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“This Conference is not just about the justice system, but about women and their experiences of 

the justice system. 

 

I want to thank everyone who has shared stories with us. Thank you for 

sharing what was a traumatic experience. 

 

The ways in which women access justice differs and a lot of that is based 

upon inequality. When we talk about justice, many will say this is not an 

“equality issue”. We know this is simply not the case.  

 

The ways in which women find their lives impacted by justice, or the lack of 

it, can intertwine with the many other aspects of their lives. The justice   

system affects us in acutely different ways and we have already heard from 

a number of women of the distress and trauma they have experienced within the current system.  

 

A majority of women are imprisoned because of poverty related crimes and are not a danger to      

society. Women experience rape and sexual assault. Our current system is not tailored to their   

welfare and oftentimes works against them. Surely the purpose of our courts is to get to the truth 

of the matter, not to denigrate women or humiliate them? Every day women show their bravery in 

coming forward to report these crimes. Then they find themselves failed by the very system that is 

meant to provide them with justice. 

 

We get angry and frustrated by women’s experiences. That is just the ones we hear about. What 

about the vast number of women not reporting? We need a system that is fair and easy to access. 

A system that gives women faith so that they can say: “This has happened to me and this system is 

going to give me what I am entitled to.”  

 

Violence against women and girls in all its forms, poverty and inequality can change a woman’s life 

dramatically. These are hugely defining issues in shaping how a life can fall apart when support 

from the system is not in place. Discrimination against women is still a major obstacle to equality.” 

 

 

 

 

Introduction: Agnes Tolmie, SWC Chair 
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 Chief Executive of Rape Crisis Scotland since 2017. 

 Member of the advisory groups for both the Scottish Law Commission and the Crown Office 

reviews of rape and sexual offences.   

 Member of several strategic working groups to improve responses to rape, including the            

Scottish Government’s Joint Strategic Board on Violence against Women and Girls, and the 

Crown Office Expert Group on Sexual Offences.  

 Heavily involved in the development of several national public awareness campaigns                        

including “This is not an invitation to rape me”, “Not ever” and #ijustfroze.   

 Instrumental in setting up the Scottish Women’s Rights Centre (SWRC) which provides free 

legal advice to survivors of gender-based violence and aims to improve women’s legal rights 

through strategic litigation.   

 Awarded an Honorary Doctorate in June of 2018 by Glasgow University in recognition of the 

work she and Rape Crisis Scotland have undertaken to support survivors and end sexual             

violence.   

Sandy spoke about the issues and the solutions to find a more accessible Justice system for         

survivors of rape in Scotland. 

 

“Key Issues: 

 Low prosecution rates: most reported rapes never make it to court in the first place. Those that 

do have a low conviction rate.  

 High degree of retraumatisation by the system: for those who have been through it, many say 

it is one of the worst experiences of their lives. It is not acceptable for someone who has       

experienced a trauma to continually relive it. 

 Pervasiveness of rape myths: notions of how someone should behave and how someone 

should react to being raped. This may affect decisions that juries make in rape trials. 

 

Reported rape has increased year on year. The most recent figures 

for 2017/18 state that there were over 2,000 rapes in Scotland but 

only 247 prosecutions - around  10%. From this there were only 107 

convictions. This means that if you are raped in Scotland and report 

it to the Police the chances of conviction are very low. 

 

The system itself can have lengthy delays. It can take up to two 

years for a case to get to Court. Women’s lives are put on hold and 

they are often terrified of giving evidence.  

 

Studies show that a significant proportion of the population blame 

women for rape - this could include jurors. There is a worry that juries 

do not want to convict because of these perceptions. 

 

Rape Crisis Scotland has set up a National Advocacy Project to support women. Having someone 

with you throughout the process can make a huge difference. There are 24 advocacy workers 

throughout Scotland and feedback has been very positive.  

 

“It’s like having an army. Somebody’s got your back and it gives you a bit of courage.” 

 

Legal Reform - In Scotland there are 3 verdicts: guilty, not guilty and not proven. Not proven has the 

same consequences as a not guilty verdict and is used disproportionately in rape trials. There is a 

worry that jurors may hide behind this. It is a cop out. This is devastating for survivors.  

