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THE SILENCED CONNECTIONS

“In 1896, Fredrick W Neitenstein was appointed as Comptroller-General of Australia. His concern was largely with reform and rehabilitation rather than punishment, deterrence and retribution. The new century began with Neitenstein lamenting the fact that his prisons were warehouses for the cast-offs, for people with substance abuse problems, mental illness, intellectual impairment and low levels of education and employment.”
 A century later, these characteristics describe many in Australia's prisons today. A century later, these connections remain silenced and invisiblised.

Any inquiry into poverty requires an analysis of imprisonment, sexual violence, misogyny and race. There are now well established, if invisibilised, connections between imprisonment, unemployment, homelessness, addictions, poverty, sexual abuse and male violence. 

Prisons play a crucial role in community psyche. They represent the invisible and distant space into which are consigned those whose presence would otherwise expose to our hearts and minds the uncomfortable realities of social disadvantage and sexual violence. The existence of prisons blocks our need to think critically about these social issues, by providing a ready-made answer to them.
 

This submission seeks to speak of the “silenced connections”
 between imprisonment and the social disadvantage.

 RACE AND RACISM 

Social scientists argue that race reflects a social construct that affects people's lives. It is economic, political, and social forces, not physical differences, that act to keep these groups internally similar and externally somewhat separate from the rest of society. Because racial difference has been the traditional justification for the subordination of certain groups, "race" continues in common usage to be used to describe the difference between minority groups and the majority society.
 

Racialised Impoverishment

Racial differentiation is a function of separation, usually geographic, and occurs in gradations rather than across fractures.
 Race plays a significant role in creating and maintaining fragmented metropolitan regions through urban sprawl and racialised concentrated poverty.

One of the central forces behind the sprawl explosion is the powerful white aversion to people of colour. Once the powerful demonstrate such a prejudice
, their attitudes are subsumed into public policy and are supported and reinforced by large institutions such as the Federal and State governments, the real estate industry, the banking industry and zoning laws.
 Clear and apparent racial segregation can be observed from the centre to the suburbs in metropolitan and regional Australia. This segregation cannot be adequately accounted for by simply examining personal choice or market forces. 

In the past, urban planning routinely excluded people on the basis of socio-economic status and ethnicity and cities were clearly segregated. More modern and subtle versions of segregation, keep people out through informal means or through the control of land use. An example of how the control of land use works is by “exclusionary zoning”
, a term which refers to zoning decisions to exclude low-income or multi-family housing from well-to-do suburbs. 

In Australia the Federal and State governments have paid for and subsidized what Powell describes as “white flight from central cities”, through a range of policies such as providing incentives to first home-buyers, and creating highway and other infrastructure investments in suburban areas. 

Concurrently, the federal and State governments have divested inner cities of their resources and restricted eligibility for welfare/social/community benefits and programs. As a result, people of colour in our cities have been systematically impoverished and deprived of opportunities.

Australian statistics indicate that when age and educational qualifications are held constant, poverty was higher among immigrants from non-English-speaking backgrounds, as well as among those immigrants who arrived in Australia most recently.
 

Further, the overall poverty rate among Aboriginal families in Australia is almost three times that among non-Aboriginal families. Half of all Aboriginal children were living in poverty in 1986, more than two-thirds were in near poverty and a fifth were in severe poverty.
 

Colour and Imprisonment

Australia has a long history of racialised punishment. For non-Anglo migrants it includes various forms of quarantine, immigration control and internment and imprisonment in mandatory detention centres. For Australian’s whose forebears migrated from non-English speaking countries, the criminal justice system offers racial profiling, racist anti-gang legislation, post-code sentencing and virtually all-white law enforcement personnel. For Australia’s indigenous people there has been removal to missions and camps, imprisonment in penal settlements, systematic forced removal of children and mandatory detention.

The significant impact of the variable of indigenous status on the offending rate is one of the most alarming findings to come out of a recent study. The research indicated that indigenous children who are maltreated are four times more likely to offend than non-indigenous children who are maltreated.” 

In relation to prisoners post-release, the following extract from the Aboriginal Prison Releasees in New South Wales which relates specifically to Aboriginal people, may also be appropriated to any impoverished person of colour: “Half the participants came from and most went back to a very small cluster of suburbs: one in western and the other in south-western Sydney. Most of these suburbs have large Department of Housing estates or a large number of public housing properties, and all are high on Vinson’s most disadvantaged suburbs list. These suburbs have poor infrastructure and are extremely economically and socially disadvantaged. There is little alternative for Aboriginal people leaving prison other than to return to these communities that are already drained of social capacity to meet their multiple needs. There is no employment and no prospect of moving away from the groups with whom crime may have been committed in the first place. For this group, the prison treadmill is clearly one that is associated with geography and community.”

In significant research from the USA, it was found regarding post-release earnings (for those who had such earnings), the average annual wages were exceedingly low and differed significantly by race: white former prisoners averaged US$7,880 per year and “blacks” made just US$4,762.

Recent Australian research has disclosed the links between imprisonment, debt, poverty and crime. The research found strong evidence that an unmanageable debt burden is associated with an increased risk of recidivism (forty-nine percent of prisoners interviewed said that they had committed a crime to repay a debt). The perpetual, out of control indebtedness experienced by many in prison is comparable to low income and unemployment as a factor contributing to poverty and crime.
 

· Debts are created unnecessarily by a prison sentence;

· Existing debts increase unnecessarily during imprisonment;

· Family members impoverish themselves by unnecessarily paying prisoners’ debts.

Anne Stringer’s report into Prison & Debt, elaborates on these issues further.

