How are Women with Disabilities Discriminated Against?

Sisters Inside uses the term "mental disability" to refer to intellectual disabilities, psychiatric disabilities and learning disabilities.  The institutional warehousing of persons with disabilities is no longer an acceptable practice.  Currently, the shortage of adequate community resources causes many persons, particularly those with mental disabilities, to fall through the cracks of the system. 
Historically, women have been over-represented in psychiatric facilities and under-represented in the prison system.  However, with the closure of psychiatric institutions and increasingly overtaxed and under-resourced community based services, Queensland is now witnessing a marked increase in the number of women with cognitive and mental disabilities who are being criminalised.  

Unfortunately, there is a general lack of data substantiating the numbers of women prisoners with mental disabilities.  According to some sources 30 to 50% of women in prison have a learning disability, while others suggest that it is more like 15 to 20%.  

· Women prisoners with mental disabilities often serve longer sentences and are labelled as having more disciplinary problems. They are usually always kept in maximum security.

· Some women with mental disabilities may have difficulty understanding prison rules if they are not fully explained.  It is not uncommon for prison staff to respond to such a circumstance with some form of punishment or by placing the woman in physical restraints or administrative segregation – crisis support unit.  Such responses may exacerbate rather than alleviate the woman’s symptoms.

· Department of Corrective Services seems to use the label of mental disability as a means of removing women from the general prison population into a more controlled environment such as the crisis support unit for “treatment” if the prisoner is assessed as being at risk of harming herself or others.  

· Mental disability can also affect women and men differently.  Differences can be described as: Usually men turn their anger outward while women turn theirs inward; Women prisoners are three times as likely to experience moderate to severe depression (68.9%) compared to men prisoners; and Men tend to be more physically and sexually threatening and violent while women are more self-abusive and suicidal.  Self-destructive behaviours, such as slashing, are not uncommon for women with mental disabilities.

· Women with mental disabilities have very limited if any access to programs, work and education.

· There are no facilities in low security prisons for women with physical disabilities.