 

 

 

Sandy Brindley, Chief Executive, Rape Crisis Scotland 
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Corroboration -  a need for independent additional sources of evidence. This is extremely difficult for 

crimes that take place in private such as rape.  

 

Should juries be used in rape trials given what is known about attitudes?  

 

We need to look at the process by which evidence is taken. Cross examination can be an awful               

experience and women should not to put through this. There are some moves to look at different 

ways of taking evidence from rape complainers in Scotland. In particular, pre-recording of evidence.  

 

Survivor Activism - women who have been through the justice process want to take their experience 

and use it to improve the system. There are a number of survivors who are calling for change and we 

need to listen. 

 

Survivor campaigns: “Speak Out Survivors” - Child sex abuse survivors are campaigning to remove 

the need for corroboration. One woman was told that if her abuse had happened in England she 

would have got to court but could not in Scotland because of the requirement for corroboration.  

 

Not Proven Campaign - Miss M had to go through a criminal trial for rape in 2015 which resulted in a 

Not Proven verdict. She brought a civil case - the first successful civil damages case of this kind in 

Scotland. Since then, she has devoted so much of her time to improve the system for other people 

and remove the Not Proven verdict. 

 

Survivor Reference Group in Rape Crisis Scotland - This was set up with thirty four survivors who 

have all engaged with the justice process It is a forum to engage with survivors and look at how to                      

improve policy and legislation. The group met with the Lord Advocate and Cabinet Secretary for                

Justice. This was a powerful meeting - seeing two men in positions of authority being moved by the 

experiences of survivors.  

 

Finally, there is a  short animation about responses to rape called I Just Froze                                      

(https://www.rapecrisisscotland.org.uk/i-just-froze/ ) 

 

Going back to the justice process, women’s access to justice will not improve until there is a                        

fundamentally shift in people’s attitudes towards rape. Part of that is having public awareness                  

campaigns and spreading the word.” 

Eilish Lindsay, Associate Solictor, Thompsons 

 Associate Solicitor with Thompsons Solicitors based in their Dundee office. 

 Part of the Accident Team, offering assistance to those in Tayside and the surrounding areas.   

 Deals with a wide variety of personal injury cases including cases involving accidents at work; 

public and occupier’s liability; and applications to the Criminal Injuries Compensation Authority.  

 Only acts on behalf of injured persons.  

Eilish spoke about her role as a Solicitor with Thompsons Solicitors and the work which she                        

undertakes on a daily basis to support women with personal injury claims. 

 

“Thompsons Solicitors - passionate about campaigning; over 100 years of working on civil liberties, 

human rights and campaigning for justice; only act on behalf of individuals 

 

 

https://www.rapecrisisscotland.org.uk/i-just-froze/
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History of campaigning - victims of asbestos in the ship building industry in Glasgow. Whilst people 

think this is a male dominated environment, they tend not to think of the wife being exposed to 

these particles through washing clothes. Thompsons has successfully   

taken cases for women as well as men.  

 

Surgical mesh survivors  -  worked alongside women to get the                        

compensation that they are entitled to and deserve.  

 

Historic childhood abuse - a team called The Survivor Team is working on 

this. The word ‘survivor’ is a conscious decision. People are not victims. 

They are survivors who are trying to move on with their lives.  

 

I work within the Accident Team. Many people do not think that                          

accidents affect men and women differently. They do! 

 

Sometimes the process can be quite stressful. Thompsons makes sure 

that the client is physically comfortable and also happy with their                        

solicitor.  

 

A woman came to me last year. She had experienced a terrible incident in her workplace. The idea 

of her speaking with a man was something she could not have done. We ensured that anyone                 

dealing with her was female. This was life changing for the client as she felt supported. 

 

From the case numbers which Thompsons hold, and statistics from the Health and Safety Executive, 

in 2017/18 for every 100,000 women, over 7,000 days of work days were lost in comparison to 

6,100 by men.  

 

Part of the difficulty is that women’s needs and requirements are not taken into consideration in 

certain industrial industries when risk assessments are being carried out and job specifications put 

together. There is also a higher rate of reported stress, anxiety and depression experienced by              

women in the workplace. This is shocking in this day and age.  

