better pathways  report card 2
an integrated response to women’s offending and re-offending

A comprehensive independent evaluation of the impact of the Better Pathways Strategy was completed by PricewaterhouseCoopers in April 2009. This report card provides a summary of the main findings of the evaluation.
Why was Better Pathways developed?
The Better Pathways Strategy was developed in response to a growing number of women entering the Victorian corrections system. Between 1995 and 2005 the number of women in prison in Victoria had more than doubled, resulting in significant social and economic costs not only for the women who were imprisoned, but also for their families – especially their children – and the Victorian community.
The Better Pathways approach
A specifically designed approach was required to meet the unique needs, characteristics and life experiences of women coming into contact with the criminal justice system.
The Better Pathways Strategy was designed to reduce:
•	the number of women who offend
•	the number of women going to prison
•	the number of women who 
re-offend
•	the level of victimisation.
Highlights of Better Pathways
Better Pathways designed 28 projects to be delivered by mid-2009 that focused on diverting women from prison custody and breaking the cycle of women’s re-offending. These projects included a range of support and treatment programs linked to women’s offending, re-offending and imprisonment, as well as major infrastructure development at the Dame Phyllis Frost Centre, Victoria’s main facility for women prisoners.
Better Pathways projects included:
•	transitional housing for women on bail	
•	sexual assault counselling
•	a multicultural liaison officer	
•	child care and transport assistance to assist women to comply with community correctional orders
•	a 20 bed mental health care unit at the Dame Phyllis Frost Centre
•	a program to assist managing debts from utility services 
•	infrastructure upgrades including the medical centre, visits centre, program, education and industries facilities at the Dame Phyllis Frost Centre.
The Evaluation
The evaluation focussed on understanding the effectiveness and impacts of the Better Pathways Strategy and its programs.
The evaluation report found that the Better Pathways Strategy was contributing to a reduction in the rate of imprisonment for women, and had improved the responsiveness of the Victorian corrections system to women.
Key findings
1. Better Pathways has contributed to a reduction in the rate of imprisonment
The evaluation report found that: 
•	the number of women prisoners in Victoria decreased by 15.3 percent, from 281 at 30 June 2003 to 238 at 30 June 2008
•	the number of sentenced prisoner receptions decreased by 19.3 percent, from 408 in 2002–03 to 329 in 2007–08
•	the rate of imprisonment for women aged 18 and above decreased by 20.0 percent, from 14.3 per 100,000 of the adult female population at 30 June 2003 to 11.4 per 100,000 at 30 June 2008
•	the rate of remand receptions per 100,000 women aged 18 and above decreased by 7.3 percent, from 18.5 in 2002–03 to 17.2 in 2007–08
•	the number of women on parole orders has increased by 18.3 percent, from 109 at 30 June 2003 to 129 at 30 June 2008.
These trends show a consistently reducing use of prison for sentencing purposes. While these trends were evident prior to the implementation of Better Pathways, they have continued and strengthened since the Strategy was introduced.
2. The responsiveness of the corrections system to women 
has improved
The evaluation report found that: 
•	The introduction of Better Pathways has enhanced the responsivity of the Victorian corrections system to the needs of women. 
•	69 percent of women prisoners interviewed reported that the new medical centre at the Dame Phyllis Frost Centre (DPFC) was an improvement in terms of quality of service, privacy and waiting times.
•	Many of the programs introduced under Better Pathways have been designed specifically to meet the needs of women, rather than simply adapting programs from the men’s system. 
In addition, the general appreciation among practitioners of the need for a different approach for women offenders (from that of men) is also evident. 
3. Access to services has improved
A key achievement of Better Pathways has been to improve access for women to services, both within and outside prison. In particular, 
•	the opening of Marrmak Unit – which has greatly enhanced the access of women at DPFC to acute and out-patient mental health services. 
•	a Vietnamese Liaison Officer (VLO) – Vietnamese women reported that, as a result of this new role, they have greater access to programs and an improved understanding of program offerings and content. 
•	a new Programs Building and upgraded Education Centre.
4. Correlation to recidivism outcomes is unclear at this stage
The evaluation report found that: 
It is too soon since the implementation of Better Pathways to determine definitively whether or not it has had a positive impact on re-offending among women. Measurement of the change in the recidivism rate has a significant time lag. 
5. The range of tailored community and transitional support programs provided by Better Pathways have kept women 
out of prison
The evaluation report found that: 
There is strong evidence that initiatives which provide tailored support for the specific needs of women have kept women out of prison. The women offenders and prisoners interviewed identified accommodation and family reunification as their highest priorities, followed by health, education and employment. Initiatives that provide supports to 
women include:
•	childcare and transport assistance to assist women to comply with community correctional orders
•	The Women’s Intensive Support Program, which provides assistance with major issues such as housing and reunification with family
•	Women 4 Work – women prisoners are given support and education regarding employment support services. Around half of the women placed in employment post release remained employed at 13 weeks, which is a significant achievement for this highly complex cohort.
New Infrastructure – 
Better Pathways Strategy
The evaluation report found that: 

Generally, the infrastructure initiatives enhanced existing programs and in some cases supported an increase in service delivery and/or the development of new service models and models of care.


