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

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS
______________________________________________________________________________

1
INTRODUCTORY COMMENTS

Imprisonment of a family member has a significant impact on those left outside.  Even though they have not committed a crime, family members can feel stigmatised and shamed and carry huge emotional and health costs.  Families deserve support in their own right, a support which is tailored to their own needs. 
Supporting families is also crime prevention.  Having a parent involved in crime is a strong risk factor for the child becoming involved in crime (Withers 2003).  Supporting children and teenagers when a parent goes into prison can help to interrupt the cycle of inter-generational criminal activity.  It has also been found that people in prison who maintain good family contact are twice as likely to have employment and housing on leaving prison and are six times less likely to re-offend (Loucks 2004). 
The Bedford Row Family Project commissioned kelleherassociates to undertake research on the needs of families who attend the project.  The research has three main aims:
· To give expression to the experiences of families of having a family member in prison.
· To assist the Bedford Row Family project to make informed decisions about its future work.
· To undertake a critical examination of the manner in which statutory policies, provision and practices impact upon these families and their relationships.
As part of the research, interviews were held with 52 family members, including eleven ex-prisoners.  Personnel from key agencies in the Limerick region, including staff at Limerick Prison, were interviewed.  Discussions were also held with staff from the Bedford Row Family Project.  A review of key government policy documents and selected literature was carried out.
The conclusions and issues arising from the study are presented fully in Chapter Five of the main Report, which the reader is urged to consult for expansion of Paragraphs 2 to 6 below, which summarise the key findings.  (Note that throughout this summary, reference is made to Chapters in the main Report)
2
THE EXPERIENCE OF FAMILIES

2.1 
General
Families affected by imprisonment experience anxiety, shame and grief as they journey through the criminal justice process - arrest, trial, imprisonment and release.  Attending court is challenging and stressful for family members and often, (particularly in the case of serious crimes), made more difficult because of the unwelcome intrusion of the media.  For many, experience of imprisonment aggravates underlying problems that are already putting strains on family life including poverty, childcare problems, health problems, substance misuse and very often the threat of homelessness.  (Chapter 3).


2.2
Visiting
Visiting conditions was a key issue raised by families as good visiting arrangements are seen as fundamental to maintaining family relations and supporting both the person in prison and the family.  The lack of an activity room for children awaiting visits and the absence of a crèche for young children were of concern to families. 

The lack of privacy for adults and the difficulty of having private conversations in the visiting room (visiting box) makes visiting difficult.  The visiting room is noisy and overcrowded and people have great difficulty carrying on conversations. 

2.3
Children
Children can experience guilt and insecurity when a parent is taken into prison and encounter difficulties when visiting parents in prison.  The present study tells of the shame and secrecy around imprisonment and the grief, fear and confusion experienced by children (Chapter 3.2).  Changes in behaviour can vary from aggression and restlessness to withdrawal and depression.  Children are often ridiculed at school and performance at school can be affected.  International research has found that one-third of prisoners’ children suffer significant mental health problems, compared with 10 per cent of children generally (Loucks 2004). 
Adults interviewed told of the difficulties of when and how to tell children about the imprisonment of a relative.
Services for children such as bereavement counselling, self-help groups and activity based group events, are, as yet, under-developed and there is a lack of awareness about the effects of imprisonment among professional groups, such as counsellors and teachers.

Given that Ireland has ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, in which children’s right to family life is paramount, it is important that the rights of children affected by imprisonment are addressed. 
3
GENERAL ISSUES CONCERNED WITH IMPRISONMENT

3.1
Prison and Inequality
It is no surprise that there is a concentration of prisoners in Limerick Prison from the five most disadvantaged areas in Limerick City (Chapter 4.11).  This brings into focus the need to address issues relating to inequalities of wealth and opportunity that play a powerful role in generating crime.  Specifically, greater investment needs to be made and greater collaboration between different agencies is necessary if disaffected communities in Limerick City are to be re-generated.

3.2
Immigrant Community
Paralleling the increasing numbers of immigrants to Ireland, the number of people from ethnic minority groups in prison is increasing (Irish Prison Service 2004).  In this context, there is need to ensure that cultural competence underpins the work of all service providers which have a brief for families affected by imprisonment.