 

What happens when faced with a case? There are two options: settle the case or put it to court. In 

the process of doing that, we have to look at the value of the case.  When putting a value on this 

case, a lot of people can find this difficult to process. Thompsons follows a legal principle where            

the injured person is put back into the position they would have been but for an accident. A report 

from a medical expert forms the basis of our valuation.  

 

There are many differences in valuations in relation to women:   

 

Scarring from an accident - reports look to distinguish between a scar on a woman and a scar on a 

man on the basis that it might affect them differently. Beyond that, women can also be categorised 

on the basis of how sensitive they are. This is a purely subjective process which is deeply unfair. I 

have to sit down and say to a person: “sorry you’re not getting as much as another women by your 

scars because you’ve reacted better” - that is completely ludicrous for the same injury.  

 

There are guidelines offered by Courts around compensation to be received - if a person sustains 

injury, there are situations where a man can get more money. For example, if a woman has already 

had a child and then becomes infertile, she would receive less than a man who also has had a child 

and made infertile purely based on guidelines offered by Courts. This is a really difficult part of the 

job. 

 

With these guidelines, insurance companies and defenders want to pay out as little as possible. 

Whereas, I am looking at a person, at a face, not a number. I work with real people, not a statistic.  
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Another difficulty we can have is that we are able to claim for the help and assistance a person has 

had following an accident, as well as the help and assistance they would normally provide to other 

people. Given the role of women and their caring responsibilities, you should be able to claim more 

as a woman. Women, however, tend to get back to things a lot quicker than men. If women are    

sitting in the house, have children to look after and are suffering financially, they just get on with it. I 

try to gather as much evidence as possible to say that a woman had no choice -  she had to look           

after others. 

 

What I find most frustrating is claims for wage loss. In serious cases where people cannot get back 

to work or have to change career, we are able to claim future loss of earnings. However when              

women are considered to be of child bearing age - irrespective of whether they want children or not -  

insurers will try and argue that they should not receive full future earning capacities on the basis 

that they might go off to have a child or may never go back to work after having a child. That is not 

the society we live in today.  

 

As a young working woman, I do not see that as part of a realistic world we live in. Solicitors have to 

justify that a woman wants to work. We do not make the same argument for men! It is just taken for 

granted that they will go back to their work after having a child.  

 

Insurers seek to dismiss women based on the compensation that they are entitled to purely as a 

cost saving measure because of gender. This is something that nobody seems to recognise. It is,                  

however, a problem being faced by many.     

               

Assumptions placed on women within society are having a massive financial impact on them.  

Thompsons recognises that these issues are unfair and fights against them. We like to try and have 

a personal approach. We do not want to diminish the fact that if a woman has a scar and might be 

reacting a bit better than someone else, she is entitled to less compensation. That is unfair.  

 

Our clients are at the forefront of our work. We also need to be mindful that differences do exist and 

acknowledge this.” 

Sandra Mutter, 218 Project 

 Manager at the Turning Point Scotland 218 Service which provides an alternative to custody 

for women involved in the  justice system.   

 The organisation works with women in Glasgow aged 18 and over who have live criminal               

justice involvement within the last 12 months.  

 Many of the women who are referred to the Service will have a range of complex needs such 

as trauma, addiction, mental health, physical health, chronic low self-esteem and                             

self-confidence, as well as experiencing social isolation.  

Sandra spoke about the service and the support which it gives to women. Sandra was also supported 

by Louise, a service user ,who gave her views of the support she had received. 

 

Louise - “The service opened in 2003 to support women involved in the justice system. It helps with 

many issues and supports women in Glasgow and the wider Glasgow area. The service is based in 

the city centre and takes its name from the address. It is there to help women with all different               

issues, it is not just about criminal justice.” 
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History of the Service - Between 1995-7, seven women committed suicide at Cornton Vale, five were 

on remand. Following the deaths, a report was published outlining the circumstances that led to this. 

The report identified that 80% of women in Cornton Vale had mental health problems. Women had 

other issues such as addiction, homelessness, loss of children, survivors of domestic violence and 

trauma from both adult and childhood experiences.  

