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(NNPA)-The dramatic rise in 
female prison inmates caught 
the Florida Department of 
Corrections by surprise. 

Two weeks ago, the 

agency had to ask a panel of 
state lawmakers for an emer- 

gency transfer of $2.3 mil- 
lion from its budget for men’s 

prisons to the budget for 
women’s. That will pay for 
three new 131-bed dormito- 
ries at an existing women’s 

prison in the rural Florida 
Panhandle. 

“The number of female 
admissions between the last 
fiscal year and this fiscal year 
was double that of male ad- 

missions and continues to 

increase,” said Richard 
Prudom, the agency’s bud- 

get director. “Not only is the 

number of female inmates 

increasing, but the propor- 
tion of the prison population 
that they represent is also in- 

creasing.” That trend is ech- 
oed nationally. 

Even though women are 

still a tiny minority of those 
incarcerated —just 3.7 per- 
cent of the 2 million behind 
bars — their prison-populat- 
ing growth is outpacing that 
of men. The number of fe- 
male inmates in state and fed- 
eral prison systems grew by 
5 percent between June 2002 
and July 2003, compared to a 

2.7 percent increase for male 
inmates. 

So while Martha Stewart’s 

plan to begin serving her 6- 
month sentence at a remote 

West Virginia prison camp is 

claiming national attention, 
women across the country 
share her fate. 

Stewart may be about to 

become the nation’s most fa- 
mous female inmate, but she 
is by no means typical, notes 

Diane Young, assistant pro- 
fessor of social work at Syra- 
cuse University, who has 

published articles on the ef- 
fect of a woman’s incarcera- 
tion on her family and is cur- 

rently researching mental 
health issues in prison popu- 
lations. 

Most women in prison are 

poorly educated, with no mar- 

ketable skills and little or no 

income, she said. Many have 
substance-abuse problems 
and are led into crime by boy- 
friends, husbands or pimps. 

Often, they get harsher 

prison sentences because 

they often are used as “mules” 
or drug carriers—a low-level 

job in drug dealing that often 
meets with strict sentences 

because it involves larger 
quantities of the drug than 
someone selling on the street 

carries at any one time. Di- 
rect sales to users is a pre- 
dominately male offense. 

Women may also get 
harsher sentences in the fed- 
eral system because they have 

nothing with which to bar- 

gain. A drug salesperson or 

kingpin, in contrast, might 
have names or connections 
to offer in exchange for a 

lighter sentence, Young said. 

Regardless of how they 
got there, women have a 

harder time adjusting to 

prison life than men, said 
Christine E. Rasche, associ- 
ate professor of criminal jus- 
tice at the University of North 
Florida. Rasche was a found- 

ing member and chair of the 
American Society of 

Criminology’s Division on 

Women and Crime and 
served as a trainer for the 
National Institute of Correc- 
tions. 

Women also face the 

physical challenges of men- 

struation and pregnancy that 

some prisons are ill-equipped 
to handle, Rasche said. Tam- 

pons and other sanitary sup- 
plies, for example, can be hard 
to obtain and prison doctors 

generally aren’t specialists in 

gynecology. Everything from 
the concrete floors, to the 
bolted-down chairs, to the 
hard mattresses, can be un- 

comfortable for a woman who 
was pregnant when she got to 

prison, or, as sometimes hap- 
pens, became pregnant while 
there. 

As Stewart’s own situa- 
tion dramatizes, female in- 

mates often face isolation 
from family and friends. In 
Stewart’s case there was an 

unusual reason for this; she 
wanted to get far away from 
the New York press. 

But in many states female 
inmates are moved far away 
from their homes because 
there are just fewer prisons to 

house them. Florida, for ex- 

ample, has 51 prisons for men 

but just four prisons for 
women. 

But most of all, women 

have a harder time adjusting 
to a lack of privacy than men 

do, said Rasche. Early pris- 
ons for women accommo- 

dated that fact, with some 

modeled after a campus de- 

sign with cottages for living 
quarters. Today’s female 

prisons, in the name of effi- 

ciency, look much like those 
of men, with huge dormito- 
ries such as the one Florida is 

building, with 131 beds to a 

room. 

Women’s arrest rates are 

rising while those of men are 

falling, so the female prison 
population could continue to 

climb toward parity. The 

number of men arrested for 
all crimes declined 5.9 per- 
cent between 1993 and 2002, 
while the number of women 

arrested increased 14.1 per- 
cent, according to the Fed- 
eral Bureau of Justice Statis- 
tics. 

The number of women 

arrested in Florida has in- 

creased more than 18 percent 
in just the past three years. 

“This just may be the tip 
of the iceberg compared to 
next year or the year after 
that,” notes Florida prisons 
spokesperson Sterling Ivey. 

As for what’s fueling the 

growth in arrests, Stewart’s 
own case does represent one 

explanation. 
As women such as Stewart 

climb corporate ladders, they 
have more opportunity to 

commit crimes than they had 
in the past, according to 

Rasche. That theory is bom 
out by federal data showing 
embezzlement as the fastest 

growing crime involving 
women, with an 80 percent 
increase in female arrests be- 
tween 1993 and 2002. 

The nature of women’s 

crimes varies from those of 
men, Rasche said. Women 
are less likely to engage in 

violent crime and are most 

often arrested for property 
crimes and crimes involving 
drugs. 

Experts aren’t in complete 
agreement about what’s caus- 

ing this trend, but most agree 

drug abuse and tougher drug 
laws at both the state and 
local level are major factors. 
In fact, arrests for drug-re- 
lated crimes nationwide in- 
creased 50 percent for women 

and 34.5 percent for men from 

1993 to 2002. 
“It’s not that women are 

committing more crimes; it’s 
that our drug laws have to- 

tally changed how we re- 

spond to those offenses,” said 

Young. 
Judges have lost most of 

their discretion in meting out 

punishment for drug crimes, 
as mandatory minimum sen- 

tences and sentencing guide- 
lines usually require some 

prison time for both men and 
women. 

Judges in the past may 

(See Stewart, Page 6) 
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What are you going to do about it? 
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