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I am delighted to be here to launch the Evaluation Report 2009 – 2011 of the Bedford Row Family Project.

I do not intend going through the evaluation line by line as the report itself is so clear, so concise and so full of common sense.  It sets out the origins of the project and it charts the way for the future.  We have already heard of this from earlier speakers.

In page 4 of the Executive Summary reference is made to two significant events which were held between 2002 and 2008 which puts the current work of the Project in context.  In 2005 a major conference in the University of Limerick titled – “Help is at Hand” and in 2008 following exhaustive research a document emerged titled – “Voices affected by Imprisonment”.  However, no one should think that these notable achievements are only what this project is about.  It is equally about the little things, often unknown of except to a few, which this project is also about.  These little things so often make such a difference to the lives of so many.  They may not be documented but the people that have benefited from kindness, from advice and a listening ear know what I am talking about.
I have no doubt that everyone here and I hope a wider audience is looking forward to reading this informative evaluation.  Evaluations are always necessary as we must all stand back at times and ask others to reflect on what we have done, be critical of what we have done and perhaps point us in, sometimes, a new direction.  The Report that I am launching today does all of these things.  However, there is always a balancing to be carried out and this balancing is between what is being done well and what might happen if as the saying goes “if it’s not broken don’t fix it” and then we set about fixing it.  The Report deals with this in a most sympathetic way.  The only word of caution that I would venture to utter is that you must not get caught up in bureaucracy to the detriment of your core functions.

That is as far as I wish to go in referring to the Report itself.

Many of you here may find it strange that I am standing here extolling the virtues of the Bedford Row Family Project.  You may only have had an impression of me as the Judge in Limerick who, over a long number of years, sent a considerable number of people to Limerick Prison.

In 2008, I took up my present position as Inspector of Prisons.  You may ask what the Inspector of Prisons does.  I am an independent office holder.  My job description in layman’s terms obliges me to inspect prisons, to ensure that the human rights of prisoners are vindicated, that prisons are run to the best international standards and that the conditions under which prison staff operate also meet best international standards.

I now only wish to dwell on one of these and that is the human rights of prisoners.  In doing this I do not want anyone to think that these rights are the only ones that I concentrate on but they are the relevant rights in the context of the Report that I am launching.

When people go to prison they only forfeit those rights that are not explicitly taken from them by reason of their imprisonment.  Therefore, they retain most of the rights that we all enjoy.  One of these rights is a right of prisoners to have contact with their families.  You can take away a person’s freedom; you can take away their house; you can take away their money but, and I must emphasise this, you should never take away a person’s dignity.  A prisoner is entitled to the same dignity as you or me.  I met a prisoner recently who, when I had shaken hands with him, was obviously moved by the gesture.  He told me that no one had shaken hands with him in 7½ years, the time that he had been in prison.

Families play a most important role when it comes to supporting the lives of their husbands, their children and their loved ones who are in prison.  It is easy for those of us, who have not been in prison, to forget, that while we take for granted the support of our families in everyday life, similar support for prisoners does not come easy for either them or their families.  We accept the support of our families but it is sometimes hard for prisoners to accept the genuine support of those family members who care for them.

Imagine if you were locked away for the first time.  What would your thoughts be?  Would you be afraid?  Would you find it hard to deal with the isolation?  Would you wonder if you could trust anyone?  Would you find the time long?  Might you have thoughts that you might end it all?  Of course you would and perhaps even worse thoughts.  If you were at home who would you turn to?  You would turn to your family.  They would be the people that would get you through those dark hours and days.  Why am I saying all this?  The reason is that it is the same family and the same loved ones that will get prisoners through those dark hours and days that most of them experience.

It can be difficult for loved ones to visit prisons.  It can be equally difficult for prisoners, in certain circumstances, to have visits from loved ones.  Prisoners may not want to have their children to know that they are in prison; families on the outside may be embarrassed to have husbands, children, partners etc. locked up.  However, visiting is most important.  This is why organisations such as the Bedford Row Family Project play such an important role in the current lives of serving prisoners.

If this was all that the Project did it would be vindication enough to make the case for its continued existence.  However it goes far further.  We have already heard what it also does.  The Project and its work are appreciated not only in Limerick but far and wide.  The offices here are a refuge for so many.  The listening ear is so important and the many volunteers make the Project one where value for money is a given.

I knew the existence of the Bedford Row Family Project from the time it was set up but did not know of the huge amounts and diversity of the work done.  Since 2008, I, in my present job, have had reason to acquaint myself with the organisations that provide support to prisoners and when I looked at the Bedford Row Project I found that the support was not confined to prisoners but extended to their families and beyond.

99.9% of prisoners come out of prison at some stage.  In times past few people gave any thought to what they would come out to.  If supports are not there for these people then as night follows day they will revert to the only place that they know – further criminal activity and a further spell in prison.  These people will have no future, their families will be broken up and in the more extreme cases their children are likely to end up in care.  Lack of education combined with knowing little except neglect, social isolation and peer groups involved in criminality are the necessary ingredients to push the next generation onto a possible future path of criminal activity which can end in only one way – a prison sentence.  The wheel will continue to turn unless a brake is applied.  

This may all sound very bleak but I have a view that we, as a people, are caring.  I have a view that times are changing.  I have a view that in challenging economic times people are prepared to look to those not as fortunate as themselves and say – “I would like to see that my fellow man can be assisted”.  Who can drive this change?  The change can only come when all bodies, statutory or otherwise, funded or voluntary have a vision for change and a desire to be part of that change.  They must also work together.  Projects such as yours has a huge part to play..

Recently I wrote a Report on Limerick Prison.  Some of you may have read it.  When I do a full inspection of a prison I talk to a wide and diverse body of people.  I talk to prisoners, to prison officers, to the people who supply services and support to prisoners.  I speak to those professionals who work in the prison.  I also speak to visitors to prisoners and to the outside agencies who support prisoners.  When I did my work on Limerick Prison I met with a wide range of NGOs, other organisations and people that had an interest in prisoners and the welfare of prisoners.  I called to the door of this Project.  I learned from the people that I met and this was reflected in my Report.

I would like to say to the Bedford Row Family Project that all of you, and there are many, should be justly proud of what you have achieved in the past.  Your efforts have been vindicated by this evaluation.  You have much work still to do but you have great support.

I am sorry if I have gone on for too long.  It now gives me great pleasure to launch this professionally researched and easily understood evaluation of your Project.
PAGE  
4