 

Turning Point Scotland approached the Scottish Government to present the 218 model as an                    

alternative to prison for women. This was to be a one stop shop where women could feel supported, 

safe and feel all their physical and mental health needs were being met.  

 

The service currently provides general and mental health nurses, psychologists, psychiatrists, GP 

support, Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) practitioners, sexual health support, dietician, 24 hour 

staffing and trauma informed one to one programmes.  

 

It enables women to move on and reintegrate back into society.      

Causes of offending are explored, a safe environment and specialised 

facilities are provided. Our referral criteria is to support any woman 

eighteen plus as long as they have a live criminal justice conviction 

and have been involved in the criminal justice system in the past 12 

months.  

 

Criminal justice support is what brings women to our service. This is 

only a symptom of the cause, not the reason. Women tend to have 

high volume, low tariff offences such as shoplifting and breach of the peace.  

 

A lot of women may have difficulties with literacy. This is an issue if required to read and sign a     

Police Statement. Most women in this situation will just sign it not knowing what it says. They do not 

want to feel stupid or inadequate and want to get out of that environment.  

 

Women come to our service broken. Most are living in unsafe accommodation or continue to live 

with abusive partners. The project offers support with shelter and housing issues. All women have 

experienced complex trauma. The staff have specialised training and provide a safe and                              

compassioned focus approach. For women who are dependent on substances as a way of coping, a 

safe detox is provided.  

 

All programmes are supported by a mental health team and all women are given a full mental 

health assessment and offered psychological intervention.  

 

We have got both sides of the 218 Service: community and residential support. All women will get 

the same support, whether residential or community.  Every woman’s journey is taken at her pace.” 
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Angela Judge has almost 30 years experience of working in the prison service, starting out in 

Cornton Vale. Angela talked about life for women in prison 
 

“When I joined the Service, there were roughly 300 + women in prison. Almost all of them were short 

term. There were very few life sentences. Women were mainly jailed for shoplifting and prostitution 

offences to feed addiction issues.  

 

This is still the case today. The three main offences are these two and fraud. These women are not a 

danger to society. They are only causing harm to themselves. Prison creates absolute havoc for 

women and their family when there is no need for it.  

 

Yesterday, the Scottish Prison Service locked up 8,182 people in prisons 

- out of that there are 411 females in custody. Of these, 191 are short 

term prisoners. Short term is anyone sentenced to under 4 years where 

you are released at the half way stage. This means that most are out of 

prison within two years. As the majority of women are serving very short 

sentences, there is often so little you can do to help in such a short 

space of time.  

 

At the moment, women are split over 5 prisons in Scotland. At Greenock, 

there is a small hall which holds 52 women in custody. The majority of 

other women offenders are held at Cornton Vale. They are also held in 

Polmont, Grampian and Edinburgh.  

 

A decision was made a few years ago by the then Justice Secretary not 

to build a new female prison in Greenock. There were huge objections to it, as it was felt that there 

were other ways women should be dealt with in the justice system. They are now looking at setting 

up small custody units with two sites already identified in Glasgow and in Dundee.  

 

Women are kept separated from men in all these establishments. This in itself causes problems due 

to the logistics of keeping prisoners apart and running appropriate regimes to suit their needs       

although the women receive the same level of care as the men.  

 

Short sentences mean that what is offered can often be just a sticking plaster. I currently work in the 

Links Centre - part of a team of 5 people who work with prisoners.  

 

The three highest issues for women are addiction, mental health and homelessness when they get 

out. Such short sentences mean there are not enough creative approaches as to how to support 

these women on the outside.  

 

I can build up great relationship with women as they are continuously in and out of prison. These 

women will come to us and feel safe. It is a prison and it is locked up. Some women, however, treat 

it as a home because it is better than the life they were leading outside.  

Angela Judge, Scottish Prison Service 

 Rehab and Support Worker within HMP Greenock.  Currently working out of the Links Centre.  

 Employed within the Scottish Prison Service for almost 30 years and has worked in Cornton 

Vale, Greenock and Low Moss prisons.   

 Has worked extensively with female and male offenders during her service in both custodial 

and throughcare capacities.   
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One woman, who has been coming in and out of prison, is relatively young. She was released 6 

weeks ago and had support in place. Two weeks later we found out she was back in the system on 

remand. On our picture system she had the biggest grin on her face at being back. It is a sad                 

indictment that women feel they have got to come back. 

