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It is a real pleasure to be in the Scottish parliament having dinner with 84 high-powered women. Thank you to Ann Henderson and all those who organised this. 

It is always a privilege to be in the Scottish parliament because it has some clear advantages over the UK parliament where I sit. Proportional representation is one great advantage. A much wider range of voices is heard than in the House of Commons. Also there are more women in this parliament - you have 35 per cent here compared with 22 per cent in the House of Commons and 20 per cent in the House of Lords. And to be at a women’s dinner is a privilege also. 
It was also good to see at the Women in Public Life Awards last month that Nicola Sturgeon from this Parliament won the award of “Devolved Parliaments woman of the year.” I was at the awards because I had nominated someone in the category of public servant of the year who works with prostitutes in Liverpool to get them to look after their health, to get them support when they want to leave prostitution and to help them when they decide to the report to the police that they have been raped and assaulted. She won – I am glad to say. She works with street prostitutes. Sex workers.
And that takes me very neatly to tonight’s topic - women that no-one wants to know about. Women in trouble that take a lot of sorting out. Women who have been had such unpleasant battered lives that they resort to the painkillers that are legal (alcohol)or those that are illegal (drugs) and that brings them into the world of courts, probation officers and prisons.
For six years I chaired the Scottish Consortium on Crime and Criminal Justice and now I have the honour of being its honorary president. Much about the Scottish criminal justice system is admirable, a model worth showing to the rest of the world. The prisons are basically humane and respectful of those locked up in them. The system for dealing with children in trouble is amongst the best in Europe. The work in Glasgow with violence reduction is widely recognised as a model of good practice. Yet what happens to women when they encounter the criminal justice system persistently fails to meet the basic standards of justice, humanity and good public policy. 
Here is the story in a nutshell. It is a sad story of sad people. In Scotland there is an official called the chief inspector of prisons who monitors what goes on in prisons on behalf of us all and this is what he said about the women in prison in Scotland in his 2003-04 Annual Report: 
‘Most women who come in to prison are in a desperate state…Their life stories are consistently and overwhelmingly sad.’ He said that of the women locked up 98% have drug addiction problems. 80% have mental health problems. 75% have a history of abuse and very

poor physical health  

So let’s look briefly at what has happened in Scotland. Between 1995 and 1997 there were a number of suicides in Cornton Vale women’s prison. For those who don’t know, Cornton Vale prison is that set of low buildings on the right on the road from Stirling to Bridge of Allan. In 1998 there was an official report that said ‘Most of these women should not be in prison. The population at Cornton Vale should be reduced to 100 or less by the end of the year 2000.’
The number of women in prison in Scotland in 1998 was 199. In October 2001 the BBC reported that ‘Politicians have pledged to make an "urgent assessment" of conditions at Scotland's only women's prison’ after two more prisoners died. By then the number of women in prison in Scotland was 207.  
In 2002 another report chaired by MSP Iain Gray said the government would ‘take forward and implement a package of measures designed to reduce significantly the number of women held in custody in Scotland.’ By 2002 the number of women in prison in Scotland was 257.
In 2003 the Justice 1 committee reported on alternatives to custody and concluded ‘there are a substantial number of women in Scotland's prisons who do not necessarily require to be there, as they do not represent a danger to the public.’ In 2003 the number of women in prison in Scotland went up again to 282.

In June 2004 the then Justice Secretary Cathy Jamieson said in Parliament ‘The Scottish Executive is committed to reducing the number of women offenders needlessly sent to prison’. In 2004 the number of women in prison in Scotland went up again.
In 2005 Cathy Jamieson said in Parliament ‘I am particularly disappointed that Scotland’s female prison population continues to rise year on year...’ In 2005 the number of women in prison in Scotland went up again to 332. 
By 2007 it was 353. 
In March 2009 the then Chief Inspector Dr Andrew McLellan reported that young women offenders were living in dismal and damaging conditions and were often having to urinate in their cell sinks because of major overcrowding. Also in 2009 the equal opportunities committee of the Scottish Parliament produced its report on female offenders in the criminal justice system. The report called for a new approach based on an understanding of inequality and discrimination. 

Now, today, the number of women in prison is 444. That is an increase since 1998 when this evening’s story started of 123 per cent. 

Oh dear. What a lot of effort, words, reports, and the end result a more than doubling of the number of women in prison in Scotland. So we clearly have a problem. The evidence is overwhelming from all over the world that the women who end up in trouble with the law, arrested, charged and convicted, are nearly all apart from a small minority people who need not society’s prisons and its punishments but the help and support that society can offer. On grounds of justice;  on the grounds of wanting a safer society; on the grounds of meeting the state’s positive obligations to victims; on the grounds of better public health; on all those grounds we should be dealing with these women in a different way. 
Politically there is considerable support for that route. Yet in Scotland as so many voices were raised to say ‘Let’s have a better way, let’s have a safer way, let’s use prison less’ the figures went up relentlessly. 
So why are we not succeeding at this? Why? Is it because we do not know what else to do? It’s certainly not that. In Scotland many people know what to do. There is not only the 218 project in Glasgow - a marvellous place where the most damaged and addicted women can be transformed and empowered - there is the  excellent work done by the Willow project’s pilot project in Edinburgh, a joint effort between criminal justice and health to help women in trouble.
I saw a film made by six women from the Willow project who had been given a camera to make a film about themselves and their backgrounds. We saw a picture of a jolly man with a bottle in his hand. That’s my dad said the commentary. Evil, Pure evil. We saw a picture of a woman in the corner of her room, bruised and bleeding. That’s my life said the commentary. 
We know what to do. And at last it seems likely that we might succeed. The Government has set up a commission under the leadership of a very distinguished lawyer Dame Elish Angiolini. The Scottish Working Group on Women’s Offending under the energetic Anne Pinkman has been created. The TUC women’s committee has taken this subject up enthusiastically. 

So what else can we do?

This is my suggestion. There are 84 active, socially concerned women here tonight. I am going to ask each of you to do one thing about this before Christmas. You could write a letter to a newspaper, have a meeting with a speaker, set up a local group. If each of you does something that will mean 84 new actions. 

That must make a difference. And we need to make a difference. When we take women who are sick, abused, addicted, and poverty-stricken and instead of giving them help we give them punishment that is not justice. That is cruelty and we need to stop it. 

Thank you for listening  
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