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Executive Summary 

This written submission provides evidence from the provision of housing and finance services 
for ex-offenders in East Lancashire over an 18-month period.

Methods of analysis include qualitative and quantative data gathered from 39 people referred 
into the SHE Project from September 1 2014 to March 1 2016. Other evidence submitted 
includes direct experience with support to all 39 people on benefit applications, access to 
payment of benefits on release, support & training offered behind the gate and access to 
employment and training support on release. The written submission details evidence of 
housing and accommodation support and the effects and relationship between homelessness 
and offending. 

The submission finds the current provision of services is relative to geographical areas and 
some findings are not positive. The major areas of weakness require further investigation and 
remedial action from CRCS, HMPS, commissioners and other providers of services.

 Recommendations include: 

 A triage care pathway to housing practitioners and providers for remand and sentenced 
prisoners. Particular focus on women with children and young girls is recommended. 

 Job Seekers Allowance claimants referred and assigned a work coach in their local area 
prior to release

 Self-employment training such as registering with HMRC & direct pathways to New 
Enterprise Allowance Scheme for prisoners who have developed sustainable business 
plans 

 Employment and Support Allowance claimants should have an assigned GP on release 
from prison 

 More focus on encouraging ex-offenders to apply for Job Seekers Allowance than 
Employment & Support Allowance

 Improved through-care pathways for women and girls for employment and 
housing/accommodation 

The submission does have limitations. Some of the limitations include:

 Evidence was only available from live delivery of the supported housing project in East 
Lancashire 

 Evidence from other geographical areas was and is limited 



ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Tracey McMahon following her experiences in the Criminal Justice System founded the SHE 
(Support & Housing East Lancashire) Project.  Following a brief period of homelessness, 
McMahon was able to relaunch her sole trader business while sofa surfing. Following an 18-
month period of research and development on homelessness, affordable housing solutions for 
men and women in the CJS, the SHE Project was launched in 2014. Funded in its first year by 
Allen Lane Foundation, NHS England and Lancashire County Council BRIC (Building Recovery in 
Communities) funding, the project offers housing and a range of support services including 
employment skill training, work-ready solutions and a disclosure workshop. The project is a 
formally constituted community group and operates a cooperative structure.  From April 1 
2016, 25% of the SHE Project’s housing provision has been awarded a partnership with Crime 
Reduction Initiative (CRI) to provide recovery housing to service-users who are in recovery 
treatment. 

In September 2015, McMahon was granted a Griffins Society Fellowship to research 
homelessness in women and girls affected by the criminal justice system. 

1. BENEFIT PAYMENTS ON DISCHARGE FROM PRISON 

• What benefit payments are available on discharge from prison and how long does it take 
to access those benefits?

Job Seekers Allowance 

JSA is available to claim five weeks prior to release from prison. Whilst payment cannot be made 
until release and payment from date is on the first day of release, the availability of people being 
able to claim five weeks prior to release is not disseminated to prisoners. Therefore, of the 39 
people referred to the SHE Project, only two members were released with appointments at their 
local job centre. JSA payments came through three days after the signing on period that was in 
the two cases SHE Project supported with claims, within three days of release. In one case, the 
Project was able to secure an emergency payment on account as the claim was under 
assessment.  One service-user stated this process with accommodation in place under the 
project was much quicker to action than a previous time when she was in prison and released 
without an address. 

Housing Benefit 

Housing Benefit can be paid for 13-weeks while in prison. For a prisoner with an existing 
tenancy agreement and a live HB claim in payment, Local Authorities under the Housing Benefit 
Regulations Act 2006, have a statutory obligation to pay housing benefit for up to 13-weeks if a 
person is on remand or sentenced to the main population of a prison. In the case study of one 
SHE Project member, Shelter, on speaking with the member, attempted to close down the HB 
claim until the housing and finance practitioner at SHE, intervened. As the person was on 
remand for eight weeks, this enabled her to sustain her home while on remand. Without the 
intervention of the housing practitioner, this case study would have lost her home, as 
information provided to the LA was simply that she was in custody. 

The 13-week rule is ignored and misunderstood by staff at Housing Benefit departments and 
resettlement teams. (Social Exclusion Unit, 2002)

Housing Benefit is paid on the first Monday following the date it is claimed. There are long 
delays with this benefit and this can be a reason why property owners in the private sector are 
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reluctant to accept people released from prison. In some cases, it can take up to eight weeks for 
payment to commence. Largely this is due to prisoners not having the correct documentation or 
ID papers on release. SHE Project has overcome this by providing a letter from the prison 
and/or a letter from each person’s offender manager in the community. 

