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Introduction
Under Article 2(g) of the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW),
States should ‘repeal all national penal provisions which constitute discrimination against women.’1
In this submission, IPRT wishes to raise issues for women in prison in Ireland that amount to
discrimination as defined by CEDAW, including:2


Disproportionate number of female prison committals for non-violent offences



Lack of gender-specific alternatives to custody



Women’s prisons being the most overcrowded in the State



No open prison for women (Currently, there are only two custodial options which are both
medium security prisons: the Dóchas Centre, Dublin and the female wing of Limerick Prison.)

IPRT’s overarching recommendations are:
1. The State should ensure that Ireland is fully in compliance with the Convention on the
Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and the United Nations Rules for the
Treatment of Female Offenders (Bangkok Rules).
2. The State should implement fully the Strategic Review Group on Penal Policy3
recommendations on female offenders and the Probation Service and Irish Prison Service (2014)
Joint Strategy for Women who offend.

In 1999, at Ireland’s last examination under CEDAW, the Committee highlighted its concerns about
women on the margins of Irish society. Women engaged with the criminal justice system are often
characterised by poverty, social disadvantage, limited access to education and higher levels of
unemployment.4 These women are more likely to have experienced trauma, childhood sexual abuse,
domestic and sexual abuse, poor mental health, addiction issues and homelessness.5 Given the
complex needs of female offenders, their caring commitments and the likelihood of their offences to
be non-violent, prison represents an ineffective response and often has a detrimental impact on their
families.6
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In 2014, the Irish Prison Service and the Probation Service acknowledged that the lower risk presented
by women has resulted in provision of ‘generic offender based services to women offenders, designed
for men in the first instance’7 and committed to ‘develop and implement a gender-informed approach
to working with women offenders in custody and the community, based on evidence and best practice’8
which IPRT welcomed.
IPRT believes that the Irish State should be fully compliant with the UN Rules for the Treatment of
Women Prisoners and Non-Custodial Measures for Women Offenders (Bangkok Rules), the principle
aims of which are to reduce women’s imprisonment and address their specific needs.9 Informed by
international best practice standards, the Inspector of Prisons10 (IoP) (2011) developed a Women
Prisoners Supplement, stating that women ‘warrant treatment different to that of male prisoners’11:
“Treating women prisoners the same as men is not tantamount to achieving equality of
gender. Indeed, “the concept of equality means much more than treating all persons in the
same way. Equal treatment of persons in unequal situations will operate to perpetuate
rather than eradicate justice.12”
In addition to the two overarching recommendations above, IPRT wishes to draw the Committee’s
attention to the following issues relating to women and the prison system in Ireland:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

High Number of Female Committals
Prison Conditions & Regimes
Healthcare Services
Specific Vulnerable Groups
Post-Release Supports

