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Justice Committee 
 

Female Offenders: throughcare in addressing reoffending 
 

Written submission from West Lothian Council 
 

Thank you for your letter dated December 2011 in relation to these matters. We will 
provide a brief overview of services, and then respond to your questions in the order 
that you asked them.  
 
Firstly, we should note that female offenders are generally a small proportion of the 
offenders with whom the Criminal Justice Social Work Service (CJSWS) is working. 
On average, female offenders comprise 12% of our pre-court report writing workload, 
and are 12-15% of those offenders sentenced to community-based disposals. 
 
Females are a much smaller proportion of the prisoners who we work with, and are 
normally serving shorter sentences than their male counterparts. West Lothian has 
only three female offenders who are subject to statutory Throughcare arrangements 
(two serving sentences, and one on a supervisory Aftercare Licence). All other 
female prisoners are serving shorter sentences that only offer the option of Voluntary 
Throughcare. The take-up rate for Voluntary Throughcare has always been low, both 
for males and females.  
 
It is important to note that Voluntary Throughcare is just that – a service that the 
prisoner may choose to engage with, but a service that cannot be imposed upon an 
unwilling person, unlike Statutory Aftercare. There is a poor level of correlation 
between the expressed willingness to participate of prisoners when interviewed in 
prison, and the low level of take-up following release. 
 
It should be noted that the answers we offer to the questions reflect current practice 
and workloads. However, West Lothian Criminal Justice Social Work Service has 
just secured 3-year funding for a women offenders worker. We are currently 
developing a job specification and workplan for that post. We expect that we will be 
offering gender-specific services for female offenders, and also that we will be able 
to engage with all female prisoners more comprehensively during their sentence. 
 
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)? 
 
Female prisoners are currently offered broadly the same services as males – a letter 
and leaflet explaining Voluntary Throughcare and offering them contact. If someone 
does take up this service, our involvement is primarily about sign-posting and 
supporting access to services as required. Please also see Section (6). 
 
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)? 
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Each case, whether a Criminal Justice case or other social work case, is dealt with 
on the basis of a needs assessment. The Voluntary Throughcare service is not 
tailored to reducing offending activity, but should contribute to addressing of 
criminogenic risk factors. 
 
3. How does the support offered to women released from a custodial 
sentence differ depending upon whether a woman was serving a long-term or 
short-term sentence (the Justice Committee has been advised that only those 
prisoners sentenced to four or more years are covered by mandatory 
throughcare requirements)? 
 
All long-term prisoners are subject to a very different regime in terms of planning for 
their release, with Integrated Case Management (ICM) meetings contributing to 
detailed pre-release planning. While some of this planning will be focusing on 
effective re-integration into the community, it also considers the management of any 
risk to the community.  
 
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? 
 
The recruitment of a specialist worker for female offenders will be of considerable 
importance for us in managing this area of work. We would note that the great 
majority of female offenders, many of who share the same needs, are in fact 
sentenced to community-based disposals rather than to custody , and we would 
expect the specialist worker to have an important role in assisting colleagues provide 
the most relevant possible services to all of these women. 
 
5. What impact will any planned budget cuts have on the support provided 
to women released from a custodial sentence? 
 
While at this point, CJ services appear to be avoiding the worst of the budget 
restrictions placed on other council services, it is an inescapable fact that a no-
growth situation is eroding the budgets required to improve services. Previous 
experience has shown that that in such a crisis, resources are inevitably diverted 
from voluntary activity to statutory responsibilities.  
 
A particular issue is that female offenders are rarely among the most risky people 
that CJ services work with. As a consequence, they are unlikely to receive input from 
the most highly qualified and most skilled staff in the service. 
 
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 that you have systems in 
place to ensure that all such women are identified? 
 
Statutory cases are quite straightforward, with a range of communication protocols, 
and shared assessment and planning which precede release. We currently are not 
routinely provided with information about the release of women from Cornton Vale 
Prison or other Scottish prisons. Devising robust systems will be part of the 
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responsibility of the new specialist worker for female offenders. More importantly, we 
consider that we should be interviewing as many of these prisoners as possible. 
However we must note that a single interview is extremely unlikely to form a 
sufficient relationship to ensure that agreed action plans are carried through after 
release.  
 
7. What additional support do you provide for women released from a 
custodial sentence where they have children? 
 
It is an unfortunate fact that it is rare for female prisoners to have the care of their 
children immediately prior to their imprisonment. Workers have noted that for such 
women, resuming the care of their children is almost always a priority for them, 
however unrealistic this may appear to the external observer. In such a situation, CJ 
staff will often usually have contact with Children and Families workers and Prison 
Social Workers who are directly involved with these families, and may well be 
involved in Child Care planning processes.  
 
Tim Ward 
Manager, Children and Families/Criminal Justice (Interim) 
8 February 2012 
 


