mental

illness.

More broadly it’s possible to argue that the canon of literature has the power to directly
intervene in injustice. It presents new knowledge, wider perspectives beyond our lived
experience, a different version of the story. Suddenly there’s a mirror held up to a retributive,

racist and gender biased culture, a creative means for attitudinal and cultural shift.

In truth, artists don’t see themselves as part of the prison regime or a change process for that
matter neither would they countenance arts becoming part of a mandated programme for
rehabilitation. It is however possible to safely forward an argument that arts and artists should
have a seat at the table with those designing rehabilitation and recovery — and - there should

be equity of access to the arts in all parts of society.

4. Conclusions
Writing this lecture has provided me with the opportunity to reflect on health, arts and justice.
Within the dispiriting canvas of the UK criminal justice system the arts are practiced with
powerful results on health and wellbeing. Evaluations of the impact are optimistic but they’re

also unsettling.

The arts peer into dark places. They find traumatic experience in daily lives that cast light on
prejudice, discrimination and stigma. They identify trip wires and vacuums that get filled by
the antimatter of crime. They reveal conditions leading to high levels of reoffending
following time in prison. They present a shocking narrative about the personal toll of
intergenerational crime, children’s lives shot to pieces from the start. They note how peoples’

dreams and ambitions are passed over or stunted by the effects of racism, sexism and
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sentencing practice that creates its own demands - and a lack of supportive social policy at

crucial points of transition in peoples’ lives.

They reveal how this leads to rates of incarceration that are still the highest in any
comparable western European country and they ask awkward questions: Why do we have a
system that strips people of self-determination then tips them back out into society without
even a change of clothes. Why continue a penal system that demonstrably increases the risk

of crime in communities?

Reviewing even the brief history of government debate, political consensus and incidentally
support from public opinion it becomes apparent that we need a socially collaborative

culture that extends into our justice system and sees the humanity in all people.

5. | have three recommendations

1. There is a compelling argument for decriminalisation of women. Ending
incarceration for people whose needs are actually for health and social care:
people with mental health issues including neurodivergence, those who have
problems with drug or alcohol use especially where these are associated with
exploitation and abuse;

2. Stop using the criminal justice system to solve social and economic
determinants of crime. There is an urgent need for sentencing reform and
properly funded community alternatives to prison but more especially a
strategic response to addressing racism and sexism, reducing inequalities in
income, education housing and health and investing in communities.

3. Embed the arts, as a radical solution for creating an inclusive thriving and
integrated culture across diverse communities, a true social dividend. Make any
prison experience rare and once only - with arts an integral part of pathways
forward.

| leave you with this poem by Tia Thompson

Begin Again

Shame sheds from my skin

A hand me down overcoat pooling on the tiles

Racing through forests of lost years

I find her there where sea meets sky

We laugh

Cover ourselves in the ashes of everything that made us small.
I open the door
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