Methodology
IPRT has relied on findings from its report Women in the Criminal Justice System,13 IoP reports,14
Prison Visiting Committee15 (VC) reports and the final report of the Strategic Review of Penal Policy16
In 2015, IPRT consulted with women in the Dóchas Centre with quotes from that consultation and
other interviews with women taken from various IPRT reports.17
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Issue 1: High Number of Female Committals to Prison
There has been a significant increase in the number of women committed to prison. In 2015, there
were 3,411 female committals18 compared to 155 female committals in 1999.19 The rate of female
prison committals has risen more rapidly than for males since 2011.20 The high number of female
committals are attributed to the following factors:
(a.) Overuse of Remand
The Strategic Review Group on Penal Policy found a ‘higher use of remand in the case of females
(18.9%) in 2013 compared to males (14%).’21 On 31 October 2016, the number of women in custody
on remand as a percentage of the total female population in custody was 24%, compared to males at
15%.22
Proportionately, women are more likely to be placed on remand for committing non-violent offences.
Committal on remand is often used to provide stability in a chaotic lifestyle, or provide access to
services to which the woman would not otherwise have access to.23
(b.) Committals for Non-Payment of Court Ordered Fines
In recent years, the number of women committed for failure to pay court-ordered fines has been
increasing dramatically. In 2015, 80% of female committals were for failure to pay court-ordered
fines.24 Although IPRT welcomed the implementation of the Fines (Payment and Recovery) Act 201425
in January 2016, IPRT is concerned that provisions for payment by instalment only covers fines over
100 euro, and therefore those from a low financial threshold may not be able to avail of its provisions.
Recent reported figures suggest that there has been a reduction of 1,000 committals being sent to
prison following the commencement of the Fines Act in 2016.26 However, the highest percentage of
female committals continues to be for fines default.27
(c.) Short Term Prison Sentences
The majority of women serve short sentences for non-violent offences.28 The Irish Prison Service has
recognised that female offenders tend to ‘pose a low risk to society’ so custodial sentences tend to be
‘disproportionately harsh’ on women and their families.29
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Table 2: Number of women and sentence periods 1990, 2005, 201230
Year
<3m
3<6m 6<12m 1<2y 2<3y 3<5y 5<10y
1990
54
18
53
25
3
0
0
2005
221
80
58
23
11
7
1
2012
1,736 171
121
23
23
11
7

10+
1
1
0

Life
0
0
0

Unspecified
1
0
0

Total
155
402
2,092

(d.) Lack of Gender-Specific Alternatives
The provision of gender-specific non-custodial alternatives on a national basis is important for
women, who often have primary caregiving responsibilities. Despite the introduction of the Criminal
Justice (Community Service) Amendment Act 2011,31 the number of Community Service Orders for
women decreased between 2012 and 2015.32 The ‘lack of appropriate community based
programmes for female offenders impacts on the level of committals.’ 33

IPRT recommends:
1.1 Early interventions and diversion to therapeutic services should be available to women at the
first point of contact with the criminal justice system.
1.2 Gender-specific bail support services must be developed and introduced to reduce the
number of women detained on remand.
1.3 The 2014 Irish Prison Service/Probation Service Joint Strategy for Women who offend, which
includes provision for gender-specific non-custodial alternatives, should be fully
implemented.

Issue 2: Prison Conditions & Regimes
In recent years, Ireland’s two women’s prisons have consistently been the most overcrowded in the
State.34 The IoP cited overcrowding in the female prisons as the biggest concern and deemed the
situation ‘unacceptable’, while the Dóchas VC has expressed concern that ‘this pattern of regular
overcrowding will continue and consequently the unacceptable knock-on effects resurface.’35 The Irish
Prison Service has acknowledged that both prisons run over capacity:
“While there are currently 133 spaces for female prisoners, both female prisons regularly run
above capacity with an average female population of 152 in custody in 2012.” 36
The IoP has recommended that the maximum number of women accommodated in the prison system
should not exceed 129.37
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While occupancy of the prisons fluctuates, on 1st July 2016 the Dóchas Centre was operating at 115%
capacity, while the female wing of Limerick Prison operated at 146% of its capacity.38 On 1st September
2016, the Dóchas Centre operated at 109% capacity and Limerick female prison operated at 138%
capacity.39 Latest figures show the Dóchas Centre is operating below capacity at 98% while the female
wing of Limerick prison is 129%.40
The IoP has highlighted the negative effects of overcrowding, including women doubled-up in cells
and services and regimes not being adequate.41 The VC highlighted that women had access only to
basic education courses, and such access was further limited due to staff shortages. Currently, 30%
of women in the Dóchas Centre are in shared cells42 using the toilet in the presence of others. The
link between overcrowding and the lack of gender-specific alternatives to prison was highlighted in
the Strategic Review of Penal Policy:
‘… women’s prisons are now the most overcrowded in the State…the Review Group are
concerned at the under use of alternative community programmes for women.’
Furthermore, Ireland has no open prison for the small number of women serving longer sentences,
including life sentences. The Dóchas VC has described this as discriminatory against women:
‘the complete absence of gender appropriate open/step down facilities or community based
open conditions for female offenders emphatically represents the unequal treatment of a
needy cohort of detained persons, viz women.’
One of the key recommendations made by the Strategic Penal Policy Review Group was that an open
prison for women should be considered; a timeline was set for Quarter 2 of 2017, however IPRT is
unaware of any progress made.43

