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Families still struggle to maintain contact with prisoners

A prisoner’s family contact has long been acknowledged as valuable 
 in supporting a prisoner’s successful resettlement  and helping 

to prevent reoffending. 
But a survey conducted by Action for Prisoners’ Families (APF) in collaboration with the Association of Members of Independent Monitoring Boards (AMIMB) highlights the ongoing - and often insurmountable problems - that face the thousands of families trying to maintain contact with prisoners:  

In some of the prisons surveyed:
· Prison visit booking lines are engaged for hours making it impossible to book visits
· There can be limited facilities for mothers with babies and /or toddlers – some prisons don’t have nappy changing facilities, places to put a buggy, etc
· Delays getting into prison visits often reduce the amount of time available on a visit
· Despite some help from the Assisted Prisons Visits Unit, the expense of visiting prisons many miles from the family home is often prohibitive.

‘Unsung Heroes’ - The Report
APF and AMIMB asked members of the Independent Monitoring Board (members of the public who monitor the welfare of prisoners to ensure that they are properly cared for whilst in custody and detention) to investigate the facilities available to people visiting friends and family in prisons in England, Wales and Northern Ireland.

Respondents from 55 prisons provided written feedback about the location of the visitors’ centre, the services provided ( such as food, information and nappy changing) and the attitudes of the staff and volunteers employed to support the visit experience.

Whilst the majority of visitors’ centres are reported to be running an excellent service, there are several areas of concern – many of which were also high-lighted by HM Chief Inspector of Prisons in the last annual report.

· Lack of Funding

Over half of UK prison visitors’ centres are run by voluntary organisations. 

Several respondents indicated that funding was a real barrier to the provision of adequate services for visitors. Although funding is an obvious barrier it is not always the case.  All prisons are facing severely reduced budgets, but some prioritise visits.
· Facilities for Children

There are still significant barriers to bringing children on prison visits. Basic facilities are still lacking in some prison visitors’ centres. 
62% of respondents reported that visitors were not allowed to take buggies into the visits’ hall.  Of those, only 14% provided alternative buggies for visitors’ use.  After long journeys, children young enough to require a buggy are also highly likely to need a sleep during the visit.  Whilst such rules are clearly linked to security concerns, the absence of a buggy on a 2 hour or extended family visit will pose problems for the parent. 
Where do you put a sleeping baby or tired toddler when the tables and chairs are all screwed to the floor?

· Late Starts to Visits 
The issue of late starts, usually due to poorly managed booking-in, search procedures, or the new P-Nomis system was raised as a significant problem.
“In busy periods it takes a long time to get all visitors in…’Visits’ are 2pm to 4pm but sometimes the last visitors do not get in until 2:50 or so”. – Male Category C Prison and YOI

· Visitors’ Centre Facilities

Provision of food varied from prison to prison. Some rural prisons do not provide food, others only provide a vending machine. Visitors, often having travelled a long way from home and with children in tow, may find nothing hot or appetising to eat before, during or after the visit.  In some cases, this was despite tireless campaigning by the IMB:
“I have fought long and hard for refreshments to be available but to no avail.” – Young Offenders’ Institution
· Visits Booking Problems

Booking lines remain an ongoing problems, with constant complaints from families who cannot get through to book their visit because the line is continuously engaged.
“The visitors to [this prison] have great difficulty in booking visits…We have complained about this for some time but to no effect.” – Young Offenders’ Institution
· Poor Transport Links

The issue of how visitors travel between the nearest train station and the prison - often a significant distance with limited or no bus service - was raised by several respondents.  This urgently needs to be addressed, particularly in the more rural prisons.

“[The Prison] is approx. one mile from the railway station and there are no buses.  Visitors coming by train have to walk or get a taxi.  All very well if you have the money.  If it is raining and they bring young children it is very difficult”. – Male Category D Prison
These difficulties pose real barriers to families’ access. This is particularly true for those who are less mobile, have less money, or small children, or any combination of these – i.e. those who are already most vulnerable to other failings of visitors’ centres and visiting policies in general.

Conclusion

Deborah Cowley, Director of Action for Prisoners’ Families says,

“This survey reflects on the challenges of sustaining the progress that has been made in prison visitors’ centres and on prison visits. Lack of funds and resistance from the prisons for security or organisational reasons, are huge obstacles to overcome, though we do know that a  sympathetic governor has unarguable influence in the implementation of high quality visits”.
For further information contact Jessica Berens - 0208 812 3602 - or Jessica@actionpf.org.uk.
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