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Justice Committee 
 

Female Offenders: throughcare in addressing reoffending 

Written submission from East Ayrshire Council 
 
1. What support do you provide for women released from a custodial 
sentence (e.g. in relation to housing, benefits, employment, education, 
addiction and mental health problems)? 

 
Women who are released from custody on a statutory release licence will receive 
personal support from an allocated worker to assist their resettlement into their local 
community.  Women not subject to statutory supervision (which equates to the 
majority of women leaving prison) are offered voluntary support on their release 
which can be arranged prior to their release, but it is at the individual’s discretion as 
to whether or not they accept this offer. Women with substance misuse difficulties 
can specifically access support through the Throughcare Addiction Service (TAS) 
(currently one post in East Ayrshire). 
 
Prior to release an action plan is drawn up to identify those areas where support is 
needed. Support is provided through direct personal support or by making links with 
the appropriate community agencies. This may involve for example, housing, health, 
addiction, leisure, employability and mental health services. 
  
Should a woman be homeless, her accommodation needs cannot be addressed until 
she is released from prison. Link Centre Workers at the prison can contact Housing 
Options prior to release to make a homeless appointment, to attend on day of 
release, at which time emergency temporary accommodation can be provided.  This 
arrangement, however, is not always actioned and, in many cases, contact will only 
be made after release. 
 
Generally women will be offered homeless accommodation in a hostel until their 
accommodation needs can be assessed. This can be a very difficult environment for 
them to live in, particularly where women are also recovering from abusive 
relationships, mental ill health or substance misuse. There are limited options for 
women in such circumstances, and consequently subsequent accommodation 
offered (either temporary furnished or permanent) is critically important. Returning to 
neighbourhoods where they experienced difficulties in the past can be another 
barrier in trying to change their lifestyle.  A Housing Support Officer will work with the 
woman while in temporary accommodation. 
 
Accessing accommodation for women in East Ayrshire is a priority and each 
individual will also be supported to access other services according to her needs. 
This can be a difficult time as the woman is likely to be at a particularly vulnerable 
stage, requiring assistance to access all services, e.g. benefits and appropriate 
health services. Support to undertake this range of tasks can be very time intensive 
with resources for this non-statutory work being limited to that provided via the 
Throughcare Addiction Services (TAS) support model (one post). This service 
targets women with addiction problems as one of two priority groups leaving prison 
across the Ayrshire Criminal Justice Partnership area. 
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A number of initiatives have been undertaken to address the additional support 
female offenders may require within East Ayrshire and across the wider Ayrshire 
Criminal Justice Partnership/South West Scotland Community Justice Authority 
area. In 2008 a women offenders support service was established by Criminal 
Justice Social Work Services across South West Scotland, in partnership with 
Barnardos Scotland (Women in Focus).) Unfortunately funding for this service 
ended in 2010, however, our learning from this project supported the 
development of specific services targeted to support women offenders. Initiatives 
include: 
 

 A specialist criminal justice women offenders’ team working across 
Ayrshire staffed by a small group of criminal justice support staff and a 
social worker. This team is supporting women who, in the main, are 
subject to community based sentences. This has been extended to women 
being released from prison on either a voluntary or statutory basis (based 
on resources available within the annual criminal justice grant). The aim is 
to offer more intensive support to women on a one to one basis and 
encourage them to access services as required .We also offer a group 
work service where women meet and discuss, on a structured basis, a 
range of issues related to their personal experiences as well as to their 
offending behaviour. This initiative is highlighting some very positive 
outcomes although it is in an early stage of development 
 

 Barnardos Scotland, in partnership with Criminal Justice Social Work 
Services is developing a peer mentoring programme delivered by female 
ex-offenders. This is targeted at women who are subject to a sentence in 
the community and aims to support them in their re-integration within their 
community. The mentors are trained to Scotvec Level 3 and registered 
with a nationally recognised Mentoring agency. The service was initially 
targeted to South Ayrshire Council but is being gradually expanded to East 
Ayrshire and North Ayrshire local authority areas. 

 

 Barnardos have recently accessed funding from Survivors Scotland to 
work with women who are ‘survivors’ of childhood sexual abuse. This 
service is targeted at women who offend in recognition of the number of 
women in this category who have a history of abuse in their childhood. 
This service will operate in a similar fashion to that above, in partnership 
with Criminal Justice Social Work and will be initially targeted to women in 
North Ayrshire, with the potential to develop this across the Ayrshire 
partnership. Women living in East Ayrshire can access support in respect 
of historic abuse via third sector / community based organisations 
including the East Ayrshire Rape Crisis and Resource Centre and Break 
the Silence. In addition, Victim Support and Women’s Aid both provide 
support in respect of domestic abuse and other forms of violence against 
women. 

