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A truly transformative, visionary, sustainable and inclusive 
Women’s Building serving the future community.

Let’s get the best possible outcome 
for the legacy of HMP Holloway:



Holloway Women’s Building Vision
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Accessible, welcoming,

and of striking design,

the Women’s Building will provide

a positive legacy 

for the tens of thousands held in 

HMP Holloway over its

164-year history.



• Opened in October 1852, became women-only in 1902

• A place of hardship and violence, including five hangings, many suicides, and 

the force feeding of the Suffragettes in their quest for women’s equality. 

• But most women jailed due to poverty, mental illness, and violence

History: The original HMP Holloway
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Prisoners included the famous, infamous and anonymous

• First suffragette was teacher Teresa Billington, 

arrested 1906 protesting outside 11 Downing Street.

• MP Constance Markiewicz, elected while jailed 

after her part in the 1916 Easter Uprising

• Greenham Common protesters, 1981-2000
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• Oscar Wilde, two years hard labour for “gross indecency”

• “Major” Victor Barker, born Valerie Barker, imprisoned for theft in 1929. “You have 

outraged the decencies of nature,” commented the judge.

• Ruth Ellis, last woman hanged in UK (1955). A nightclub hostess, convicted of murdering 

her socialite boyfriend. Buried in an unmarked grave in HMP Holloway (since exhumed).

The non-conforming, ‘difficult,’ and those who don’t know their place
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Tens of thousands, rarely named, 

barely remembered
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• Architecture based on hospital model

• New attempts at rehabilitation, education, therapy, baby unit, etc.

• Prisoners become more diverse as UK’s BAME population increases, crime 

globalizes, and racism becomes part of “the system.”

Rebuilt as a “modern prison”, 1975-81
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In 2013, last official Inspection of Holloway reveals:

• Nearly 50% of prisoners BAME

(matched by staff)

• 25% identified as ‘Foreign National’ 

• 37% in inspector’s survey felt depressed or 

suicidal when they arrived.

The 2016 suicide in Holloway of Sarah Reed, a 32 
year old mother with a history of mental illness, 

shocked the nation.

A skewed, complex prison population
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Closure in 

2016 brings 

a strong 

reaction 
(Reclaim Holloway 

video)

https://www.faceb

ook.com/watch/?v
=1933531743641175
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https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1933531743641175


So much history, so many 

stories to house, preserve 

and commemorate

Plays, books, objects, exhibits, 

websites... But no home of its own.

LET THEM CALL IT JAZZ
Radio 4 Women's Hour

Based on the short story 
by Jean Rhys (inmate, 1949) 10



• UK  has one of highest rates of women’s 
imprisonment in Western Europe. 1995-2010 
women’s prison population England and Wales 
more than doubled

• Vital women’s services lost when Holloway was 
closed.

• An opportunity to build community-based 
support services and a transformative approach 
to prevent women’s imprisonment and 
offending, and reduce re-offending. 

Why have a legacy for the Women’s Holloway Prison? 
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As the primary care giver in the family unit , 
Women’s imprisonment can have an appalling 
impact on the family for generations.

Why have a legacy for the Women’s Holloway Prison? 

The percentage of children able to stay in the 

family home when their mother is sent to prison.

Many governors of Holloway saw the need for a 
therapeutic regime recognising that the causes of 
women's crimes often lie in adverse childhood 
experience, poverty, violence and abuse.

Consequences of women’s incarceration
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● The drivers and patterns of women’s offending different from men’s. 

Why have a legacy for the Women’s Holloway Prison? 

Prisoners who 

identify as being 

victims of

domestic violence

Imprisonment for
non-violent offences

Women sentenced 

to immediate 

imprisonment in 

2017 for theft 

offences.

● Over half women in prison are victims of serious crime. 13



Why have a legacy for the Women’s Holloway Prison? 

Of women 

entering prison 

on remand, 

less than half 
went onto receive 

a prison 

sentence.

Financial 

year 2016/17

Arrest rates 

for women

Sentenced to prison for their children’s 

truancy between 2007-2017

● Despite their crimes being more likely to be 
nonviolent than men’s

women are more often sentenced to 
prison for a first offence than men.
Sentenced women are nearly twice as likely as men 
to have no previous convictions or cautions.
(Offender management Statistics MOJ 2018).
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Why have a legacy for the Women’s Holloway Prison? 

8% Increase in the number of self-harm incidents in 

women’s prisons in England and Wales, since 2016.

Women are 135% more likely than men to self-harm in prison

● Impact of imprisonment on women is especially damaging 
and outcomes are worse than men’s.

Women’s Mental Health
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Why have a legacy for the Women’s Holloway Prison? 

Post Release
“The real battle started when I got 
out. Everything - home, 
re-establishing relationships, job. 
Imprisonment just exploded a 
bomb into every aspect of my life”

● Most women have neither home nor job on release.

● Lorraine Gelsthorpe at Cambridge Institute of 
Criminology describes the 'chivalry effect’, where 
(male) judges feel they are putting vulnerable women 
into a 'place of safety'. They don't realise their 
decisions mean that women lose their homes, their 
jobs, their children.

● ‘Correctional Afterthoughts’: Women less than 5% 
prison population, overlooked in policy, planning, and 
services.
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Ministry of Justice

Female Offender Strategy
June 2018

This strategy sets out the Government’s commitment to a new programme of 
work for female offenders, driven by three priorities:

● Earlier intervention

● An emphasis on community-based solutions, and 

● An aim to make custody as effective and decent as possible for those 

women who do have to be there.