Conclusion & Recommendations

(
That the connections between the creation and criminalisation of disadvantage, imprisonment and race/ethnicity be understood and addressed with urgency.

(
That the Senate commission a serious inquiry into, and reform of, the 
following: 

· Analysis of mortgage refusal by race

· Analysis of lending patterns compared to racial characteristics

· Analysis of variations in insurance rates compared to racial characteristics

· Analysis of variations in sentence lengths compared to racial characteristics

· Race and the policing of drugs

· Racial profiling in criminal matters

· Police misconduct and brutality compared to victims’ racial characteristics

· Analysis of racism and anti-gang laws

· The impact of immigration laws that restrict access to services to certain immigrants and humanitarian entrants.

· Impact of directing local councils to include low-income housing across all metropolitan areas.

· Resource research and policy development into the links between debt and crime. 

PROSTITUTION AND SEXUAL VIOLENCE

Conservative estimates put the number of women in prison who have worked in prostitution at around 64%
, however most prison advocates find that all the women they advocate for have at some time or are currently working in prostitution. Despite this, prostitution is rarely discussed in the context of imprisonment and the related issues of poverty and drug addiction. 

Prostitution and Poverty 

Despite its social stigma, prostitution has been socially sanctioned as the ‘oldest occupation’, one that will never be ‘out of demand’. The practice of prostitution is grounded in the idea that men need to be sexually serviced by women and if women are unavailable or unwilling to do it for free, an employment model, that is, the exchange of money for sex, provides for the demand to be met. 

Women, simply by being women, are automatically employable as prostitutes. This makes prostitution among the most accessible jobs for economically disadvantaged women who do not have a level of social security that allows them to consistently and effectively acquire and maintain skills in order to be more widely employable (see section “SOCIAL SECURITY” for further discussion on this point). Skills can be learned on the job in prostitution and prostitution pays better and more immediately than most other jobs available to women who have not had training or education opportunities. Recent increases in higher education and training costs exacerbate the problem. Many women who are determined to increase their employment options through education support themselves during this process by working in prostitution.  

Women often choose not to work within legal brothels for several reasons and therefore increase the chance of being arrested and imprisoned by working illegally. Their earning capacity is often diminished within the legal sex industry because profits do not go directly to women but are distributed across the business. Despite claims that brothels provide safer working environments, many women report to us that they prefer to risk violence at the hands of clients than be subjected to violence by both clients and brothel staff and security. Women also report a greater sense of control outside the legal sex industry.  This sense of control is paramount in a situation where women are not just ‘doing a job like any other’ but are putting their physical and psychological selves on the line. Women resist the entrapment of the legal sex industry – that is, the feeling that they are ‘owned’ and must work according to someone else’s terms and conditions. 

Prostitution and Drug Addiction

Drug addiction is linked in more complex ways with prostitution than simply that women need ‘easy cash’ to buy drugs. Many women use drugs to anaesthetise the pain, grief and anger of sexual abuse in their lives, whether that abuse is ongoing or perpetrated during their childhood. Having been sexually abused is also linked with entering prostitution.
  Apart from the economic incentives, women are able to see prostitution as an option because of how we see ourselves. This is tied up with what we have learned and experienced across our lifetime. Rape and sexual misconduct by men against us as children; and adult, family and social passivity in the face of such abuse has taught us that being available for men’s sexual gratification is an inevitable part of our lives. Prostitution fits this understanding well only this time women are paid.  It also confirms, especially with the recent legalisation of the industry, that being sexually available for men’s gratification is not only inevitable, but an important function of our State’s economy. 

Many women who work in prostitution talk about the use of drugs to ‘get them through it’. A cycle of forced dependence is created.  Drug use at first functions to dull the pain of sexual abuse, women then prostitute in order to support their drug use and drug use increases in order to make the experience of prostitution bearable. Drug use also eats up the money that women earn, whether in prostitution or elsewhere and further compounds the cycle of poverty. Drug use and the actions taken to support it, such as burglary and theft, increase the charges women are susceptible to and therefore increase the risk of imprisonment.  This will be discussed in greater detail in the following section: “ADDICTIONS”.

Prostitution and Prison

Prostitution is not interrupted by imprisonment. Anecdotally we know that women exchange sexual services for drugs and other highly desired items within the prison.  Prison officers play similar power and mind games with women for exchange of information and contraband, replicating the power imbalance and hierarchy that exists within prostitution.

Despite the suggested rehabilitative function of prison, it does not provide for women to be empowered social participants when they are released. Women are effectively ‘deskilled’ during their time in prison. As little as three months of imprisonment results in women losing the lease on their home or flat.  Household appliances, furniture and other material possessions have been sold or have disappeared because there was not money to store them. Work skills and experience are downgraded because women are ‘out of the loop’ in prison and/or stigmatised and further training is not prioritised because her immediate focus is on regaining essentials like shelter. Prostitution is presented as a viable option for getting back to the basic level of material existence that women had before imprisonment and for ongoing survival.  

Conclusion & Recommendations

Prostitution is a social responsibility, not an individual ‘choice’ for the women involved. The language of ‘choice’ and ‘agency’ is misused around prostitution. Women who are surviving a social system that does not work for their best interests must of course make decisions to survive economically and psychologically and to support themselves and their dependents. They are not ‘passive’ in their situation, but this does not mean that they ‘choose’ prostitution. Given other options as well as the lack of support to heal the damage that has been done to them through sexual abuse, it is highly unlikely that women would consider prostitution a viable employment option. 