Employment and Support Allowance

ESA is the most applied for benefit following a prison sentence. Since SHE Project’s operational 
delivery, it has been noted applicants of this benefit are encouraged by Community 
Rehabilitation Companies (CRCs) to apply for this benefit. While appreciated many prisoners 
are not suitable for work due to long periods of unemployment, the general consensus is that 
most people leaving prison are claiming ESA and therefore not on any commute route to 
undertake training or employment. The first 13-weeks of ESA is an assessment phase until a 
medical assessment takes place to categorise which group the claimant fits. Of the 39 people 
referred into the SHE Project, only two people were placed in the support group. In some cases, 
assessment phases were anything up to 26 weeks. 

2. DO EMPLOYMENT & EDUCATION PROGRAMMES IN PRISONS PREPARE 
PRISONERS FOR FORMAL EMPLOYMENT? 

Short-term prisoners i.e. sentenced to 12-months and under and those who have been in the 
revolving door of prisons have been released with little or no access to training or employment 
programmes while in prison. This is evidenced on release due to poor attendance on short 
courses arranged by SHE Project within the community as part of individual support plans the 
service-user has contributed to.  Evidence has been that of low skills in literacy and time 
management skills with very few social skills that would benefit a formal workplace.  Repeat 
offenders are not in prison long enough to access employment or education and they are not 
long enough in the community to access training that has a lasting impact on behaviours. 

Long-term prisoners accessed a wide range of courses and are more ‘work-ready’.  While 
frustrated at the type of courses available, the 12-months and overs appear to have accessed 
good quality educational programmes although there has been a larger focus on their futures. 
Limitations on evidence for this point are evident. A frustration for many is the quality of 
programmes and generally, evidence suggests higher levels of education were unavailable. 

3. WHAT SUPPORT DO OFFENDERS RECEIVE TO HELP THEM FIND 
ACCOMMODATION ON LEAVING PRISON? 

Support for offenders to help them find accommodation has been a thorny topic following the 
awards of the Contract Package Areas for the incoming CRCs. SHE Project has had a successful 
inception period with two prisons, HMP Forest Bank and HMP Styal. Strong partnerships 
formed with both prisons and the resettlement teams.  This has proven to work and a through 
the gate care pathway has been established. SHE Project offers a gender-based supported 
housing service and this has proved vital in the resettlement of 39 people who have used the 
service. 

On brokering the partnerships and subsequent research undertaken by McMahon, it has been 
established accommodation and housing support is limited on leaving prison.  There appears to 
be confusion around whose responsibility it is to source and establish housing. In areas of 



deprivation, (East Lancashire) there is little or no opportunity for people leaving custody to 
access social housing. Therefore, prior to SHE Project’s service, all those with an 
accommodation or housing need were diverted to the private sector. Concerns have been raised 
around these practices as vulnerabilities of people leaving prison were at risk of rogue property 
owners and poor standards of housing. Support in assistance to set up utilities was limited and 
often people would surrender tenancy agreements and resurrect old relationships and 
associates to seek alternative accommodation. This has a detrimental effect on those at risk of 
substance misuse and increased the risk of offending. 

Evidence from resettlement teams and CRCs is SHE Project provided a vital service in quality 
shared accommodation with intense support by way of housing surgeries.  Assessments via 
video link were with HMP Styal and visits to HMP Forest Bank for initial assessments to 
establish a housing need and eligibility for the scheme. Support prior to this was patchy and 
limited and this still seems to be the case in other areas.  Of particular concern in this area is the 
support on offer to those being released to rural areas. 

Primarily, it is of concern as to the confusion around whose responsibility in a multi-agency 
team it is to support a prison leaver into accommodation. Where accommodation has been 
sourced, it is of a temporary nature. There is also evidence that support agencies have limited 
knowledge on housing laws.  Moreover, a major concern is how little support there is for such 
an integral part of person’s life in terms of where they will live, post-prison.  Resettlement teams 
have disclosed how hard it is to secure accommodation. Additionally, if a prisoner does not 
mention he/she is of no fixed abode, support in this area can and is often an afterthought.  It has 
been the case; a prisoner on the day of release has no accommodation provision. SHE Project 
has accepted referrals as long as two weeks after release in four cases. Since the Localism Act of 
2011, Local Authorities have lessened their remit on offering accommodation for repeat 
offenders. It is understood, CRCs are to support service-users into accommodation, however, 
this is in the private sector and without access to deposits or bonds, there are very few options. 

