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Global trends

• More than 700,000 women and girls are held in prison worldwide

• About 6.5 % of the world’s prisoners are women

• The number of women and girls in prison has increased by 50% 

since 2000, while the general world population rose by only 18% => 

women are the fastest growing prison population

• Particularly sharp increases in Latin America and Asia

• Women are imprisoned for drug offences more than any other crime 

(low economic opportunities and political status) (UN Women)





Our working group of experts



Profiles of women incarcerated for drugs 

offences

• Non-violent, first time offenders

• Mostly micro-trafficking offences, but 
also drug smuggling in prisons, small 
home sellers, transporting drugs

• Low levels of formal education, 
limited prospects in the licit economy

• Majority are mothers and some of 
them go to prison with their children

• In some cases, factors of coercion, 
similar to women who are victims of 
human trafficking



















Women’s incarceration: A triple stigma

• Disproportionate prison 

sentences

• Stigmatised and condemned 

by society

• The criminal record as a 

barrier to social reintegration

Luz Piedad Caicedo, Corporacion Humanas
Colombia



Report available here: 

http://bit.do/women-and-drugs-guide

Objective

• Reduce the female prison 

population in the region

• Offer recommendations on 

alternative drug policy 

options



Our recommendations
• Collect more data on scale & impact of incarceration of women for 

drug offences

• Decriminalise drug use and possession for personal use

• Ensure proportionality of sentencing & the use of mitigating 

factors

• Focus on the underlying causes of involvement in the drug trade

• Promote alternatives to incarceration – with prison only used as 

a last resort

• Develop policies supporting women post incarceration



Good practice examples: Innovative 

approaches in drug policy

• Examples of policies and 

programmes in the region and 

worldwide 

• 14 briefings available here: 

http://bit.do/innovative-

approaches



Good practice example: Costa Rica

• 2013: legislative reform to reduce 

penalties for women smuggling drugs in 

prison, with alternatives to incarceration if 

in situation of vulnerability => 150 women 

were released

• 2014: establishment of an inter-

institutional network of support for 

vulnerable women

• 2017: removal of criminal records for 

people in situation of vulnerability for 

certain offences



Good practice example: Pardons in 

Ecuador and Bolivia

• Ecuador: 2008 pardon of over 2,300 

people convicted of low-level drug 

offences, 30% of whom were women

• Bolivia: 6 prison pardon, sentence 

reduction and amnesty initiatives 

between 2012 and 2018 (with gender-

sensitive clauses for mothers and care 

givers), leading to the release of 1/3 of 

Bolivia’s total prison population



Good practice example: Uruguay

• Use of Asset Forfeiture Fund to 

support gender-sensitive programmes 

run by the government and NGOs on 

drug prevention, harm reduction, 

treatment and social inclusion

• Impact: reduced recidivism rates, drug 

dependence and unemployment 

among formerly incarcerated women



Good practice example: Portugal

• 2001: Decriminalisation of drug use, 

creation of dissuasion commissions, 

investments in harm reduction and 

drug dependence treatment

• Impact: low prevalence of HIV and 

hepatitis C among people who use 

drugs, limited number of overdose 

deaths, increased access to 

treatment, reduction in levels of 

stigma 



THANK YOU

• Contact: mnougier@idpc.net

• Website: www.idpc.net

• Project website: 

www.womenanddrugs.wola.org