Understanding prostitution (and poverty and ‘criminality’) as starting and stopping with the individual serves only to keep the other participants in the cycle invisible and beyond account. If this government is sincerely and openly interested in women’s health, wellbeing and economic autonomy, they must be committed to discussing these issues comprehensively and honestly. In the case of prostitution, focussing only on the women in prostitution rather than the men who are gratified by it and the State that makes money from it, will never end the cycle.

Providing for opportunities where women can participate in society in rewarding and meaningful ways begins with acknowledging the prevalence of sexual abuse against women and prioritising the socialisation of men against sexual abuse. This concurrently involves deconstructing the sex industry and providing real alternatives for women in employment. 

· Acknowledge the epidemic proportions of Male Sexual Violence against women and children in their homes and/or by people they know.

· Acknowledge that prostitution and all elements of the sex industry constitute Male Sexual Violence.

· Acknowledge that prostitution is not a choice for the women involved in the industry.

· Visibilise the men involved in prostitution; as clients, promoters and owners.

· Decriminalise prostitutes working in street prostitution

· Repeal all legalised prostitution laws and decriminalise all forms of prostitution

· Establish exit programs for women who want to leave prostitution.  These programs should be voluntary and include skill development opportunities, employment and education opportunities, information about housing and material aid etc.

ADDICTIONS

Most of the women who are currently serving a term of imprisonment in Victorian prisons have an already existing dependency on drugs.
 60% of women had a drug dependency prior to entering prison on a first offence, and 92% on a second or subsequent sentence.
  Prison census statistics show that between 8 – 10% of sentenced prisoners are in prison for drug related crimes
 but most of these are concealed, often behind property related offences.  When questioned further, many women, in fact 90% of women have commissioned their crimes to support a drug habit.
  This high percentage of drug dependency, among other addictions that characterise women’s offending behaviour, is significant in understanding poverty. 

Addictions and Male Sexual Violence

Addiction and dependency can be described as an uncontrollable desire to reach an altered state of consciousness, whether through drugs and alcohol, gambling, cigarettes, and shoplifting among others not listed here. David Nowland, a psychotherapist, writes that, “…the altered state of consciousness underlying the addiction is the state that the person is seeking to enhance their life and the addiction only occurs when no other means are available.”
 It is important at the outset to challenge the misconception that addictions are a choice for those who feed them. Often, obsessive tendencies that ultimately underpin many addictions are performed while in dissociative states, or in order to achieve dissociative states, and stem from a source of abuse and trauma.  For women, addictions are mechanisms used to survive sexual abuse, social disempowerment and disenfranchisement.

The majority of women we work with, who have addictions often have an extremely low self-esteem and self-image.  Anecdotally, most of these women have experienced sexual abuse of some kind that they are able to recall and share with their advocates.  Health care professionals, welfare workers, psychologist and other psychoanalytical professionals have demonstrated the correlation between drug use and sexual abuse.  Without addressing the source, Male Sexual Violence, its many and varied symptoms, one of which is addiction, will not go away.

In our work as advocates, we have found that the most common addictions among women in prison are illicit drugs, mainly heroin; gambling; and alcohol.  The most obvious factor linking addictions with poverty is the cost associated with maintaining such an addiction.  Women gamble their social security payments as soon as they receive them, others will spend the entire amount on drugs or alcohol, and then will resort to minor property offences in order to feed themselves and their children, pay their bills and maintain a lifestyle that bears some semblance to normality. 

Because feeding a habit is intrinsically connected with survival; surviving the pain of sexual abuse and anaesthetising the pain of self-hatred, it is often not a choice to spend any incoming money on food before the addiction.  The argument here is not that woman lack agency and cannot make choices, rather, the pain of sexual abuse is immense, all consuming, and it fragments our image of ourselves.  Currently, our society is not set up to deal adequately with the grief that we carry, nor is it set up to support women economically if we choose to escape.

The criminal justice system epitomises the ineffectiveness of our society to deal with women’s circumstances, and the absolute and complete misogyny that this world is founded upon.  Not only is a mental health issue, addiction, regarded as a crime and consequently punished, but the source of the addiction, Male Sexual Violence, is largely ignored. There are more people in prison for drug or property related offences, than there are for sexual offences
, the source of the latter.  The futility of law enforcement on preventing drug related crime is demonstrated by the exceedingly high occurrence of recidivism.  Approximately 63% of women in prison have been there before.

Addictions and Imprisonment, The Cycle

We briefly touched upon the obvious links between addictions, poverty and criminality above.  Generally speaking, in order to financially support an addiction, women commit crimes. 

The impact of imprisonment on women is substantial, and implicates not only them, but those dependent on them.  These people include children, elderly family members such as parents, grandparents, aunts and uncles.  As argued above, addictions are a consequence of immense self-hatred, grief and loss.  The grief of the loss of contact with children and other dependents further compounds that already existing, and undoubtedly, many women return to drugs, alcohol and gambling upon release.  Institutional gender roles like those described above, mean that not only do women have to battle against themselves and their own feelings of failure, but a broader social norm that confirms this for them, by defining what a good woman is.  These issues are explored in greater detail in “COMMUNITY AND FAMILY CONNECTIONS”.

Conclusions &Recommendations

Sally Baily (1992, pg 28) argues that, “… if we see drug use in terms of the status of women and the value of women’s role, this would indicate that increases in services to women like child care, transport, access to services, specific skills training and increased employment opportunities are all important areas to consider in terms of developing gender sensitive and adequate prevention strategies.”

· Acknowledge the link between addiction and Male Sexual Violence

· Decriminalise drug use

· Further regulate the gaming industry.

