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PREFACE

______________________________________________________________________________

The Bedford Row Family Project began in 1999.  Its main concern was the impact of imprisonment on families and family life.  While the life of those making up prison society has received increasing, though still insufficient, attention over the past two decades, it seemed to those who began this Project that the lives and needs of families who had a member in prison were pretty much forgotten.  An awareness that families themselves “do time” while their son, brother, father or mother are in prison is beginning to sink in to society’s consciousness.  Along with this awareness comes the question about whether family members don’t all suffer a degree of social, material and relational punishment that, while unplanned, may be as unnecessary as it is unjust.  

Since 1999 the activities of the Project have grown steadily as have the number of families and family members who have connected to the Project by bringing to it their needs, experiences, talents and creative participation.  One of the strongest learnings the Project has made concerns the strength of family relationships.  However much the event of going to prison seemed outwardly to split the family into two parts, with one part being behind the prison wall, the Project’s experience of listening to family members taught us all repeatedly that family life and relationships persist through the time of a prison sentence and in very practical ways transcend the material boundary of prison walls.  But these relationships clearly become vulnerable in this passage and in this space and the Project, in the midst of a range of its activities, is particularly concerned with the manner in which our laws, social policies and practices either increase or diminish this vulnerability which is so intensely felt at the heart of individual lives and family relationships.

At the end of 2004 the Board of Directors of the Project felt the need to bring together all the different experiences that the Project was receiving, to give voice to those experiences in a wider social context, and to prioritise the different responses that the Project needed to make as it developed.  With this end in mind the Board commissioned a research consultancy, Kelleher Associates, to undertake the research that is the basis of this report some two years later.  

This has been the Project’s first experience of undertaking systematic research.  The Board emphasised with the consultants the importance of the family members’ voices being heard through the research.  We are deeply grateful to both the many family members who participated in the research as well as to the research consultants for ensuring that the whole research process has been one extended collaborative effort from start to finish.  The outcome of this endeavour is a Research Report which the Board is pleased to recommend to its many audiences as a trustworthy account of the prison-family relationship as it is experienced by a group of family members in one part of Ireland – i.e. the mid-western region.  It should be noted that the research itself was carried out in the period from October 2005 to June 2006.

As a Research Report the reader will note that it contains different kinds of examination and expression.  In its examination of policy the emphasis is upon careful description of existing policies affecting the area of concern and a critical questioning of the extent to which these policies are achieving their intended goals.  In the focus on the experience of family members concerning the impact of imprisonment upon them the emphasis is on allowing the voices of the individuals to be heard in terms of their own unique content.  This is a particularly important section of the Report which contains unique descriptions of individuals’ experiences on either side of the prison boundary.  While possibly shocking for those whose daily experiences are at some remove from prison life, it is important that the experiences of individuals are heard and find response.  And finally, in the focus on the Bedford Row Family Project, the emphasis is upon a consideration of the adequacy of its resources and the appropriateness of its structures for the growing range of tasks it sets for itself.  

A Project like ours depends for its effectiveness on strong collaborative links with many persons and agencies.  Central to these links lies our relationship with Limerick Prison and many of its key personnel.  From the Project’s beginning it has found a very positive response from prison authorities to the varied concerns of family members represented to them through the Project.  The openness of the Prison management to the Project’s requests to operate a hospitality service for visitors at Limerick Prison was a significant step towards increased family friendliness.  Over the years Project staff have invariably met with a gracious response to enquiries or special requests made to senior Prison management on behalf of families.  It is with great sadness that in the final stages of this Report we learned of the untimely death of Mr. Pat Laffan, the Governor of Limerick Prison.  Mr. Laffan, along with several other Prison staff, has been a close supporter of our Project’s development and a central facilitator in the realisation of certain parts of the research reported in these pages.  The Project also acknowledges the support of the Irish Prison Service which has provided core funding since 2001.  

The reader of this report will become aware that there is much to be done.  It is our belief in the Bedford Row Family Project that the way forward is along a path of collaboration and partnership which joins creatively the unique insights and abilities of prisoners themselves and their families and those of the many different personnel, within the Prison system and in the wider community, who are committed to working with them towards a better future.  

Jim Sheehan

Chairperson – Board of Directors

Bedford Row Family Project

June 2007
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