 

 East Ayrshire is currently piloting a Life Coaching approach with women 
offenders involving a range of multi disciplinary staff drawn from Health, 
Housing, Social Work and the Scottish Prison Service who are currently 
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being trained towards an Institute of Leadership and Management (ILM) 
award in Life Coaching.  Links have been established with HMP Greenock 
and HMP Corntonvale to adopt this approach with women released back 
to Ayrshire. It is anticipated that the findings will further inform our work 
with women who are involved in offending. 

 

 East Ayrshire Criminal Justice Social Work Services operates a Mentally 
Disordered Offenders Team staffed by two qualified Mental Health 
Officers. Any issues in relation to women being released with mental 
health difficulties, either upon release or via statutory order, will be 
addressed by this team who work closely with Community Care and 
Health colleagues. 

 

 One of the East Ayrshire Community Learning and Development Essential 
Skills Service (Literacy Service) priority areas is Offender Literacies 
(Pathways to Literacies). There is currently a 20 hour worker within the 
Service who covers this area of work.  The aim of ‘Pathways to Literacy’ is 
to provide literacy and financial literacy support for service users who are 
subject to statutory or voluntary supervision in the community, in order to 
aid rehabilitation, reduce re-offending rates, promote social inclusion and 
enhance employment prospects. Essential Skills Support Workers works 
in partnership with Criminal Justice Service, Turnaround, Turning Point 
and other relevant organisation that works with offenders in the 
Community. Pathways to Literacy Worker has worked with 4 Women 
Offenders.  Essential Skills Staff are pro-actively creating partnership links 
with agencies and services working with women leaving prison. In 
addition, we have provided individualised support to female ex-offenders 
shortly after their release as part of our Adult Guidance work supporting 
them to identify their learning needs and progress them on this path. 

 

 The Newstart Initiative works with young people including young female 
adults 16+ who involved in offending behaviour, particularly linked to drug 
and alcohol misuse.  This project provides a tailored support plan lined to 
the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award Programme where young people are 
mainly referred to the initiative by Social Work colleagues.  This project will 
take young people through a programme of skill development, 
volunteering, physical activity and an expedition.  On completion the young 
people receive an internationally recognised award. 

 
2. How does the above support differ from that provided for other women 
living in your local authority area (i.e. how are services tailored to the 
particular needs of women released from a custodial sentence)  

 
East Ayrshire Council, in partnership with other agencies, provides a wide range of 
community based services, including opportunities for personal learning and 
development, and opportunities to be involved in sport and leisure. Both the 
Community Learning and Development Service and the Leisure Service adopt very 
inclusive approaches, with targeted programmes and initiatives for people who are 
most vulnerable in East Ayrshire. A number of women who have been historically or 
recently involved in offending access these services, sometimes for themselves and 
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sometimes for their children, where parental involvement is a critical part of the 
success. Women released from custody should be able to access any of these 
services, however they often struggle to do so without support. For many women, it 
is incredibly challenging to leave prison, often having experienced significant 
disadvantage and hardship, resulting in many women having few personal resources 
to manage the complex range of services and systems.  

 
The Criminal Justice Social Work Service responds to referrals directly from the 
prison, creating an opportunity for more individualised support and enabling this to 
be co-ordinated with partner agencies. As previously indicated, the majority of 
women released from prison are not subject to a statutory license, which means that 
they have a choice about accessing support. This choice is often compromised, by 
for example pressure to return to abusive or exploitative relationships within their 
community. At present, the funding of criminal justice social work services is not 
based on this supportive, preventative approach, which is highly intensive. 

 
3. How does the support offered to women released from a custodial 
sentence differ depending upon whether or not a woman was serving a long-
term or short-term sentence (the Justice Committee has been advised that 
only those offenders sentenced to four or more years are covered by the 
mandatory Throughcare requirements)?  

 
For those women who are subject to a statutory release licence, a social worker is 
allocated at the point of sentence.  This worker will remain allocated to each woman 
and attend the integrated case management meetings within the prison to plan for 
her release. Statutory support would cover those sentenced to a sentence of four 
years or more, those under four years where the index offence is of a sexual nature, 
or those subject to a supervised release order.  However, the numbers of women 
who come under statutory measures are very few, amounting to approximately one 
or two each year.   
 