· Establish programs that will work with women towards healing.  This should be the focus of the program, not unlearning addictive behaviour.  If this were the case, the addictions will inevitably take care of themselves.

· Divert drug users from prison

HEALTH AND WELLNESS

The Advocacy Program for Women in Prison (APWiP) has consistently argued that the health care that is provided to women in prison should be comparable to that on the outside. The Prison Monitoring Unit of the Department of Human Services has acknowledged that prisoner health is at a significantly substandard level compared with the broader community and this has prompted us to consider the health status of women before entering prison and its relationship to poverty.

Victorian women’s prisons are housing more women with physical and mental health issues than ever before.
  It is critical in discussing health to consider physical and mental health separately, although both are extremely important aspects of the one issue.

The section above considered addiction as a mental health issue, and argued that women were being incarcerated for what is ultimately, a mental health issue.  Prison does little by way of addressing the underlying cause of addiction whether its manifestation is drug use, gambling or alcohol.  Prison is often the end result of a life of abuse, financial hardship, poverty and homelessness and this is exactly what women return to when these issues are not addressed. Women’s health in corrections is fundamental to their rehabilitation and their ability to integrate within the prison system, and eventually the general community.   

Increasingly, we notice more women in prison who exhibit severe expressions of distress and anxiety such as self-harm and suicide attempts, as well as other personality disorders.  The crimes that lead to these people’s incarceration are many and varied, and often hide the underlying factors that lead to offending. While we do not intend to pathologise women, and certainly do not advocate for alternative institutionalisation in psychiatric wards and asylums, we think that this shift in prison population in the history of our program’s work with women inside is significant.  It suggests to us that there is very little support for people with mental health issues in the community, and consequently their chances of success are diminished, and people are incarcerated, essentially for lack of funding to welfare organisations.

The physical impact of these addictions also contributes to a state of substandard health of people prior to entering prison, and adds to the cycle of poverty.  Because drugs and alcohol are used to numb the pain of histories of trauma and sexual abuse, it is not essential to use a high quality, pure substance, anything will do.  Women enter prison with a concoction of drugs in their system.  Some may be prescription drugs that have been misused others may be illicit drugs.  Women go through a period of withdrawal on reception before they are able to access what limited illicit drugs are available within the prison, but this is rarely recognised as prison is supposed to be a drug free zone. The word “withdrawal” trivialises the real experience of what happens when women’s bodies crave the relief of a drug, and what happens to women’s psyches in this state.  Women sweat, vomit, hallucinate, experience severe cramping of limbs and muscles, women lose control of their excretory systems among other consequences of withdrawal.  All of this occurs in an unsafe and unfamiliar surrounding, prison.

Women who are addicted to heroin prior to incarceration, and who have not commenced a buprenorphine or methadone program, cannot get onto one in prison, making withdrawal a common experience for many women.  Women, who are pregnant and using heroin prior to entry to prison, risk miscarriage if they are withdrawing upon incarceration.
  We are aware of 29 occurrences of miscarriage in the last three years that can all be contextualised against this background.  Again, the impact on women’s emotional and mental health can be severe, particularly if they intended to see the pregnancy through.

When women are able to access illicit drugs in prison apart from marijuana, it is often impure, heavily diluted with other foreign chemicals, and unsafely injected.  The prison refuses to acknowledge that syringe sharing occurs in prison, and therefore has no provision for needle exchange.  Women are susceptible to HIV/AIDS transmission, Hepatitis and other blood transmissible diseases.  They take this into the community upon their release, and often have to fund the medical expenses themselves to live with the illness.  They also need to call upon their already fragmented and diminished emotional resources to live with the illness.

Women have an opportunity to seek medication through the Medical unit at the prison, and are often prescribed sedatives, anti-psychotics and anti-depressants.  So even in prison, women are medicating for the pain of their trauma.  Drug use and dependency and the resultant substandard health is not interrupted by prison and can often serve to exacerbate the problem.  It is well documented that the rate of post release mortality among women exiting prison is linked to the mixture of drugs in women’s systems from prison, and its interaction with the drugs women take upon release.

This relates to the poverty cycle in that women have very little opportunity of addressing the underlying factors of the state of their mental and physical health, they invest considerable amounts of money towards legal drugs such as antidepressants and sedatives, with little chance of breaking the pattern.

Beside the substandard level of health that prisoners are in prior to entry to prison, the health care provided inside is also substandard.  We have collected a number of testimonials of women saying that they have received substandard care.  One of the women we work with was diagnosed with cervical cancer, and the prison argued that the test results were wrong.  She had two subsequent tests done, and both came back positive, and still she was not referred to a specialist.  Another woman we work with had cut her finger.  The cut became infected and the woman reported it to the Medical Unit.  There was no response.  Eventually the woman had a seizure, and when members of the ambulance service saw her, they were mortified that she had not been taken to an external hospital earlier.  It turned out that the woman was a diabetic.

What these stories demonstrate is that women are ignored, infantilised, and trivialised when they present at medical.  Women tell us that they are often not believed and so don’t bother attending the medical unit a lot of the time.  This reinforces a sense of helplessness and exacerbates women’s already low self-esteem.  This is what the prison system is ejecting back into society, expecting them to be self sufficient, successful, empowered individuals.

The response women receive from the Medical Unit can be considered in the context of its privatisation.  In the 1970’s, 1980’s and most of the 1990’s health services within prisons (publicly owned at the time) were predominately operated by government departments.  Currently, the health service provision in all CORE – the Public Correctional Enterprise prisons (the public prison delivery service of the government) are contracted out to Pacific Shores Health Care, a subsidiary of Australasian Correctional Management.