IPRT recommends:
2.1 Irish State must develop gender-specific alternatives to prison, which would alleviate
overcrowding and provide a more effective response to women who offend.
2.2 Staff shortages must be addressed so that women in prison have regular access to education
and other activities.
2.3 Women in prison should have access to all levels of education, including third-level as
outlined under Article 10 of CEDAW.
2.4 The State should provide an open prison for women.
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Issue 3: Healthcare Services
There is a higher prevalence of mental health issues among female prisoners than male prisoners.44
Many female prisoners struggle with mental health issues:
‘I’ve seen people go off their head inside prison, they’ve had so much time to think. What
they’ve done, what’s happening outside…I’ve seen women that have put ropes around their
necks. Travelling women, for the same reasons. Dead. All that time, so much time to think.’45
In 2014, the VC criticised the use of imprisonment where alternative treatment would have been more
appropriate:
‘These women [requiring treatment] are sent to the Dóchas Centre from the courts when noncustodial, medical or therapeutic intervention could deal with their needs more appropriately
and effectively’.46
Due to the disproportionate level of poor healthcare among vulnerable populations, the prison
population arguably needs not only equivalent but better access to physical and mental healthcare
services than in the community. A study (2014) found that the two female prisons ranked ‘very high’
in risk of HIV, Hepatitis C and drug use.47 A recent Irish study found that an estimated 85% of women
prisoners had addiction issues.48 The same study identifies gaps in treatment services for women
detained on remand, as well as women offenders with children. The study highlights the absence of a
psychologist and specialist addiction nurses in the Dóchas resulting in a waiting list for addiction
services.

IPRT recommends:
3.1 Women with mental health and addiction needs should be diverted away from the
criminal justice system towards specialist treatment, including referral by specialist
mental health and drug courts.
3.2 Healthcare in Irish prisons should be equivalent to that in the community as a minimum,
and include a fully resourced healthcare staff
3.3 IPRT supports the position of Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission that the
current legal position in Ireland regarding abortion puts barriers which impede a woman’s
right to bodily autonomy, but also has a disproportionate impact on women from lower
socio-economic backgrounds especially women whose ability to travel may be
circumscribed due to their status, including female prisoners.
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Issue 4: Specific Vulnerable Groups
a. Traveller Women
The All-Ireland Traveller Health Study found that the risk of imprisonment for Traveller women was
18 to 22 times higher than that of the general population.49 Although Travellers account for 0.6% of
the overall population in the Republic of Ireland, it has been estimated that they constitute 22% of the
female prison population.50 Female Travellers who offend and use drugs suffer from particular stigma
within Traveller culture. 51

IPRT recommends:
4.1 Specific services must be designed to meet the needs of Traveller women, who are overrepresented in the prison system.
b. Pregnant Women & Mothers with Young Children
The separation of a child from their imprisoned parent can have negative impact on the life outcomes
of the child.52 The decision to detain mothers who have infants has been criticised by the Dóchas VC,
which in 2015 remained ‘very concerned’:
‘We would like to reiterate that the imprisonment of mothers and young babies is never ideal and
that non-custodial and community sentences should be developed more progressively.’53
Under Article 30(1) of the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, special treatment of
expectant mothers and mothers of young children, including non-custodial alternatives, should be a
primary consideration when sentencing.54 The CEDAW Convention identifies that ‘the interest of the
children is the primordial consideration in all cases’.55
In exceptional cases where pregnant women require imprisonment, the lack of a Mother and Baby
Unit at Limerick Prison presents a concern, potentially resulting in imprisonment of a woman far from
her family. The lack of a Mother and Baby Unit outside of Dublin places Ireland in contravention of the
Bangkok Rules.
Visitation can be geographically arduous and costly for families. Both prisoners and family members
find visitation stressful due to high noise levels, as well as a lack of physical contact.56 Quality contact
between mothers and their children should be facilitated including the introduction of a subsidy
scheme to financially support visits to prison.57

