
Alternatives to 
Custody 
Women’s Centres and 
the view from Northern 
Ireland 

Centre for Crime and Justice Studies, London 10.06.15 

Dr Nicola Carr 
Queen’s University Belfast 

@NicolaCarr 

‪#prisonalternatives 



Overview 

!  Context of Probation and Community Sanctions 
in Northern Ireland 

!  Development of provision for women  

!  Current issues and challenges 



!  Probation Board for 
Northern Ireland 
(NDPB) 

!  Devolution of Policing 
and Justice Powers 
(2010) 

!  Different legislative 
framework 

!  Probation Officers – 
social work trained 



Community Sanctions 

!  Growth in prison population (2009-2013 - +28%) 
!  Short custodial sentences rise 

!  Crown court cases rise 

!  Custody/Probation sentences 

!  Recalls 

!  Rise in numbers subject to community supervision 



Paradox of Probation? 

 Supervision in the community an alternative and 
reduces the prison population 

  or 

 Expanding community supervision widens net 
and (potentially) increases prison population  

   Paradox of Probation (Phelps, 2013) 

   ‘Rather, probation serves both capacities, acting 
as an alternative and as a net-widener, to 
varying degrees across time and 
place.’ (Phelps, 2013:51) 



Net-widener or penal 
reduction? 

!  Two central outcomes that 
determine the probation-prison 
link: 

1.  Whether probation diverts 
people away from prison or 
draws cases under greater 
supervision; 

2.  Probation as an opportunity 
for rehabilitation that reduces 
future incarceration or as a 
pathway to prison.  

1.  Sentencing practices and 
processes; 

2.  Effectiveness and quality of 
probation supervision and 
services 

3.  Policies and procedures 
regarding violations and 
breaches 

   Phelps (2013) 

COST ACTION IS1106 Offender 
Supervision in Europe 



Key Figures: 
Women 10% of 
caseload 
Highest 
proportionate 
representation of 
women in 40-49 
age group  



Policy and practice  context 
Corston Report (2007)  

!  Experiences of violence 
and victimisation 

!  Histories of abuse 

!  Higher prevalence of 
mental health need, drug 
use etc.  

!  More likely to be primary 
carers 

NI Strategy for Women Offenders 
(2010) 

!  Acquisitive crime – fines 

But  fine default result in prison 

!  Higher rates of self-harm in 
prison 



Women in Prison in Northern 
Ireland  



Women’s Offending Behaviour in Northern Ireland:  
A Strategy To Manage Women Offenders and Those Vulnerable to 

Offending Behaviour 2010-2013 

!  Strategic Strand 1 : Providing Alternatives to Prosecution and Custody 

!  Strategic Strand 2 : Reduce Re-Offending 

!  Strategic Strand 3 : INSPIRE Women’s Project: Gender-Specific Community 

Supervision and Interventions 

!  Strategic Strand 4 : Developing a Gender Specific Approach to the 

Management of Women in Custody. 



INSPIRE Project 

!  Established in 2008 

!  Women centred 
approach 

!  Assessments for court 

!  Statutory orders 



INSPIRE Model 

!  Registered as a day-
care provider 

!  Links with Sure Start 
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Inspire Women’s Project 
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Evaluation of Project 

Quality of supervision – rated 
positively by women 

Safe space 

Practical supports 

Non-judgemental  

Good compliance 

Easton & Matthews (2011) 



Evaluation recommendations 

!  Establishing stronger links with 
agencies (police, housing, mental 
health)  

!  Developing robust monitoring and 
evaluation outcomes 

!  Widening scope – courts, 
geographic 

Easton & Matthews (2011) 



Resources and risk 
orthodoxy 

Women fall off the 
agenda? 

Jean O’Neill:  
Griffins Society Fellowship 
exploring women’s 
transition from custody to 
the community.  
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