Privatisation of prison health care have left many women unable to access necessary medical specialist care.  Since the establishment of the women’s prison in Deer Park under private ownership, the Dame Phyllis Frost Centre’s population has doubled, yet the facilities of the Medical Unit haven’t.  Private health care is driven by providing favourable economic returns to the provider with an emphasis on cost efficiency rather than quality of care.  Women suffer from this as specialist medical equipment, prescription drugs, and sufficient appointments with doctors generally and women doctors specifically are not made available to them.  Women prisoners have consistently reported to us that prison medical staff are constantly telling them that they simply can’t afford things.

Women in prison are not eligible for Medicare subsidies, and should they seek a second opinion, are required to meet these costs personally. Women’s physical and mental health in prison is therefore largely dependent on the quality of health provision from the private health provider. Given that most women are in prison for poverty related offences that are directly linked to their economic circumstances, outside means of financial support to meet medical expenses is not an option for the large proportion of women in prison.  

Conclusions & Recommendations

· Government spending on prison health care should be increased, as it plays an integral part in the rehabilitation of women in prison and their experiences of poverty and financial hardship.

· Comprehensively review of the contract between the Department of Justice and Pacific Shores Health, the current Health Services provider at all CORE-The Public Correctional Enterprise prisons.  

· The basic minimum standards of health care provision should be publicly accessible.

· Women in prison should be eligible for Medicare. 

· Women should be entitled to a second medical opinion free of charge

· Women should be entitled to commence a methadone or buprenorphine program in prison, rather than only continue on an already prescribed program

· Prison drug strategies should work towards harm minimisation rather than zero tolerance models

· Safe injecting rooms should be introduced in prisons

· Needle exchange programs should be introduced into prisons

COMMUNITY AND FAMILY CONNECTIONS
The punishment of imprisonment does not begin and end with the prisoner.  Her family, children, dependents and other loved ones are all implicated and become a part of the cycle of poverty and violence which leads women to prison in the first place.  

More than 85% of women in prison are mothers.
 As women are socialised to be the primary caregivers of children, imprisoning mothers has massive damaging consequences, and ultimately punishes the children too.  Where other family are unable to care for young, legally dependent children, the Department of Human Services steps in, further stigmatising criminalised women.  Children miss their mothers intensely, particularly if they are sole parents, and are only allowed to visit once per week.

Children’s visits are used as a management weapon against women, where they are constantly being threatened with their removal.  Again, this punishes children too.  If a woman has returned a positive urinalysis test for illicit substances, she is limited to non-contact “box” visits.  For children two or three years or younger, this practice is completely abhorrent, and abusive of the power the correctional system has over family connections.  It is impossible to maintain familial and parental bonding with children through a pane of glass.  This kind of limitation to their mothers is often traumatic for children, and impacts on their mental and emotional well being.

We find that the cycle of poverty is most evident where women’s children are just at the nexus between child and adult hood, and they are not legally recognised as dependents.  Children between the ages of 16 – 20 years of age are left to look after themselves independently when they have previously been able to rely upon the support of their mothers.  Having had no reason to develop independent living skills so quickly, young people in these situations often struggle to secure housing for themselves, to pay their bills and to eat well.  Some young adults of women in prison are resentful of their mothers and cut off communication, compounding the feelings of blame women already experience.  Other young adults, completely traumatised by witnessing their mother’s arrest and/or trial, resort to drug use and consequently crime. 

Most young people do not live in safe environments while their mothers are imprisoned.  This impacts on their wellbeing and mental health, which further impacts on their behaviour leaving the young person more vulnerable to bullying or acting out and alienation from any support base that may exist.

The APWiP has worked with a number of women’s children in these circumstances.  In one particular matter we were dealing with, the daughter had not had her braces tightened in the two years her mother had been in prison.  This same young woman eventually became pregnant to her boyfriend and we were able to assist by networking the young woman in with other young single mum’s parenting groups, we were able to provide material aid, and we were able to link her in with a financial counsellor to learn some basic budgeting skills.  It is highly likely that, despite the limited assistance of the APWiP, this young woman will fall into the same cycle of poverty, and the chances are, so too will her child.

Women are often carers of elderly family members who are ill or bedridden.  Particularly where cultural elements and poverty are factors, nursing homes and other care facilities are inappropriate.  The arrest of women and then their immediate custody in police holding cells means that elderly family members are abandoned.  Where no other options are available, these family members are forced into homes, paying expenses, the money for which simply doesn’t exist.  

The on the spot arrest and custody of women also impacts on school aged children.  Women often tell us of the stress and anxiety they experienced when they were arrested while their children were at school.  Women often use their one entitlement to a phone call to contact family members to pick up or look in on their children.

Because of the extra stigma attached to women offending, many families and previous community supports abandon women when they go to prison.  As women are traditionally those that are in support roles, generally, no one is left to support women when they need it.  This is a significant difference between men and women in prisons and the supports available to them.  Women are often available to care for male prisoners’ children, to visit men in prison, to assist them financially while they are inside and to maintain their homes so that they have something to return to.  This is not the case for women. Women lose everything.  For further discussion on the loss of women’s homes because of imprisonment, please refer to the section: ”HOMELESSNESS AND THE PUBLIC HOUSING CRISIS”.

Most women are released from prison with few possessions or finances.  This, including resultant de-skilling and learned dependence in prison, often leads to women returning to what little supports they had prior to being incarcerated.  For many women this means little chance to fight pressures to return to violent partners, crime or prostitution. 