The majority of women leaving custody in Scotland are short term prisoners and they 
can be supported on return to the community under the voluntary/ Throughcare 
Addiction Service referral route. Many other services are offered or are currently in 
development (as highlighted in response to Q1) however, contact is entirely 
voluntary. To date this has not been a priority area for funding within the criminal 
justice social work grant. 
 
4. Are there any areas where you have identified gaps or weaknesses in 
the support provided to women released from a custodial sentence? What 
plans do you have to address such gaps or weaknesses?  

 
Within the Ayrshire Criminal Justice Partnership area, attempts have been made 
locally to meet some of the needs identified for short term sentences using a local 
Barnardo’s Women’s project. As indicated in our response to Q1 we currently have a 
range of supports and others in development to support women (statutory/non 
statutory) returning to the community from custody. We are however limited in terms 
of resources to develop services for the majority of women who are subject to short 
term sentences (i.e. under 4 years). 

 



5 

5. What impact will any planned budget cuts have on the support provided 
to women released from a custodial sentence?  

 
It is apparent that women offenders require a very different type of service from 
criminal justice social work services than those organised and delivered for male 
offenders. It is critical that this is acknowledged in terms of any resource investment 
specifically aimed at work with women offenders. In the main, core funding received 
by Criminal Justice Social Work to deliver Prison Throughcare Services is targeted at 
the statutory service (i.e. those sentenced to over 4 years in custody). As highlighted 
earlier the majority of women leaving prison are not subject to statutory supervision, 
therefore the available funding received by criminal justice social work services to 
meet the needs of women leaving custody is limited and not ring-fenced. 
 
In previous years non-core funding has been made available to support the 
development of work with women offenders (some of which is highlighted under Q1) 
but this work is not sustainable over the longer term unless it can be included in the 
core funding of the service. Achieving change in this area is highly complex, as the 
reasons for women being imprisoned are significantly linked to gender inequality, 
with abuse and exploitation being key themes in the lives of women in prison. A 
whole systems, transformational approach to change is required, with investment 
and targeted spending on preventative and recovery work being a part of this 
overarching approach. In the meantime, within the current financial constraints, the 
work being undertaken to target support to women is vulnerable and savings in this 
area are likely to have a detrimental effect upon plans to develop services for women 
offenders. 

 
6. How and when do you liaise with prison establishments in relation to the 
support needs of female prisoners who may be expected to move into your 
local authority area upon release? Are you confident you have systems in 
place to ensure that all such women are identified?  

 
For those women who come under statutory procedures, referrals are made at the 
point of sentence and remain in place until the women returns to her local 
community. For those women who are referred to the Throughcare Addiction Service 
(TAS) or referred for voluntary aftercare contact is made usually six weeks prior to 
release.TAS in conjunction with prison staff and the women agree on a plan which 
will then be put into place by the Throughcare Addiction Support Worker upon 
release (generally for a limited period of 6 weeks, based on the availability of 
resources) and assist by making links to more general community services  as 
defined by their identified needs.   
 
The Ayrshire Criminal Justice Partnership enjoys strong links with colleagues 
particularly within HMP Corntonvale and HMP Greenock. By  focusing largely on the 
needs of women offenders through our TAS model and the Life Coaching pilot, we 
are further strengthening our working relationships with our colleagues in the 
Scottish Prison Service in both prisons to identify all women offenders who will be 
returning to Ayrshire from custody in need of support.       
 
7. What additional support do you provide for women released from a 
custodial sentence where they have children?  
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Within East Ayrshire, children & families and criminal justice social work services are 
managed jointly by a single management team. This ensures close collaborative 
working in responding to the needs of women and their children, who are often 
known to both children & families and criminal justice staff. For those women 
referred by the prison either on a statutory or voluntary basis to Criminal Justice 
Social Work, attendance at the annual Integrated Case Management Meeting or the 
Circular 18 notification of release procedures will often trigger a referral to children 
and families services prior to release. In many circumstances, children and family 
social work staff will already be involved with the children, or will have had historic 
involvement. All Criminal Justice and Children & Families Social Work staff will work 
together to ensure that appropriate action is taken and supports are in place to 
support women and their child(ren).This is achieved for example through 
participation in child care or child protection meetings to ensure that information is 
shared about the effectiveness of the plan in the protection, care and welfare of the 
child(ren). 
 
East Ayrshire Council 
20 February 2012 

 


