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All Party Parliamentary Group 
Women in the Penal System 

 
 

AGM of the  
All-Party Parliamentary Group on Women in the Penal 

System 
 

4.00pm-5.00pm 
Tuesday 18 May 2021 

Virtual meeting via Zoom 
 

Minutes 
 
Chair: Debbie Abrahams MP 
 
Attendees 
Debbie Abrahams MP 
Jackie Doyle Price MP 
The Bishop of Gloucester 
Baroness Hamwee 
Baroness Bennett 
 
In attendance 
Frances Crook, the Howard League 
Andrew Neilson, the Howard League  
Rob Preece, the Howard League 
Lorraine Atkinson, the Howard League 
Lucy Cserna, office of Sarah Champion MP 
Liz Hogarth OBE, Corston Independent Funders Coalition 
Penelope Gibbs, Transform Justice 
Caroline Howe, Lloyds Bank foundation 
Sarah Turner, the Disabilities Trust 
Dr Carly Lightowles, University of Liverpool 
Olivia Dehavni, Working Chance 
Emily Evison, Prison Reform Trust 
 
Apologies: 
Lord Ramsbotham 
Sarah Champion MP 
Lord Bradley 
Baroness Armstrong 
Baroness Burt  
 
1. Welcome from the chair 
 
Debbie Abrahams welcomed everyone to the AGM of the APPG on Women in the 
Penal System 
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The minutes of the inaugural meeting, February 2020 were approved 
 
2. Election of co-chairs and officers for 2021-22 
 
The following people were duly elected as officers of the APPG on Women in the 
Penal System. 
 
Co-chairs 
Baroness Jean Corston 
Jackie Doyle-Price MP 
Debbie Abrahams MP 
 
Officers 
Lord Bishop of Gloucester 
 
 
3. APPG Annual Report 2020-21 
Debbie Abrahams reported on the work of the APPG during the past year: 
 
a) Inquiry into reducing the arrests of women  
The APPG published a second briefing paper in November 2020 as part of its 
ongoing inquiry to reduce the arrests of women. It received widespread media 
coverage. The briefing paper was sent to Chief Constables and several forces 
responded to outline the steps they were taking to reduce arrests of women.  
 
b). Inquiry to reduce the imprisonment of women  
The second APPG Inquiry focussed on reducing the numbers of women 
remanded or sentenced to prison. Over the last year the APPG had pushed 
for repeal of the powers of the courts to remand women to prison for their own 
protection. In November 2020 the APPG published a briefing paper on 
the issue and heard evidence from Dr Miranda Bevan from the London School of 
Economics. In the same month, the co-chairs of the APPG wrote to Robert Buckland 
QC MP urging the government to abolish this outdated law. 
  
In January 2021, the co-chairs of the APPG met with Lucy Frazer, the Minister 
of State to push for repeal. Jackie Doyle Price MP and Debbie Abrahams MP tabled 
an amendment to the Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Bill calling for the 
removal of the powers of the court to remand people to ‘custody for own protection 
or own welfare’. 
  
In February 2021 the APPG submitted evidence to the Public Accounts 
Committee regarding its concerns about the Ministry of Justice proposals to spend 
£150 million building 500 additional prison places for women. 
  
c). Inquiry into women’s health and wellbeing in prisons  
In March 2021 the APPG launched a new inquiry into women’s health and wellbeing 
in prisons. It held an evidence session with contributions from Juliet Lyon, Chair 
of the Independent Advisory Panel on Deaths in Custody, Kate Paradine, CEO 
of Women in Prison and Naomi Delap, Director of Birth Companions.  
  
d). On 20 May 2020 the Co-Chairs and Officers of the APPG wrote a letter, signed 
by more than 40 parliamentarians, urging the Lord Chancellor to release pregnant 
women and mothers and babies from prisons, in light of coronavirus concerns. 
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4. Inquiry to reduce arrests of women: Evidence session 
 
Giving evidence: 
 
Lorraine Atkinson 
The Howard League for Penal Reform 
 
Lorraine Atkinson, Senior policy officer at the Howard League spoke about the key 
findings of the APPG inquiry into reducing the arrests of women, including the third 
briefing paper on reducing arrests published on 18 May 2021. 
 