The stigma of imprisonment means that women will often hide their histories to avoid rejection and alienation, and consequently impose this isolation upon themselves.  This distance and disengagement from community supports results in isolation and depression, creating an ideal context to resume old habits.  Neither the community nor the individual benefits from imprisonment, and it only serves to perpetuate the cycle of poverty.

We understand from our work with Koori women that there are specific connections that exist within Koori communities.  This nation’s history of genocide has resulted in the overrepresentation of Kooris in prison.  This has direct links to creating situations where a community that already suffers economic, political, social and spiritual oppression from Government policy and inaction is further damaged by the overrepresentation of Indigenous people in prison. 

Conclusions & Recommendations

· Children’s visits in prison should be removed from any disciplinary action taken by the prison
· Women should be asked specifically about any dependents and family commitments that need to be tied up prior to imprisonment.
· Where women have young adults at home, specific assistance should be offered in relation to managing households, paying bills and preparing meals, and whatever else is required.
· Custodial Community Permits Program (Day Leaves) guidelines should be expanded to take in the breadth of relationships that are connected to women’s lives allowing women to maintain family ties in a more meaningful way.
 HOMELSSNESS AND THE PUBLIC HOUSING CRISIS

The State government has now formally acknowledged that there is a crisis in public housing with more than 37,000 people on waiting lists.
  Department of Human services telephone advice officers have acknowledged to us that some people on waiting lists simply will not be housed.  

Against this background, the State Government seems to be selling public housing to long-term residents, removing property from government stock, and putting it into private ownership.  The government is relying more heavily on subsidised rental for economically disadvantaged people, through social security benefits such as “Rent Assistance”, which again, props up a private market.

The only comprehensive study, commissioned by the Australian Bureau of Statistics, looking at homelessness found that in 1996, 105,304 Australians were homeless.
  It is unlikely that this figure has decreased significantly, in fact market forces such as the introduction of the GST, the growing public housing crisis and the recent war in Iraq, have actually exacerbated this trend.  The world currently sits on the brink of recession, and no doubt, poverty and homelessness will be exacerbated throughout this period.

Broad definitions of homelessness encompass persons in insecure housing such as transitional, emergency, refuge and crisis accommodation as well as those with no shelter whatsoever.  It can also include people in boarding rooms, rooming houses, and brothels.  What is described above is the daily and lived experience of the majority of women exiting prison.

In the previous section “COMMUNITY AND FAMILY CONNECTIONS” we demonstrated how women lose everything when they go to prison.  In relation to housing, a jail sentence as short as three months can see the termination of a lease or a notice to vacate from the Office of Housing (OoH).  Women are given little opportunity to resolve their matters prior to custody, and consequently, matters such as outstanding bills and rent are left unpaid.  It is also fair to say that these issues are deprioritised by women compared with organising for children to be picked up from school, and ensuring that counsel is present during questioning by the police.

We have found that when police have executed a search warrant on a woman’s premises, there is a tendency to be complacent with security upon leaving.  Given that the woman is presumably in custody at this point, she has no opportunity to secure her property herself.  Insecure premises are susceptible to looting and burglaries, and we have found that the OoH, hold women responsible for the damage that is done in these situations.  We have worked with a significant number of women in these circumstances where others have gone into their homes after the police have left it insecure, stolen all of the furniture and all of the possessions, damaged property and then left.  In these scenarios the OoH imposes twelve month bans as per their policies, and women incur huge debts to the Department.  They are also unable to obtain housing after the ban until the debt is paid.

It is worth noting that the majority of women in these situations don’t come through the APWiP, so we are unable to advocate on their behalf.  Many women are simply overwhelmed by the prospect of confronting a government department and consequently choose never to apply for public housing again.  Where women refuse to apply for public housing without offering an explanation, it is fair to assume that this scenario is perhaps somewhere in their history, and sometimes, women will confirm this for us.  It is very difficult to challenge a Victorian Civil and Administrative Appeals Tribunal (VCAT) decision 3 to 5 years old, where women have been ordered to pay in the thousands of dollars to the Department.

Where the intervention of police or others is not a factor, but where women have been taken into custody directly without notifying the OoH, women end up falling behind on their rent, and the Department issues a notice to vacate.  When women don’t respond, presumably because they are in prison or have not received the notice, the Department steps in and empties the premises.  We have worked with a number of women where the Department has emptied the contents of their properties onto their front lawns, and where women have had no access to recourse. 

Apart from the economic impact, these practices of the OoH have severe consequences on the psyche and emotional well being of women.  It is inconceivable to most people to have a lifetime’s collection of furniture, ornaments, clothing, paperwork, photographs, letters, children’s toys and other personal items, lost, stolen, or thrown out onto the street.  For most people, these items contribute to our sense of our selves, our memories, our histories.  This is what women lose when they go to prison, and this is what they return to when they are released.

The other factor impacting on women’s ability to apply for public housing while in prison is their ineligibility under certain segment criteria.  Because women live in prison, they are not defined as homeless and therefore cannot apply for Segment 1: Recurring Homelessness public housing.  In our experience, Segment 1 applications are being housed anywhere from 12 to 18 months.  The majority of sentences served by women are less than 12 months, 67% less than 6 months long and a further 19% between 6 and 12 months.
  Given that women with a history of imprisonment are trapped within a cycle of homelessness to prison and back again, their chances of success in the community would be greatly enhanced should they be able to apply for Segment 1 public housing, while in custody during the waiting period.

One of the most challenging parts of our work is post release support, and often the success of women in the broader community, hinges on the security of stable housing.  When this falls through, women quickly spiral into crisis, and often resort to crimes and return to prison.