 

Another woman I spoke to is serving 5 months for a shoplifting offence from back in 2017. The 

judge ended up giving her a sentence even though she was on her way to accessing a place at the 

218 project. Out of those five months, she will do two and a half. She will have lost her place at                 

the service.  

 

She went into a downward spiral and was out shoplifting for her and her partner. This is often the 

case -  the partner waits in the car whilst the woman is shoplifting so it is her who ends up in jail. She 

does have people from the DWP who come in to help with benefits and has addiction support in 

place. Hopefully this can continue and she can have that when she gets out as well.  

 

There needs to be more services within the community - where sentences can be served there rather 

than just sending women to jail. There are judges who will say, “I’ll give you a short sentence so that 

you don’t lose your house”. They could release these women so they can continue their life and               

their recovery. It is a constant disruption. Many women serving sentences have children who are now 

in the care of grandparents. These people are in their seventies and may have physical ailments, as 

well as now having to look after young children.  

 

There is a constant cycle and it is really difficult to break. There needs to be more done to try and get 

these services set up outside where women can get a trauma-based holistic approach and a long 

enough period to adequately recover and get well.  

 

I have not met one female offender who does not have some form of trauma at the root of                         

their offending. They are absolutely broken.”  

 

Agnes McCluskey, Circle  

 Works at Circle.  

 The organisation runs the Families Affected by Imprisonment Team (FABI).   

 The aim of the FABI Project is: ‘To minimise the impact of parental imprisonment on children 

and families.’  

 Circle’s Approach is committed to working with the whole family and adopts a person centred, 

holistic and solution focused approach giving attention to families’ strengths rather than their 

deficits, helping empower family members and build self-confidence.    

Agnes provided a visual representation of the women supported on a daily basis as an example of 

partnership working with the Shine Women’s Mentoring Service. This case study is not specific to 

one particular woman’s journey but rather reflects the multiple issues and experiences that may be 

faced.  

 

Case Study 

Jade is a mum in prison, Michael is her former partner. She has a child of 12 years old who lives in 

kinship care with Jade’s parents. The referral in this case came to Circle two weeks prior to release.  
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The Family Outreach Worker meets with Jade in prison: this is to create an initial assessment to 

identify her support needs. She has a strained relationship with her family but wants to have contact 

with her child. Jade has lost her tenancy due to being sentenced for 6 months. She has longstanding 

mental health and addiction issues. Jade and myself make plans for her liberation date and we 

agree on a gate pick up. 

 

 

Day 1:  

 9am - Jade meets me outside of prison. She has a £75 liberation grant, a 5 day prescription for 

medication and a bag of personal belongings. Her prison discharge letter is her only form of ID.  

 Local housing office. As she has no where to stay, Jade has to present as homeless. She is 

asked to come back after 2pm to complete forms and see what emergency accommodation is 

available.  

 Jade purchases a cheap phone from a nearby store. We exchange numbers.  

 Job centre. We try to set up a Universal Credit (UC) account. As Jade has no form of ID or bank              

account, she is unable to apply. An appointment is arranged to return tomorrow. 

 Addiction Services. We phone to confirm an appointment for this week. This was made prior to 

being released. 

 Food bank. Make a referral and arrange a pick up of a food parcel. 

 Return to Housing Office. Jade is allocated emergency accommodation in a shared                 

homelessness unit for 2 nights.  

 

Day 2:  

 Phone GP. Appointments can sometimes be offered for the same day. Getting through on the 

phone can be a challenge. As I go past the surgery, I personally make an appointment.  

 Foodbank. Collect food parcel which includes personal care items.  

 Registry Office. Purchase a copy of Jade’s birth certificate so she has ID. 

 Bank. To set up an account. Having no permanent address can be a barrier unless Jade can get 

a trusted “care of” address, potentially a family member. Two forms of ID are needed. In some 

cases, the bank will take the Support Officer’s word that person is who they say they are.  

