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Facts and Figures about Prisoners’ Families
“I missed him loads…It was my birthday 2 days after he went away which was horrible. Me and my sister we bought a puppy at Christmas so that when we had town visits we could take him for a walk with Dad like we used to before he went away.” (Claire, 15)

· On 1st October 2010, the prison population in England and Wales was 85,495
. Those imprisoned leave behind them children, partners, parents and other family members to share the stigma.

· It is estimated that 160,000 children in England and Wales experience the imprisonment of a parent every year
.
· During their time at school 7% of children experience their father’s imprisonment.

· 66% of women prisoners and 59% of men have dependent children under the age of 18. Of those, 34% have children under 5 and 40% have children aged from 5 to 10
.

· Only a quarter of women prisoners’ children live with their biological or current fathers. Only 5% of children stay in their own homes once their mother has been imprisoned
. 
· Upon imprisonment of their mother, 25% of children are looked after by their fathers or their mothers new spouse or partner, 25% by their grandparents, 29% are looked after by other friends and families and 12% are adopted or fostered
 (compared to 2% of children of male prisoners
). 
· It is estimated that more than 17,700 children are separated from their mothers by imprisonment each year.
 At least one fifth of mothers were lone parents before imprisonment
. 

· Home Office research has shown that family ties have a positive effect on prisoner rehabilitation – particularly finding employment or housing
, though they can be hard to maintain when a mother goes to prison. Women prisoners are more likely to be held over 100 miles from home than male prisoners, and less likely than the general population to be able to call on the support of a stable relationship
. However, due to proposed budget cuts from Government, the ‘Assisted Prison Visit Scheme’ – which helps to pay for families on low income and benefits to visit family members - is under threat.  One concerned prison visitor centre staff stated “there is a danger that a lot of children would lose contact with a parent if the scheme was scrapped
”.
· There are 14 women’s prisons in England. Only seven have Mother and Baby Units, which are reserved for mothers who have children under the age of 18 months. A small minority of mothers are able to stay with their infants in such specialised units but some women decide not to take advantage of the units. Prisoners who want to apply for a place can get help and advice from Mother and Baby Liaison Officers, who work in every woman’s prison
.
· In 2004 92% of fathers in prison said their partner was looking after the children, compared to 25% of mothers
.

· There is no official agency catering for the needs of prisoners’ families and children and no information or support is routinely offered to them.

· Following the imprisonment of a parent, children are often left feeling confused, guilty, scared and as if ‘their world has fallen apart’
. Among the emotional and health problems that children often experience are: becoming withdrawn or secretive; displaying anger or defiance (especially against authority figures); attention-seeking or self-destructive behaviour; low self-esteem; poor educational performance
. Nearly 30% of children with a parent in prison experience mental health problems, compared with 10% of the general population
.


· Incarceration of a parent can affect children in a variety of other ways, including reduced family income, home and school moves, disrupted relationships, stigma, shame, decreased social support. 

· Children and families can play a significant role in supporting offenders
 and prisoners are less likely to re-offend if good family relationships are maintained throughout their sentence
. Positive contact with family and friends on release can help successful resettlement.

· However, a significant proportion of children lose contact with their imprisoned mother or father, and many parents separate during imprisonment.  Family visits to prisons have been decreasing in recent years which may be because prisoners are being housed further from home because of overcrowding. Booking visits in some prisons can be problematic with relatives unable to get through to busy prison telephone booking lines which are only open at limited times of the day.


· Visiting a parent in prison can be an upsetting and frightening experience for many children. Long journeys, waiting at the prison gates, searches and sniffer dogs, an environment where physical contact or play is difficult, can all exacerbate the problem.

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child outlines basic rights that all children should enjoy. The following articles from the Convention are particularly relevant to children with an imprisoned parent: 

· Children who have been separated from their parents have the right to maintain personal relations and personal contact, unless this is contrary to their best interests (Article 9:3);

· In all actions concerning children their best interests should be a primary consideration (Article 3:1);

· It should be recognised that both parents have common responsibilities for the upbringing and development of the child (Article 18:1); 

· Children have the right to express and have their views considered in all matters affecting them (Article 12:1);

· All the rights in the Convention apply to all children without discrimination, irrespective of their parent’s status (Article 2:2).

UNICEF states that the imprisonment of parents, particularly of mothers of dependent young children, is deeply problematic, because the child is being punished alongside the parent. Where young children are concerned the effects can be particularly catastrophic to them and costly to the state (both immediately, in terms of providing for the children’s care, and long term, in terms of the social problems arising from early separation) 
. 

· Recent research found that imprisonment costs state agencies (NHS, social services etc) an average of £4,800 over six months per family. Families provide financial support for an imprisoned relative averaging £208 over six months, together with around £60 of clothing costs and just under £400 of visiting costs over such a period
.
· Research has also indicated that children who have experienced the incarceration of a parent are more likely to become involved in offending themselves
. 
· UNICEF states that to avoid the trauma of separation, young infants should not be separated from their mothers and should be accommodated together with them wherever possible. However, a much better solution would be to find more constructive sanctions to deal with parents’ offending.
 
· There are 139 prisons within England and Wales. According to HM Chief Inspector of Prisons, only 18 of those prisons employed family support workers
. It also identified problems in booking visits in 16 establishments
. Furthermore, only 40 of those prisons had children and family days
. 
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