4. IMPACT OF HOMELESSNESS AND UNEMPLOYMENT ON THE 
PROPENSITY TO RE-OFFEND

Employment is proven to reduce the risk of re-offending. Therefore, it is reasonable to suggest 
unemployment is related to re-offending behaviours.   The combined impact of unemployment 
and homelessness is closely associated with substance misuse & ultimately connected with 
repeat offending behaviours. This cycle is hard to break. Delays in housing benefit and benefit 
payments and having no identification documents on release from prison are insurmountable 
barriers to overcome. This three-pronged block is a monumental task to address following a 
prison sentence, for many without a strong support infrastructure, the propensity to reoffend 
heightens. 

The impact of homelessness is vastly overlooked in resettlement packages and poor quality 
accommodation combined with cuts to Local Authority budgets and the Local Authority Housing 
Benefit allowance cap are proving to increase re-offending and recall to prison.  



5. HOW DOES BENEFIT AND EMPLOYMENT SUPPORT INTEGRATION 
WITH OTHER SERVICES FOR EX-OFFENDERS?

Local Job Centre coaches (formerly known as advisors) offer employment support however, 
there is a propensity for CRCS to encourage people leaving prison to apply for Employment and 
Support Allowance.  In some cases, the assessment phase of this benefit disables work coaches 
from encouraging employment support due to legislative areas of ESA. The assessment phase 
can be up to 26-weeks in some cases thus leaving prison leavers in this phase, without any 
employment support. 

Good practices and services exist for employment support. Services such as Working Chance 
and Blue Sky recruitment are pro-active in employment support for ex-offenders.  Changes to 
Probation service since the privatisation have proved challenging. Contract performance related 
support has affected service-provision and steering into volunteering as opposed to 
employment-directed training. 

6. IS THERE SPECIFIC SUPPORT FOR DIFFERENT GROUPS SUCH AS 
YOUNG OFFENDERS AND FEMALE OFFENDERS?

Support for female offenders has improved since the Corston Report and there are provisions 
for women in Women’s Centres with visibly improved courses. However, gaps in support for 
Mothers largely exist. Evidence from a SHE Project case study show how little support exists for 
Mothers who have been reunited with children from Local Authority care. 

Support for Not In Education, Employment or Training (NEETS) is arguably in need of a radical 
review in Young Offenders of both genders. Young girls in the Criminal Justice System as a 
vulnerable group are treated as adults thus resulting in a support service that can vastly 
overlook needs. Focus on young offenders appears to overlook young girls in need of support 
whereas male young offenders appear to have more support from Youth Offending Teams and 
transitional support from Youth Offending services to adult services. 

7. WHAT RECOMMENDATIONS SHOULD BE MADE TO IMPROVE 
SUPPORT FOR EX-OFFENDERS

There is a clear need for discussions on age and gender-based pathways for groups of ex-
offenders. 

FEMALE OFFENDERS

 Part-time employment solutions for Mothers (Abbot, 2015)
 The need for clearer pathways for Mothers and Older Women affected by the Criminal 

Justice System for employment and housing needs (Baldwin, 2015)
 Facing the unmet needs of young women and girls in the CJS on release – housing needs



 Alternative sentencing to custody – particularly of women and mothers.  Assessment at 
first point entry into the CJS of housing status and circumstances

 Women-only residential solutions on release from prison – community solutions in 
housing as opposed to mixed-gender hostels 

EMPLOYMENT RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Need for an employment-centred approach – training by Job Centre work coaches and 
localised services to meet the needs of those who have been affected by long-term 
unemployment – commute from prison-based training to be carried through to 
community settings 

 Lessen burden on DWP for ESA by encouraging applicants to apply for JSA – current 
mandatory requirement of work programme for all prisoners leaving custody 

 Sourcing of employers willing to employ ex-offenders – Timpson – Max Spielman are 
leaders in this area – full-time roles sometimes unsuitable for single mothers. Part-time 
and “women-friendly” employment 

 Support advisors in prison-based Job Centre environments connecting with employers 
in the community

 NEETS – need for enforcement on NEETS and the lack of support for young offenders – 
gender-based appropriate approach

HOUSING NEEDS OF EX-OFFENDERS 

 Supported living projects – localised. (SHE Project and INCAS Project – Burnley & 
Pendle) Gender-based supported housing – need for localised services in prisons to 
assess housing needs

 A triage housing service prior to release from prison for all offenders – recommended 15 
day period prior to release 

 Local Authority duty of care toward ex-offenders clarification – housing benefit – 13-
week rule – improved literature and understanding of remit

 Housing and accommodation needs of ex-offenders to have a strengthened support 
frame work as a stand-alone need. 

 Earlier interventions at first point entry into the Criminal Justice System – a criminal 
justice social worker for example would benefit individuals 
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