It also sets out our framework for taking this forward:

it is only through effective partnerships, at national and local level, that 

progress can really happen. 

The role of third sector partners, such as women’s centres, working with

local statutory bodies, will be key to taking this forward.
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We traumatise women who have committed 

non-violent offences by locking them up, 

breaking up their families and expecting 

them to reintegrate back into society without 

relevant help. 

If nothing else, lock down has shown us that 
confinement, even in our own homes, 
requires support both financially and from 
the community. 

It costs between £40-£60,000 a year to keep a women incarcerated, 

but there are the additional expenses of looking after her children in 

care, unemployment benefit, housing costs and costs to the NHS for 

treating existing or subsequent health concerns.



A once in a lifetime opportunity for a 
real positive change in how we deal 
with vulnerable and ex-offender 
women.

A stand-alone iconic building, world re-
nowned, transformative and inclusive.

With COVID-19 and the future challenges 
from climate change, food, fuel and 
water shortages, future city living may 
look very different from today.  

An opportunity to develop an 
sustainable community that still be pace-
setting and transformational in 50-100 
years time.
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The charities and services that 
worked in HMP Holloway will have a 
like-for-like presence in the 
Women’s Building.

Some spaces in the Women’s 
Building will be safe spaces for 
women-only services.

“Future proofing” with flexible space 
to integrate new services, therapy 
and help that might arise.
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Well fitted out creative studios were 
an essential part of the women’s 
well-being at HMP Holloway, and in 
turn will be an essential part of its 
legacy.

The art, craft, education and 
creative skills rooms will be run on a 
time-share, dual access basis, 
allowing women-only sessions as 
well as sessions open to the general 
public.
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Many services in the Women’s Building will 
be open to the general public.

This area has premises for some of the 
charities and organizations that were present 
in HMP Holloway, plus selected businesses 
and services. It will be attractive and inviting 
to the community who will use the building.

The more diverse the services in the building 
are, the easier it will be to make it a flexible, 
sustainable and financially viable operation.

Women have complex issues, many involving 
men. The Women’s Building will holistic, 
inclusive and forward-thinking in its approach.
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The Women’s Building will have 
operational offices from where the 
management oversees the 
democratic, inclusive, and visionary 
running of the building, and its 
coordination with the community 
and the additional spaces across the 
site.
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Leaving prison can be more traumatic than 
being incarcerated. 

Many women leave prison with no suitable 
accommodation and face a long struggle to 
get back on their feet.

Some Emergency Housing Studio flats  and 
Assisted Housing will provide a safe space 
from where a woman can access any of the 
services within the Women’s Building, 
working with a mentor to find suitable 
long-term accommodation - a basis to  
rebuild her life.

With remote communications, the Women’s 
Building services can be accessed by women 
from wherever they end up living in the 
country/world. 
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Looking at the Women’s Building holistically, 
its influence and integration will reach 
beyond the building itself across the whole 
site. Visually, it should be something special!

A geodesic Dome on the roof would be used 
as a conservatory and a viewing station for 
the City’s skyline vistas, It could be lit up at 
night, a beacon for all women.

All the roof gardens would have solar panels 
surrounding permaculture style sustainable 
planting, mostly edible crops.
Beehives will provide honey and pollinate all 
the crops grown on site.

These spaces can be used by residents as well 
as being educational and training platforms.

26



Managed by the Women’s 
Building, gardens across 
the site will have fruit 
trees and produce a 
variety of food and useful 
crops as well as providing 
exciting and inviting open 
spaces for the community 
and wider public.

The open spaces should be 
flexible and capable of 
hosting events and 
markets etc.

If this community is going to be sustainable during future 
crisis, radical and innovative solutions must be 

implemented.
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All the shops on the site 
would be integrated with 
the Women’s Building 
ensuring business 
opportunities for women to 
run, work and volunteer in.

Produce, products and 
services would all be sold 
through select community-
led appropriate outlets.
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With more people 
working from home, 

an IT hub and support 
centre will be vital.

This car-free, bicycle-
friendly space, will 

need a bicycle repair 
centre.

An Up-cycling centre, 
repair shop and 

workshop will be 
essential in a less 

throw-away world.

A diverse selection of start-up shops and businesses that 
serve the local community, be destination location for 
the city, and a provide employment opportunities for 
women and the local community.
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Why the legacy is essential
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Studies and reports into the effects of imprisonment on 
women and their families.

● Brighter Futures - Working together to reduce women’s offending (2014)
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/Brighter%20Futures%2025314web.pdf

● Transforming Lives - Reducing women’s imprisonment (2014)
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/Transforming%20Lives.pdf

● Working it out - Employment for women offenders (2015)
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/Women/Employmentbriefing.pdf

● Sentencing of mothers - Improving the sentencing process and 

outcomes for women with dependent children (2015)
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/sentencing_mothers.pdf

● Home truths - Housing for women in the criminal justice system (2016)
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/Home%20Truths.pdf

● Leading change - The role of local authorities in supporting women with 

multiple needs (2016)
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/localauthoritybriefinglo.pdf
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http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/sentencing_mothers.pdf


Turn the Key Softly was 

made in 1953, and partly 

shot there on location. The 

prison was already 100 

years old at that time

Three women – charged 

with theft, shoplifting, and 

prostitution - are 

discharged from HMP 

Holloway on the same 

day... 

Turn the Key Softly: 
a look inside the 

original prison
(video clip – Whole film)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V

09aONiFG-g
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V09aONiFG-g