3.3
Gender

In focussing on families affected by imprisonment, it is difficult to avoid gender issues.  The vast majority of prisoners are male and it is mainly women who carry the responsibility of caring for the family, visiting the prison and the cost of supporting a relative in prison. 

3.4
Prison Conditions
Families and prisoners expressed concern about the following issues which fall under the heading of ‘prison conditions’.

· The long periods of idleness and lock-up. (Chapter 3).

· The two new training workshops in Limerick Prison are not open due to lack of staff.  Education classes take place in a number of different rooms dispersed throughout the prison in cramped conditions.  (Nevertheless, some prisoners reported significant progress in their education).
· Lack of drug treatment services, and poor and inadequate mental health services.  The need for urgent reform of the mental health service in our prisons is strongly articulated by the National Economic and Social Forum (NESF 2002).

· Lack of programmes on parenting, relationships, offending and violent behaviour which families say need to be further developed.

· Lack of sanitation in prison cells in the old wings of Limerick Prison which do not have in-cell sanitation.  (These wings were built in the early 1800s and prisoners in these wings ‘slop-out’ on a daily basis).
· There are only one and a half Probation Officer positions for the 280 prisoners in the prison at any one time.
· The CONNECT programme, which is concerned with active sentence management, has not been implemented.
· The practice of release of prisoners into homeless hostels.  (Families stated that there is need for a range of options to meet their accommodation needs).

· Lack of employment opportunities on leaving prison.  While acknowledging that it is not the prisons’ fault, many family members stated that having a criminal record is a substantial barrier to gaining employment on release from prison. 

4
THE BEDFORD ROW FAMILY PROJECT

The fact that families affected by imprisonment are very much a neglected group makes the pioneering work of the Bedford Row Family Project highly significant. 

The Bedford Row Family Project has developed an impressive integrated response, which seeks to address the exclusion and the disconnections experienced by families affected by imprisonment.  The project has several inter-related elements, which are described more fully in Chapter 2:
· Hospitality Service in Limerick Prison
· Information, Advocacy, Support

· Outreach Service to Families

· Education and Development
· Group Work and Counselling
· Support to Ex-Prisoners
· Inter-Agency Work
Through its inter-agency work, the project has contact with a large number of organisations and has high visibility and credibility with the community sector and agencies in Limerick City.  The project is highly valued by families. 
Due to the responsiveness of the project to the needs of families and ex-prisoners, activities and programmes have expanded rapidly.  This has resulted in increased staffing, administrative and management demands.  The challenges to the project are outlined in Chapter 5.3.

5
POLICY CONTEXT

Important changes in thinking took place in government and academic discussion in the late 1990s and early 21st century and there was overwhelming consensus on the need to put in place a modern prison service and prison programmes more conducive to the re-integration of prisoners into family and community life (Chapter 4).  Progressive developments in Limerick Prison include the enhancement of multi-agency work through a number of measures:
· Weekly multi-agency meeting of prison staff.
· The Bedford Row Hospitality Service, which is an effective partnership between the Limerick Prison Service and the Bedford Row Family Project.
· Liaison with the Homeless Persons Centre to accommodate prisoners who are identified as homeless.
· Liaison with the Community Welfare Service.
Although some reforms have been put in place, families continually maintain that reforms have not been sufficient to significantly improve the conditions of prisoners or visiting conditions for families.  The slowness in implementing reforms at a national level has been attributed to limited resources, lack of coherent implementation mechanisms, bureaucratic inertia, industrial relations difficulties and lack of political will (O’Donnell 2002; Heylin 2001; National Economic and Social Forum 2004; Healy 2006).
6
RECOMMENDATIONS

An overview of the research findings and issues arising from the research are presented in Chapter Five of the main body of the Research Report.  Six key recommendations emerged as significant for families and they are outlined briefly in this summary.
6.1
Family Contact Person
Families expressed a strong view that the appointment of a designated family contact person by the Irish Prison Service would be a support to them.  Where appropriate, s/he could be consulted in sentence planning. 