Much of OoH stock is concentrated in high drug use areas.  Commission flats in Richmond, Fitzroy, Collingwood, North Melbourne, Ascot Vale and undoubtedly others that we are yet to come into contact with, report high crime rates and drug use.  Many of our clients have requested assistance with transfers arguing that the temptation is too great, with little time since their release to develop strong enough resistance to heroin.    Because heroin use and possession of any amount is illegal, we have been unable to report this as the reason for requesting a transfer without incriminating our clients, so the number of requests on this basis will undoubtedly be concealed. Public Housing in this regard is inappropriate for women exiting prison.

Women leaving prison simply do not have access to the private rental market.  Single person properties are generally outside the budget of women who have left prison, and real estate agents are reluctant to lease properties to women with criminal and/or substance abuse histories.  If women choose to co-habit with strangers, they are left with equally difficult choices of disclosing their past or risking housemates discovering their histories.

Women tell us that living with strangers is not ideal.  Prison is an environment where women are forced to live with strangers, some with conflicting personalities, ideas, politics, religions, prejudices etc.  Women pour their emotional resources into negotiating these differences, and learn to survive the prison environment.  Upon release, it is important that women have a space where they are able to be themselves rather than again, negotiate the idiosyncrasies of their housemates.

Start up costs in private rental can be quite expensive, with people owing the first month’s rent, plus bond, plus furnishing the new abode.  Although Transitional Housing Managers are able to provide two weeks’ rent to people settling into a new place, and the OoH offers Bond Assistance, often women have other OoH debts and are reluctant to use these services.  Further to this, these services are only available once to any given person, and many women have exhausted their opportunity.

Private rental is also very difficult to access for women with dependent children, where those children are residing with their mother, or where a unification plan is underway.  Children generally require their own space, and the private rental increases depending on the size of the property.  Single women on social security benefits simply cannot afford to pay the equivalent of two or three adults’ rent.

Conclusion & Recommendations 

Housing is one of the hardest parts of our work in post release support.  Regardless of whether we are assisting women with crisis, transitional, public or private accommodation, there just doesn’t seem to be enough places that are decent, clean and affordable for women who are poor. In general, if women don’t have stable housing, their chances of successful reintegration are significantly diminished.

· Changes in State Government Housing Policies to stop the selling off of public property.
· Changes in State Government Housing Policies to purchase new housing stock.
· New housing stock should include more stand-alone houses, and stock should be spread across all suburbs, not in areas with high concentrations of individuals and families from low socio-economic backgrounds.
· OoH policy changes to recognise prison sentences of less than a year remaining as insecure housing, and therefore qualify prisoners in the last year, or with sentences of less than a year, for Segment 1 public housing applications

· OoH policy review of eviction notification and rental arrears of people in prison.  OoH review of twelve month ban policy and introduce greater discretionary power to review such bans. 

· Greater co-ordination between prison welfare and community groups to ensure that women have stable accommodation upon release.

SOCIAL SECURITY
While in prison, women work and earn a wage.  The most well paid prisoner in the Victorian system earns up to $8.15 per day, for a full day’s work.  A proportion of these earnings is put aside for women’s release.  It logically follows then, that the longer the time served, the more money put aside.  

When women are released, they receive a cheque of the amount of money in their withheld account, and an eftpos card with one week’s social security payment, that women are able to access from any Automated Teller Machine.  At the moment, this is approximately $155.05.
  

Given that most women serve sentences of less than twelve months, and that recidivism rates among this category of women is so high, women never save enough money to establish themselves, and are trapped within a cycle of serving successive twelve month or less sentences to be released with very little money.

Women are released from prison into poverty.  Apart from trying to secure housing, reconnect with children and family members, and adhere to parole or bail conditions when they apply, women are required to attend a Centrelink Office within 48 hours of release to receive benefits.

Most of the women with whom we work, are able to qualify for the disability pension.  A combination of mental and physical health issues, long term methadone use and ill health as a result of extensive illicit drug use, like Hepatitis C, HIV/AIDS and others, are recognised as factors that make it difficult for people to find work.  The disability pension has more lenient breach policies and few if any, job search requirements.  We have found this to be a positive contribution by the Department of Social Security that alleviates many unnecessary pressures on people leaving prison.

There are however, some prisoners who do not meet the disability criteria and so are required, by law, to apply for eight jobs a fortnight, for the first three months, and four jobs a fortnight thereafter, in order to be paid.  These women, like every other person on a NewStart allowance, are referred to a preliminary lecture on how to apply for work, are then referred to mutual obligation or work for the dole, followed by job search training, followed by intensive assistance, until they find work.  

While these strategies seem necessary on their face, they do not consider the reality of women who have left prison.  Criminal history is one of the only bases on which employers are allowed to discriminate.  It is highly unlikely that women will find work in areas that they are skilled because of their prison histories.  It is our experience that even many unskilled positions are unlikely to be filled by ex-prisoners.

In advocating on behalf of our clients, we have attempted to assist many in finding employment.  Work areas such as reception and clerical work, hospitality, retail, telemarketing, public transport ticket inspectors to name just a few, have all been extremely hostile towards employing people with a criminal history.

The process of applying for jobs is disheartening at the best of times and this, compounded by the backgrounds that many of these women come from, serves only to further diminish women’s self esteem and alienate them from the community.  Ex prisoners are faced with greater barriers than the general community in finding work.  Offering ex-prisoners the same level of support as the broader unemployed community does not cater to their individual needs and invalidates their experience and hardship.

As many women are alienated from family members because of drug or other criminal behaviour, not many women in our experience are able to call on family members for financial support.  Often, because of their histories and experiences, families are only prepared to consider making amends once women have demonstrated that they have their lives back on track.