In the year ending 31 March 2020 there were over 94,000 arrests of women in 
England and Wales. 4 in 10 of these arrests are estimated to result in no further 
action. Lorraine Atkinson reported that this was a huge drain on police resources at a 
time when many forces were already stretched due to the pandemic. 
 
The third briefing paper published by the APPG  analysed data from five forces on 
arrests of women and also looked at what forces were doing to reduce arrests and 
keep women out of the criminal justice system.  
 
The snapshot data from police forces showed that around 40 percent of arrests of 
women resulted in no further action. This was particularly common when arrests 
were for alleged violence incidents, usually taking place in the home. 
 
The data showed that police were arresting women when they were showing signs of 
distress or had been victims of crime including: 
  

• Women who were behaving bizarrely, for example walking on the 
railway line, or walking into the road  
• One woman was arrested after she had been identified as at risk of 
suicide, the ambulance had been called and she had allegedly assaulted 
her partner and her friend who were with her  
• Another women was stopped by the police when they recognised she 
was a missing person with concerns for her welfare. She was shouting so 
was detained to prevent a breach of the peace and then was arrested for 
allegedly kicking a police officer.   
• Both the women were released with no further action  

  
The APPG briefing paper stated arrest was not an appropriate response for dealing 
with women exhibiting challenging or unusual behaviour.  
  
The police data showed that many women were coming into contact with the police 
as a result of an incident in the home, including where women were victims but they 
had lashed out.  Lorraine Atkinson argued there was a need for a more nuanced 
approach to incidents in the home. There was evidence that some police policies 
and procedures aimed at protecting women from domestic abuse had unintended 
consequences and were drawing women into the criminal justice system, often over 
low-level family disputes that could be resolved in other ways. There needed to be a 
greater understanding of how to use restorative solutions, particularly in the context 
of dealing with a situation in a family home. 
 
The APPG briefing suggested that forces conduct their own case reviews of arrests 
of women. There also needed to be a greater understanding of how officers with 
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local knowledge and links with communities could reduce unnecessary arrests if they 
were first responders. 
 
The Howard League had spoken with forces across the country and had found 
examples of good practice, where forces are working to reduce unnecessary arrests 
and keep women out of the criminal justice system. For example, Lancashire 
constabulary was piloting a scheme where independent domestic violence advisers 
accompanied officers called out to an alleged domestic violence incident. 
 
The focus needed to shift to keeping women out of the criminal justice system in the 
first place, not arresting them or labelling them as ‘offenders’. 
 
Jackie Doyle-Price asked about the number of women who were being held in police 
custody as a place of safety. Lorraine Atkinson said that the numbers were had 
dropped. However, the snapshot data had shown that women facing mental health 
crisis were being arrested, for example for an alleged assault on an emergency 
worker and were ending up in police custody for that reason. 
 
There was a discussion about the failures of other services to meet the mental health 
needs of women. The APPG had tabled an amendment to abolish the use of remand 
for own protection and would continue to push the government to ensure that women 
facing a mental health crisis did not end up in prison custody on remand. 
 
5. AOB 

Jackie Doyle-Price asked about the progress of the APPG inquiry into women’s 
health and well-being in prisons. Lorraine Atkinson reported that the following 
organisations had submitted evidence: 

 

• Clinks 
• De Montfort University 
• The Disabilities Trust 
• Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Prisons 
• Inclusion 
• The Nuffield Trust 
• Revolving Doors 
• The Prison Reform Trust 

 

A second evidence session would be held in July. 

Debbie Abrahams thanked everyone for coming. 
 
The meeting closed at 4.30pm 