6.2
Positive Sentence Management
This was also identified by families as an initiative that would be of great support.
6.3
Pre-Release Programme

Good work currently underway in Limerick Prison with respect to developing a co-ordinated pre-release programme has been commented on favourably by families and they report that they would further benefit from progression of this programme without delay.  Bedford Row Family Project could be supported to develop a parallel programme for families, as when prisoners are being released from prison, families need support to rebuild relationships and to adjust to the change.
6.4
Children

The Bedford Row Family Project plans to develop its work with children affected by imprisonment.  Resources would be needed to undertake this work, which would involve:
· Development of guidelines, and assistance for parents, on informing children about a parent’s prison sentence.
· Development of published material to help children to understand the effects of imprisonment on the family.
· Pro-active initiatives to meet the needs of children with ADHD, particularly in families where there appears to be a link between ADHD and offending behaviour.
· Incorporation of issues concerning children and young people affected by imprisonment into training programmes for teachers, social workers, Gardaí, prison officers, health workers and voluntary agencies.
· Recruitment of designated Staff to undertake focused issue based work with children/young people who have a relative in Prison. 
6.5
Equality
The introduction of legislation to allow criminal records of adults to be expunged after a period of time, and the implications of this, needs to be considered by statutory authorities.  As part of this consideration, the rights of prisoners and families of prisoners need to be enshrined in equality legislation.  The Equality Authority would be ideally placed to commission a position paper outlining a specific legal framework for removing prison records.

6.6
Funding of Bedford Row Family Project

The funding arrangements for the project are outlined in Chapter 5.3.  Four main government departments/agencies and a number of charitable organisations provide funding for the project.  Long term funding of Bedford Row Family Project by main Government Departments would enhance the consistency of programmes undertaken by the Project and thereby the feelings of security felt by families in the focus group.  Finance raised through fund-raising could then be used to expand and innovate other project development activities. 
EPILOGUE

______________________________________________________________________________

It is always a difficult and challenging task to balance the security aspects of prison life, (seen as necessary by the families themselves, as we read in the Research Report above), with the humanitarian aspect, i.e. enabling families to be together, and fostering family contact through visits, appropriate temporary release, etc. while the prisoner is completing his/her sentence.

The development of facilities to support prisoners within Limerick Prison is ongoing, and the Prison continually seeks out and supports initiatives which can be implemented that will work for prisoners while keeping in mind the necessary balance mentioned above.

It is recognised by Staff at Limerick prison that, at any one time, a significant number of prisoners may have a multitude of difficulties (that might include severe alcohol and/or drug addiction problems, depression, suicide ideation, ADHD and other debilitative conditions) which the Prison authorities, the prisoners themselves, and their families find challenging to address.  Some, for instance, despite the constant encouragement of Prison Officers, Probation Officers, Education Staff, Chaplain, etc. will not be interested in attending programmes or classes that might be of assistance, preferring to remain in their cells for long periods instead.  Engaging such prisoners in a meaningful way will always be a significant challenge for all concerned.

Notwithstanding the above, many prisoners do avail of support structures, and since this Research began in late 2005, I am happy to report that a new psychiatric team has been put in place in the Prison.  This service is complemented by the employment of a new psychologist to address Anger Management.  Both, it is felt, are working well and are welcomed by prisoners who avail of them as a support.

Over the period of July – September 07, a new Industrial Area is in the process of being initiated, along with a new Education Facility.  On receipt of a number of additional Staff, these will be fully operational.

Families stressed the need for Positive Sentence Management in the Report.  This has been in operation in Limerick Prison for the past 12 – 18 months, and the Prison looks forward to the challenges of more widespread implementation of this scheme for prisoners as time goes on.  It is envisaged that Bedford Row Family Project will have an important role to play in this initiative also, to augment any supports put in place within the Prison.

To conclude, the publication of this Research is welcomed by the Governor and Staff of Limerick Prison who see the Bedford Row Family Project as having an important role in:

· supporting families of prisoners,

· enhancing the quality of contact with prisoners during their time in detention,

and

· facilitating the reintegration of prisoners to the community on release from prison. 

It is hoped that the Research will act as encouragement to all involved with Bedford Row (families, management, staff, funding agencies) to continue the good work undertaken to date and to use that work as a springboard for future development in supporting families of prisoners.

Tadhg O’Riordan,

Governor,

Limerick Prison
PAGE  
8