 Job Centre appointment with work coach to start UC application. Jade is  supported to set up an 

email account in order to get a code for her online journal. Jade is expected to keep this                

updated and kept informed of future appointments. She does not have access to the internet. 

 Advance payment of £317 from Job Centre which she can get within 24 hours. This will then be 

deducted from future payments. (£30 a month for 10 months). Medical certificates must be 

provided as she was receiving Employment Support Allowance before her conviction so she can 

claim this under UC.  

 Jade needs to attend the bank as she waits to get a bank card.  

 GP appointment for a medical certificate for UC and a prescription for anti-depressants. GP is 

reluctant to prescribe medication as he has not received Jade’s NHS prison records yet - these 

can take a few weeks to be updated. A lesser dose is prescribed for the moment.  
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Day 3:  

 Long term homelessness accommodation. Jade is allocated a housing support officer. Make a 

referral to a clothing charity. Link Jade into local groups and invite her to attend. This is to               

encourage structure and routine.  

 

This has only been 3 days and this is already all the agencies that this woman has to be involved in. 

  

Through the first month of release, Jade will have additional areas of support - to attend                             

appointments with addiction services; to get her prescription up and running; to meet with the        

Criminal Justice Social Work within 5 days of release under bail conditions or a community payback 

order.  

 

We lose contact with Jade for 2 weeks. She has lost her phone.  

 

During this time, she has relapsed, been assaulted and charged with shoplifting. Jade has no 

memory of events and was taken into police custody. She has failed to attend her work coach                

appointment at the job centre so her benefits have been sanctioned. Jade needs to prove to the 

DWP that she was remanded for the sanction to be lifted. Jade has been reunited with her                        

ex-partner who also has addiction issues and there is a history of domestic abuse. 

 

At this point, I am liaising with Jade’s Housing Support Officer and advocate that Jade is particularly 

vulnerable in her current situation. She is now re-engaging with workers to support her application 

to be housed in a temporary furnished flat. She is supported to challenge her sanctions at the job              

centre. She is also encouraged to link in with local groups for support. Jade is waiting for a court 

date for her shoplifting charge.  

 

Jade’s bag for life that goes everywhere: Addiction issues; drug and alcohol abuse; physical abuse; 

poor care experiences; emotional abuse; incarceration; parental separation; poverty; sexual assault; 

parental imprisonment; parental substance issues; poor mental health; PTSD.   
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Women’s Lived Experiences 

During the Conference, a number of women spoke of their experiences with the justice system in 

Scotland. 

 

For a few, this was the first time they had spoken about their experiences in public. 

 

The SWC thanks these women for their bravery in speaking out. 

“I have a case coming up this year at Glasgow High Court. I was raped by a serial rapist. This man is 

still out on bail.  

 

There was a lack of support shown to me when I first reported the attack. I think when a woman 

goes to the police, she’s not believed. I was questioned by 5 policemen. I was told that I was                   

exaggerating. I think the minute any woman goes to the police, support should be there. 

 

He’s allowed to see all this information for his defence. I’m not allowed to see anything. 

 

Why is he not having to prove his innocence, why am I having to prove he’s guilty? 

 

The more people we get this message to, the more chance we have of raising awareness.” 

Response from Sandy Brindley (SB): I’m so sorry to hear about your experience. When we speak to 

women, it feels like the system is weighted against them and that the man seems to have all the 

rights. All women should have support when going through the system. 

“I’m a survivor of child sex abuse, domestic violence and rape. I’ve never had any legal help in my 

life. I’ve lived with those experiences. 

 

I started a small cleaning business and wanted to turn it into social enterprise. In July 2019, a client 

sexually assaulted me in his kitchen. I couldn’t believe it happened. The police came and took my 

clothes away and I’m still waiting for answers.  

 

So now I’m battling and waiting on these police officers to do something.  

 

That was the smallest thing that happened to me - this guy in the kitchen. It brings back the               

memories of what happened to me in the past.  But I’m determined to get justice this time.” 

“At the age of 13, I was raped.  

 

I didn’t know that when going through addiction, this was an underlying problem. Turning Point               

Scotland helped me to recognise these things so I can change my behaviours and not go back to the 

old things again. We need to get to the root of the problem so that we don’t need to offend, don’t 

need drugs. We need counselling.” 