IPRT recommends:
4.2 Alternatives to custody specific to the needs of mothers should be developed and introduced,
to avoid unnecessary imprisonment and minimise impact on children.
4.3 The State should introduce a subsidy scheme to financially support family visits to prison.
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4.4 A Mother and Baby Unit should be established at Limerick Prison.
c. LGBT Women
LGBT women are vulnerable to potential victimisation. While the Irish Prison Service has pledged to
develop a new policy for LGBT prisoners taking account of IPRT’s 2016 report58, IPRT would like to
restate the disadvantage faced by LGBT women in the prison system.

IPRT recommends:
4.5 Irish Prison Service develop a policy on the placement and treatment of LGBT prisoners that
takes IPRT recommendations into account.
d. Sex Workers
Sex workers remain a ‘hidden population’ due to the lack of data on prisoners formerly
engaged/engaged in sex work. International research suggests that prisoners involved in sex work
have specific healthcare and housing needs. These women often struggle to engage with prison
services due to the stigma attached to sex work.59

IPRT recommends:
4.6 Counselling must be made available in prisons for women with experience of abuse, and
outreach links should be developed between prisons and charities working with sex workers.

e. Older Women
Older female prisoners struggle with gendered age-related health issues, such as mammograms,
cervical screenings, and the menopause.60 Older females face numerous barriers in accessing
employment and supports upon release.61 The recidivism rate for women aged 51+ increased by 9%
in 2015 from 2014, highlighting the importance of post-release supports for this cohort.62

IPRT recommends:
4.7 Gender-specific health care needs of older female prisoners must be met.

Issue 5: Post-Release Supports
Recidivism rates demonstrate that 36.9% of women released from prison re-offend within 12 months,
rising to 46.2% within three years.63 Female offenders in Ireland are 4.6 times more likely than males
to experience difficulties with accommodation.64 As stated in 2. above, there is no step-down facility
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or open prison for women in Ireland. The particular vulnerability of women on release has been
highlighted by the IoP who stated that no woman should leave prison homeless.65 Many women
struggle post-release:
‘People that’s homeless getting sent out to the streets. The hostels or one night bed options is
not suitable for people coming off, or trying to stay off drugs. If they are on the streets they
will end up back to the same lifestyle and back in prison’.66
Existing post-release services are concentrated in urban areas, making access to services difficult for
women living in rural areas.67
Of three female prisoners to die in the care of the Irish Prison Service from 2012-2016, two died of
overdoses while on Temporary Release.68 The State has an obligation to address the issue of
homelessness and ensure that women leaving prison have suitable, long-term accommodation.69

IPRT recommends:
5.1 A multi-agency approach to structured pre-release planning and tailored post-release
supports for women leaving prison, including vulnerable categories of women, is needed.
5.2 The State should ensure that all women leaving prison custody have access to safe and secure
housing on release, including supported housing where required.

Conclusion:
Based on the evidence presented here to the Committee on the situation of Irish women in
prisons in Ireland, and in order to address discrimination against women in detention, IPRT’s
overarching recommendations to the Irish State are:
1. The State should ensure that Ireland is fully in compliance with the Convention on the
Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and the United Nations Rules for
the Treatment of Female Offenders (Bangkok Rules).
2. The State should implement fully the Strategic Review Group on Penal Policy70
recommendations on female offenders and the Probation Service and Irish Prison
Service (2014) Joint Strategy for Women who offend.
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