Resorting to organisations like the Salvation Army, while necessary some times, is not an ideal position for many of the women we work with.  Many women tell us that going to charities for food vouchers or packages is demoralising and humiliating.  There are also limitations on how frequently women are able to access these services.  Relying on charities, ultimately does not alleviate poverty.

Conclusions & Recommendations

· That Social Security payments rise above the poverty line, offering a living wage to recipients.

· People leaving prison should be entitled to job seeker assistance that recognises and validates their experience of prison, their particular brand of hardship, and their additional barriers to employment.

· Less stringent criteria regarding job search should apply to prisoners

· Prisoners should be allowed three months in which to establish themselves before they are required to fulfil their DSS requirements.  By this we mean that when a woman is released, after registering for payments, regardless of which category of payments she is on, she needn’t fulfil any obligations within three months.

· That new anti-discrimination laws be canvassed in relation to prisoners and employment.  We firmly believe that employers should not be allowed to ask questions in relation to people’s criminal histories, and that where other legislation is not relevant (eg: lawyers, teachers and security guards), that employers cannot discriminate on the basis of criminal history.

· Introduction of linkages with external industries to employ prisoners: eg data entry, call centres, hospitality, catering, horticulture and landscape design.

EDCUATION AND EMPLOYMENT 

People with low-educational outcomes are over-represented among the poor and unemployed. They are also over-represented in the criminal justice system. To the disadvantage of poverty and low-education/skills, if we add a criminal record, the chances of obtaining gainful employment are minimal.

The major factors associated with offending and recidivism are poor employment prospects, weak skills, limited education, poverty, and the harmful use of alcohol and other drugs. Education lowers recidivism more effectively than any other currently supported programs.
 In the Australian Institute of Criminology’s Crime Prevention Register, education and employment feature prominently in the reduction of offending and recidivism by juvenile and adult offenders.

Education as a tool to reduce offending and recidivism is rarely mentioned, yet the statistics indicate that lack of education is a primary cause of crime today.
  

The following table from the Department of Criminal Justice, Texas, USA gives an idea of the effectiveness of education in preventing recidivism.


Within the prison system, education programs and opportunities are virtually obsolete.  In women’s prisons, computers are limited and consequently, so too are the places in computer courses.  There are also extended waiting lists for other education programs and consequently, women become incredibly competitive.  Women in education may be subject to bullying or isolation as a result of this level of competition.  When we have enquired about the shortage of education places, we are regularly told that the State and its Departments have other funding priorities.  

Another tendency we find with prison education is that it is often deprioritised at the cost of prison work. Private interest in underpaid and unskilled labour has meant that most of the women coming into the prison system for relatively short sentences are referred to “industries” rather than education.  In the women’s prison, “industries” involves working in a makeshift factory assembling beds and other furniture for retail sale on the public market.  Industries carries a perception of “earning ones keep” that education does not, creating a culture of education being a privilege that is earned rather than a right that women are entitled to.  

Given the demonstration above, of the impact of education on recidivism, the culture of worthiness in relation to education needs to be redressed. As argued above, this culture stems from a situation where education is not easily accessible, and where industry work is unskilled and undervalued.

It is highly recommended that prison education be prioritised and adequately funded within prisons.  Because of the impact on recidivism demonstrated above, it is also imperative that the hierarchies of worthiness are broken down, and that education in prison is highly accessible.  This is particularly important in relation to literacy courses.  In Victoria, women are leaving prison no more literate than they were upon entry.

In order for courses conducted within prisons to be effective, they should be nationally recognised, like many TAFE and University qualifications are.  A further benefit to women would be to allow day leaves to attend classes in the community, particularly women who have served a long sentence and are approaching release.  The benefit is that women are able to continue studying when they are released, at the same institution and among similar peers and to enable some consistency.

Work opportunities in prison are also very minimal.  With recent growths in prison populations and prison overcrowding, meaningful employment is often difficult to obtain.  Women report to us that some prison occupations such as kitchen work are over employed so often women stand around doing nothing.  The sense of uselessness women feel, but the necessity to earn a wage means that women are locked into mundane existences that further invalidate and diminish their self-esteem.

Work in prison is severely underpaid and consequently exploitative.  Most often, women start on a minimum wage and work their way up the salary scale.  Generally, women start on approximately $6 per day and work up to a maximum of $8.15.  In the context of industries where the product of women’s work is sold at retail prices to a public market, private companies essentially profit from slave labour.

Increasingly, women are required to support themselves financially within the prison system.  Less than five years ago, women were provided with clothing, electrical goods and toiletries. Currently women are required to purchase these items themselves from the money that they earn from working.  We have also recently learned that bigger women are required to pay more for their clothing.  It should be noted that prices within prisons are the same if not more expensive than those outside.  This leads us to argue that increasingly, poverty within prison is an issue that needs consideration and redress.  

Conclusion & Recommendations

· Eliminate waiting lists for education in prison.

· Increase funding to education within the prison system

· Introduce accessible and effective literacy programs within the prison.

· Introduce vocational education e.g.: computer programming, hospitality and catering, setting up a small business.

· Establish policies and partnerships between prisons and educational institutions.

· Policy changes that allow prisoners to have day leaves to further their education.

· Introduction of Austudy for prisoners who study, the amount to be partially set aside for post-release use.

· Establish a union for prisoners and formulate an award dealing with wages & conditions for prison work. 

· Require financial institutions to each have a lending policy for small, medium and large seed funding for new businesses set up by ex-prisoners.
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