Response from Eilish Lindsay (EL): I wish I could offer answers as to why the justice system                         

addresses violence in this way. Unfortunately, I can’t. But forums like this -  where women can          

discuss these things - are a starting point.  
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Response from Sandra Mutter (SM): How do you process and understand that at 13? When I see                 

women that come through our service, I look at how they react to situations and how they respond. 

Sometimes this can be an explosion.  I’ll never ask someone to leave because they’re shouting and 

balling or cursing. 

“I’m 63 and have worked in early years childcare since the age of 16. In my centre, we work with 

very vulnerable families. These women are set up to fail. They’re prostituted, they’re carrying drugs, 

they’re put on drugs so that they can be kept in place. Their children are taken from them.  

 

A mum in our nursery took her own life. She was in her 20s. She had 3 kids aged 5, 3 and 1. She 

was raped by her father and nobody in her family believed her. She was ostracised by them. She 

started drinking and taking drugs. She left a note saying how disappointed she was and how angry 

she was that nobody had listened. Her mother has finally left her father and now helps to look after 

the kids. But it was too late. This didn’t have to happen.” 

Comments from Delegates 

“The attitudes of police officers needs to be looked at. They are the first point of contact for women. 

Just look at the statistics which Sandy talked about.” 

 

 

“It’s so good that a law firm recognises the differences between men and women when it comes to 

the law. It has been highlighted that laws are biased and ways that they are applied are also biased. 

The Scottish Feminist Judgement Project looks at past legal cases and applies a feminist lens to see 

if rulings would be different.” 

 

 

“In Scotland, we have our own police force. I’m really disappointed in the Scottish Government. From 

what I see, there is too much debating. We could instead be putting legislation or support in place to 

help women.” 

 

 

“Some years ago, I had the opportunity to visit Cornton Vale. I was shocked at how many young               

women there are going through addiction issues. At that time, women were being imprisoned for not 

paying their TV licence. This was a while ago, but hopefully through the 218 Project there’s more 

support for women and less being imprisoned.” 

 

 

“There’s a lot of violent crimes being committed now. I want to help encourage and empower girls 

that it is not their fault.  I think the Scottish Government should bring out a study on why women 

commit crime.” 

 

 

“It seems impossible to get men jailed. Abusers seem to get away with literally murder and there is 

no justice there. We need to change attitudes. I find that when encouraging women to speak out, I’m 

also having to manage expectations because I don’t feel that the system is going to give them any 

justice.” 
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“This is a really fascinating event but also demoralising. I remember being a Community Nurse            

twenty years ago and things were beginning to turn around. We were beginning to see small                 

networks being built up and opportunities for mentoring. Women don’t get pregnant by themselves. 

We need positive parenting from the other partner. The justice system is a scar on humanity. That’s 

where the problems are all pushed into. Why is nothing being done within the legal system to try and 

challenge these powerful men that make judgements on how women’s lives are ruled?  

 

It’s great to be here and I think what you do in this organisation is fantastic.” 

 

 

“There is a barrier for women to rise to the top where we need true representation. There are a lot of 

men making decisions about what’s right for women.”   

 

 

“A lack of resources cause problems. We need to have early intervention for mental health issues.” 

 

 

“If women have addiction issues their tolerance level is really low. They come out of prison and have 

to deal with lots of different services. So they look for a crutch. They should be getting support in   

prison, around rehabilitation. Services, like benefits and housing, should be allowed to engage with 

women in prison. This could result in them exiting to a positive destination rather than setting them 

up to fail.” 

 

“We keep getting told by the Government that there is not enough money. What is the difference in 

the cost of keeping someone for a 12 month period in prison as opposed to say the 218 project?” 

 

Angela Judge (AJ): A few years ago the costs were over £32,000 a year. This is much higher when 

associated costs like court and bringing someone into custody are taken in to account. 

 

Women on short term sentences are not a threat to society. There is now a presumption against    

imposing sentences of less than 12 months. Our fear is that if this is done, these sentences will    

increase to 18 months or 2 years.  

 

 

“Why do we use remand for those who haven’t committed serious offences? We don’t make use of 

community sentences and we just end up sending these women to prison.” 