The evaluation noted that while infrastructure has improved due to the Better Pathways Strategy, the prison now accommodates more women and hence there is greater pressure on facilities.


Staff and prisoners agree the infrastructure initiatives have improved the environment of DPFC and that there is now better space, it is better designed for new models of care and there is more of a sense of community.
Current Trends 
The evaluation looked at the statistical trends on women’s offending from 30 June 2003 to 30 June 2008. 
The evaluation report found that ‘The number of women in Victorian prisons has declined by 15.3 percent, from 281 prisoners at 30 June 2003 to 238 prisoners at 30 June 2008’ as shown in Figure 1 below:

Since then, from June 2008 onwards the trend has shifted upwards with the number of women prisoners increasing by 19% from 238 on 30 June 2008 to 282 on 30 June 2009. 
A major driver of the recent increase in the female prison population has been an increase in the number of women in custody awaiting sentence. 
CV will continue to closely monitor this trend into the future.

The evaluation noted a small increase in the number of Indigenous women in prison from 13 to 15 in the six years to 30 June 2008. 
Rates of Imprisonment 
The evaluation found that over the six years to 30 June 2008, the imprisonment rate for women declined by 20 percent, reducing from 14.3 per 100,000 of the adult female population at 30 June 2003 to 11.4 per 100,000 at 30 June 2008.
Responding to the findings of the evaluation – Corrections Victoria 
The evaluation identified two areas for enhancing the strategy’s effectiveness:
1. 	Improve collection of data on the impact of rehabilitation programs 
2. 	Improve pathways within and between correctional programs, particularly for those accessing multiple services.
Work will commence on implementing these recommendations in 2009–10.
Corrections Victoria is conducting a more comprehensive evaluation of the Women’s Intensive Support Program, examining operational processes such as eligibility assessments, integration with other prison-based programs and processes, post-release case management and program outcomes. The evaluation will inform decisions on future transitional support services for women.
In addition, Corrections Victoria is piloting a dedicated women’s case management approach in Geelong, Shepparton, Sunshine, Dandenong, Carlton and Ringwood in 2009–10. The case managers in these Community Correctional Services locations will be provided with training, support and resources to effectively engage women in addressing the causes of their offending behaviour through their case management practices. A tailored resource is also being developed with local and regional information about community agencies to support better supervision outcomes.
Further Information
Further information about the Better Pathways strategy, programs or services can be obtained by emailing a request to Corrections Victoria:  corrections@justice.vic.gov.au or by visiting the website: www.justice.vic.gov.au

The Marrmak Mental Health Unit was completed and operational from July 2007, delivering specialist treatment around the clock to women who experience mental illness. This first of its kind unit provides a 20 bed in-patient unit, in addition to outpatient, outreach and consultancy services to 
women within the Women’s Prisons Region.
Better Pathways Aim	                 
•	Improve prison infrastructure to support the delivery of programs and services for women prisoners
•	Improve the capacity to meet the mental health treatment needs of women prisoners
Women’s Assessment 
“The staff are fantastic. They genuinely care...”
“Staff go out of their way. They’re respectful”
“The need for a confidential service is a very important support, especially in the first few weeks of adjusting to being in prison”



The Medical Centre was upgraded to create an environment similar to that of a community health centre, with additional consultation rooms, an extra treatment room and a multi-purpose meeting room that is 
also used for health promotion and education.
Better Pathways Aim	
•	Improve infrastructure to support service delivery 
•	Delivery of more health programs and services 
•	Improved management of the Opioid Substitution Therapy Program (OSTP) for women.
Women’s Assessment
“The facility is now much better”
“There was a strong sentiment from the majority of  women that the facilities have undergone dramatic improvements”



The Visits Centre was refurbished to make it more open and welcoming. A multipurpose room was added to meet the needs of teenage visitors, there is a new outdoor sheltered seating area, and the extended garden area now includes a shaded playground, basketball ring, barbecue and increased seating.
Better Pathways Aim	
•	Enhance the capacity to manage demand for prison visits
•	Increase likelihood of maintaining family ties, including mother-child relationships	
Women’s Assessment
The new play equipment is “fantastic” and “much better for kids”
“Women agreed that the enhanced capacity of the new Visitor Centre has increased the likelihood of maintaining  family ties”



The Education Centre was expanded to include three large classrooms, a new computer centre, a language and learning centre, a new training kitchen, and a quiet study and resource area.
Better Pathways Aim	
•	Improve capacity to deliver educational and vocational training commensurate with demand by women prisoners
•	Enhance training outcomes to assist women to find employment following release from custody
Women’s Assessment
“It’s not crowded like before” 
“It’s opened my mind and I’ve learnt a lot”



Women 4 Work	
Better Pathways Aim	
Provide enhanced access to education, training and employment opportunities for women exiting prison
Women’s Assessment
“the more of Women4Work the better – it really makes a big difference and women really enjoy it. They come back from seminars and things really lifted and optimistic”
“They help write up resumes“ 
“It was very motivating”


Support to women with Community Corrections – CCATs (Child Care and Transport)	
Better Pathways Aim	
Reduce breaches of orders due to non compliance with conditions
Women’s Assessment
“without work it’s impossible to afford child care, so it (CCaT) makes it easier to comply with my order” 


