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Spotlight Session: Housing and Support for Ex-offenders
The session will focus on the Re-Unite project – a ground breaking initiative that provides accommodation and support for women leaving prison, the aim of which is to enable them to address their needs and establish a non-offending lifestyle with their families in the community. My role is to set the scene and to provide some context.
The National Audit Office estimates that 60% of short-sentenced prisoners commit another crime within a year of getting out, costing the country between £7 billion and £10 billion a year.  

It is perhaps not surprising that reoffending is such a problem when you consider some of the statistics related to prisoners:

· Many prisoners have mental health problems. 72% of male and 70% of female sentenced prisoners suffer from two or more mental health disorders. 20% of prisoners have four of the five major mental health disorders.

· Over half of prisoners (55%) report committing offences connected to their drug taking, with the need for money to buy drugs the most commonly cited factor.
 Epidemiological studies show that around 55% of those received into custody are problematic drug users
· 49% of offender assessments in six probation service case study areas identified alcohol as an influence on offending behaviour; the corresponding figure for drugs was 25%.

· 15% of men, 19% of women and 10% of young people were not in permanent accommodation before entering custody. 8% of men, 10% of women and 6% of young people were sleeping rough.

· 12% of prisoners depend on housing benefit to help with their rent before they enter custody. 
 However, entitlement to housing benefit stops for all sentenced prisoners expected to be in prison for more than 13 weeks. This means that many prisoners have very little chance of keeping their tenancy open until the end of their sentence and lose their housing.

Nacro has long campaigned for better resettlement provision for people leaving prison. We believe that by providing people with the support they need to address complex problems it is possible to help bring about a reduction in re-offending.

We know from the evidence gathered by the Social Exclusion Unit (SEU) and published in July 2002 in their seminal report Reducing Re-offending by Ex-prisoners, that there are a number of factors that have a bearing on whether released prisoners will continue to offend. The SEU characterised these as

· education

· employment

· drug and alcohol misuse

· mental and physical health

· attitudes and self-control

· institutionalisation and life-skills

· housing
· financial support and debt

· family networks

The SEU’s evidence showed that these factors can have a huge impact on the likelihood of a prisoner re-offending. The report said that being in employment reduces the risk of re-offending by between a third and a half and having stable accommodation reduces the risk by a fifth.
The SEU report had a significant impact on policy to reduce re-offending and developments since then include the introduction of Key Performance Targets for prisons and probation in addressing offenders’ housing needs. All prisons now have housing advice services in place and the target they are required to meet is that at least 80% of sentenced prisoners should be released to settled and suitable accommodation. At present, all prisons are meeting or exceeding this target. However, recent research by Nacro has shown that there is a need to look more closely at what actually happens to people once they are released. As the system stands at present, a housing advisor can set up accommodation, involve other agencies, and generally fix everything up for the day of the prisoner’s release. This will be counted as meeting the current target, even if the prisoner subsequently fails to show at the accommodation, or goes but only stays for a short time. Nacro’s research, commissioned by the Ministry of Justice, aimed to explore exactly what happened to people who had accommodation arranged for their release. The project involved interviewing 114 people (mainly prisoners but also staff engaged in resettlement work) at 17 prisons.
Out of our sample of 114, 10 said they had no accommodation at all to go to on the day of their release.  

Of the remaining 104, 83 (or just under 80%) had gone to the address that they had given to the prison as their destination on the day of their release. 21 (or just over 20%) had not gone. The range of reasons given for not going included:
· Had never intended to go

· Distracted by drink

· Address was for ECL only

· Went but didn't like the look of it

· Went to family/friends instead

· Drugs being used there

· Area

This suggests that in addition to providing an address to go to, prisons and other agencies in the community need to be much more proactive about providing ‘through the gate’ support.

The Nacro research explores in some detail the reasons for accommodation not working out and highlights good practice examples of support services that bridge the gap from prison to community. One key recommendation is for the extension of through the gate holistic support services that offer help in managing tenancies, claiming benefits and managing money and dealing with drug and alcohol issues. We argue that prison based housing advice work needs to be able to cross the perimeter fence, so that housing advisors can accompany prisoners, where necessary, to their accommodation and make sure initial links with other sources of help (e.g. floating support) are in place. 
For women prisoners, often lone parents, this form of through the gate help is absolutely critical. Women are a marginalised group within the prison population and data from probation needs assessments show that they have greater levels of need than men in relation to emotional well-being and relationships. These needs are frequently linked to histories of abuse and domestic violence. The Corston Review made clear the need for gender specific services that address women’s particular needs. The Ministry of Justice has a policy of reducing the use of custody for women and has invested considerable funding in testing new ways of diverting women from crime using generic women’s centre services in the community. There is a national target to reduce the women’s prison population by 400 over two years. This is very much to be welcomed but in the meantime women are still being sentenced to custody with terrible consequences for them and their children.

I’ll now hand you over to Liz to hear about a very positive example of supported accommodation for women leaving prison that enables them to re-establish their roles as parents whilst addressing the problems they face.  
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