 

Agnes McCluskey (AM): When you see women on remand, they tend to be persistent offenders with 

low offences. We are beginning to see a bit of change. If they are able to engage with workers, this 

can sometimes be good enough for the Sheriff to look at alternative sentencing.  

 

AJ: It’s the sentencing policies. Remand periods are totally disruptive and if you’ve got someone                     

remanded for 5 weeks that’s everything stopped - benefits, childcare etc. This is a constant                  

disruption to peoples lives.  

 

218 Service User: It’s Sheriffs that need to be educated when passing these sentences.  
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 Agnes McCluskey:  “Whilst we can be contacted 12 weeks before exiting prison, many women may 

not have the headspace at this time to think about the risks and probabilities of their liberation 

date. Many decide things the morning of release. There are other factors too - a woman might be 

banned from a variety of homeless units in her area. Women do not need to work with us - it is a                 

voluntary process. It is often hard for women to initially trust anybody in authority.” 

 

Sandra Mutter: “I think we have lost a lot of community spirit. We’ve lost that face to face contact - 

that human touch. There is complexity and trauma in what women have experienced. There needs 

to be a slow, individual approach to each woman.” 

 

Angela Judge: “Greenock Prison has someone from the DWP who comes in Monday to Friday and 

will discuss benefit issues with prisoners. The crux of the matter is that we do not have time to really 

work on issues. Sometimes it is a sticking plaster - trying to deal with very short term measures. 

Shine Mentors come in weekly. If a woman wants to work with them, they will come on the day of 

release.  

 

As seen from the practical exercise, there is a lot to take in. Sometimes we try to stagger                         

appointments but the most important thing is ensuring some form of housing upon release. Most 

women will tell you that going out to a hostel can be worse than prison.  

 

The most critical time for a woman on getting released is crossing that door from jail. If they do not 

have anybody there to pick them up and support them, they can go straight back to what they were 

in before. It is important to get that through care support in place. And, it is also about communities                

accepting people back. We need to strengthen partnerships.” 

 

Eilish Lindsay: “The representation of women within the judiciary is a huge problem. I suppose a                

positive to take away is that more women now are progressing and more women are going to                  

university to study law. This does not mean its not still a top heavy profession.  

 

On a positive note, last week the Supreme Court ruling on Brexit was led by Baroness Hale. The fact 

that she gave this judgement could mean women will be empowered to go into and rise in this                  

profession.” 

 

Sandy Brindley: “I would like to thank everyone for sharing their experiences. What has really struck 

me is the trauma - in particular, the sexual trauma -  that underpins what we talk about. We need to 

get better as a society in enabling people to speak out, seek support and get help sooner.  

 

We can all play a part in this. Sexual violence is something people can talk about at an individual, 

family and cultural level as well as within our organisations. We also need radical reform of the               

justice processes. Even just the disparities we have heard about today, with women being remanded 

for minor crimes. We almost never see men being remanded for rape.  

 

I do feel some optimism. Someone mentioned the Scottish Feminist Judgement Project which is a 

great initiative. Also, there is increasing recognition for the need to transform the legal system,               

particularly when it comes to sexual offences. We need a positive lasting change for women.” 

 

 

 

 

Speakers Closing Comments 
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How Can We Improve Access to Justice? 

 

 

 

The SWC is funded by the Scottish Government to communicate and consult with women in 

Scotland in order to influence  public policy.  

www.scottishwomensconvention.org 

or find us on 
@swcwomen 

Scottish Women’s Convention is a charitable company limited by guarantee. Registered in Scotland 

No. SC0327308. Registered office 2nd Floor, The Albany Building, 44 Ashley Street, Glasgow, G3 

6DS 

The Scottish Women’s Convention is a Charity registered in Scotland No. SC039852. 

#SWCJustice 

Women standing in solidarity and applauding all women who are facing violence and demanding 

changes in our justice system.   

  Speak out sessions like this Conference 

for survivors 

 Fight to end the Not Proven Verdict 

 Better use of remand for men who have 

committed violence against women 

 End the need for corroboration  

 Increased access to  support services for 

survivors 

 More publicity campaigns to emphasise 

“Consent” and “No means No” 


