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Howard League for Penal Reform

“I felt constantly judged on how I looked and how I acted 

compared to how girls and women are supposed to be.”



Howard League for Penal Reform

• Less crime, safer communities, fewer 

people in prison

• Policy, research, direct legal work for 

young people (confidential helpline)

• Membership organisation: no 

government funding

www.howardleague.org

http://www.howardleague.org/


Women of penal reform 



Howard League work on women in the penal system



Representing girls and women in prison - reflections

• Dramatic reduction in the number of girls in prison since 2005

• Since the (welcome) closure of female YOIs, all girls in custody have been

held in mixed-sex institutions

• Accusations of sexual assault by prison staff are still met with disbelief

• Striking that every case exposes multiple layers of prejudice, compounded

when women and girls are young, poor, from a minority group, traumatised

• Words such as “Manipulative”, “Difficult”, “Strong willed” and “Provocative”

• Two case studies and some possible ways forward



Parole: representing “Anna”

• Serious offence – reports described as “cold”

• Hearing – a chance to progress and move forward to an open prison

• Research is clear that remorse or displays of remorse are not indicative

of risk reduction

• Nevertheless Panel hostility until Anna broke down was palpable

• The moment was a permanent change in her well-being



Criminal appeal: representing “Cassie”

• Cassie had been in care since the age of 12

• She had missed appointments because she did not feel safe with her male

YOT worker

• Cassie was breached and sent to prison for non-compliance with a

community order

• She was heavily pregnant and experienced verbal and physical abuse from

other children, including threats against her unborn baby

• The Court of Appeal upheld the sentence, even claiming that as Cassie had

been doing well in her education in prison, it was in her best interests to

stay there



Reflections and questions

• Clearly the starting point is to reduce the criminalisation of women

• Small numbers may mean that we are less likely to spot and share trends, but is there

a duty on lawyers to intervene in the “state’s role in the production and reproduction of

the gendered social order” (Anette Ballinger)?

• To notice examples of systemic prejudice against women, and the layers of

disadvantage faced by girls and women who are seen to transgress

• To call it out

• To be more open and transparent about our interest and experiences in

representing girls and women in conflict with the law

• How can we support each other to do this and effect change?



Thank you!

Do keep in touch or even join as a member

www.howardleague.org

http://www.howardleague.org/

