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Foreword

This final issue of our Special Edition news-
letters, which includes an extremely wide 
variety of articles from across Europe, aims 

to look forward, both building on the practices 
and policies that are already in place and inves-
tigating how new practices can be implemented 
to increase the visibility of children with impris-
oned parents. With articles focusing on inter-
national angles as well as national successes and 
projects, our contributors include researchers, 
lecturers, special rapporteurs, Children’s Rights 
Commissioners and prison experts and deal with 
a number of different subjects relating to children 
affected by parental incarceration. From the is-
sue of child-friendly visiting conditions around 
the world, to the implementation of relevant Ar-
ticles from the UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child; from the implementation of video-call-
ing technology in a prison to the highly pertinent 
question of collecting and recording quantitative 
data on children of imprisoned parents, these arti-
cles form a rich and diverse foundation for future 
projects and, above all, an impetus for further re-
search and investigation. 

Our contributors emphasise the need for this 
group of vulnerable children to be given a stronger 
voice on the policy-making level. The – in some 
cases unstable – political and financial climate 
that several countries across Europe currently 
find themselves in may mean that more time and 
energy are being dedicated to bigger, more visible 
causes, deflecting attention away from the cause 
of children of imprisoned parents. We need to en-
sure that the attention we have received at the EU 
level through our joint publication of the COP-
ING Project report earlier this year and through 
the European Commission DG Justice Operating 
Grant, which has funded these newsletters and 
been invaluable to our work, does not diminish 
with the completion of these projects. Now is the 
time to push for further attention at these levels 
and to keep the momentum going. 

The process of compiling these Special Edition 
theme-based newsletters has been informative 
and educational. At the end of a very productive 

year we feel that this project has formed a spring-
board from which we must proceed to the next 
level: implementing the good practices we have 
highlighted and endorse, and, in particular, put-
ting into place our recommendations for data 
collection and the recording of information on 
children of imprisoned parents on both the na-
tional and international level. We are grateful to 
DG Justice for providing the impetus for creating 
this momentum, as well as a platform for fostering 
deeper collaboration with international organisa-
tions like UNICEF and Eurochild. In this way, we 
hope the needs and rights of children of impris-
oned parents will be better understood, and the is-
sue will be placed higher on policy agendas across 
Europe. 

Hannah Lynn
Editor

Project Coordinator,
Children of Prisoners Europe
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1. Provisions for children of prisoners across the globe

The following is a question and an-
swer session with Piera Barzano, 
Prison expert for the United Na-

tions Office for Drugs and Crime, Justice 
Section.1  

When you travel to different countries do you 
make a concerted effort to ask about the situa-
tion of the children?

“I see many places where, due 
to security issues, they only 
provide non-contact visits: 
it’s very sad for the children. I 
always try to remind the pris-
on administration that they 
are not only punishing the fa-
ther in these cases but also the 
children”

All the time. It’s more relevant if I’m visiting a fe-
male prison (although the Quaker United Nations 
Office, and in particular Oliver Robertson, have 
managed to convince me that having a father in 
prison is as bad as having a mother in prison, at 
least at a certain age). I always look at the visiting 
areas, even in male prisons and high security pris-
ons. I see many places where, due to security issues, 
they only provide non-contact visits: it’s very sad for 
the children. I always try to remind the prison ad-
ministration that they are not only punishing the 
father in these cases but also the children, who of 
course have done nothing wrong. Of course, I un-
derstand the potential security issues. This brings 
me to the question of searches of visiting children, 
and how they are carried out. For all of this, it is 
very helpful that we have the Bangkok Rules as in-
ternational standards in place that I can refer to: it 
makes a stronger argument.

It’s also useful to explain to prison staff that family 
visits are not a luxury for prisoners. They shouldn’t 
be used as a form of punishment or a disciplinary 
1. The views given in this interview reflect Piera’s personal 
opinion. She is not speaking on behalf of UNODC.

measure. Ultimately, it is often contact with their 
family that keeps the prisoner going, alive even. 

Have you come across any examples of good 
practices in the countries you have visited, in 
terms of provisions for children of prisoners?

This summer I visited several prisons in Italy where, 
although they have large problems with overcrowd-
ing and prison conditions, I did see some positive 
initiatives being put into place. In Bollate Prison, 
for example, the prison governor seems to be partic-
ularly sensitive to the issue. While normal visiting 
hours are in the morning, there are extended hours 
in the afternoon so that children don’t have to miss 
school. The governor is also making efforts to create 
nice visiting areas outside; almost like a small park 
with grass and toys for the children. There is even 
a kiosk where the prisoner can buy a soft drink for 
the child. It is examples such as these which show a 
step in the right direction towards normalisation, 
making things as close to a normal life as possible. 
This is still a big challenge.

“it is difficult for children to 
open up if the area is very 
public”

I think it is important to have the visiting area out-
side of the main gated area of the prison. It is such a 
traumatic experience for a child to pass through all 
the security and endless doors of the prison, and it 
is difficult for children to open up if the area is very 
public – it understandably takes time for the child 
to feel comfortable to open up and rekindle a par-
ent-child dialogue when their parent is missing out 
on so many things in their day-to-day lives.

In relation to that last point, what about prisons 
that provide telephone access for the prisoners 
to contact their children? 

I know there are some very positive cases of this. For 
example, one aspect that really concerns me is the 
situation of foreign prisoners and women in partic-
ular, and how the opportunity of being able to talk 
via Skype with a video webcam can be of such great 

http://www.unodc.org/pdf/criminal_justice/UN_Rules_for_the_Treatment_of_Women_Prisoners_and_non-custodial_Measures_for_Women_Offenders_Bangkok_Rules.pdf
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value to these particular prisoners. This can even 
be used in developing countries as the costs are very 
limited. I heard recently that a Belgian prisoner in 
the Seychelles was able to speak to her children on 
Skype for the first time in four years. Even the pris-
on staff were in tears.

You said that this topic is personally “dear to 
your heart”. Before the adoption of the Bangkok 
Rules, there was no firm international policy in 
place referring to children of imprisoned par-
ents. Does the UNODC now take into consider-
ation the importance of children of imprisoned 
parents? 

It is true that I have a personal interest in this area. 
The issue of children of imprisoned parents regular-
ly comes into our prison work as it is relevant to the 
Bangkok Rules. Indeed, it is thanks to these interna-
tional standards that we are able to carry out

“we always raise the impor-
tance of the judiciary and 
prosecutors being aware of 
the implications of putting a 
mother in prison”

this kind of work: they ensure that the topic is high 
on our agenda. However, we have not developed 
clear guidelines regarding children of imprisoned 
parents, in the sense that we have not yet received a 
specific mandate on this issue. That being said, the 
UNODC Handbook on Women and Imprisonment 
is currently being updated to include the Bangkok
Rules, and will be available online soon.

We have been trying to promote the importance of 
the Bangkok Rules over the last few months and 
there have been workshops on particular articles. 
In this context we always raise the importance of 
the judiciary and prosecutors being aware of the 
implications of putting a mother in prison: is it re-
ally necessary or are there other ways for her to pay 
her dues? Putting her in prison and leaving children 
alone or in the care of someone who is not trust-
worthy or in an orphanage has a higher social cost 

than pursuing justice at all costs. Of course, this also 
depends on the country and is not always very easy 
to swallow for some authorities. We are also doing 
some research with Penal Reform International  on 
the type of information we receive. It is important to 
know the profiles of women in prison from country 

“I think it would be really in-
teresting to do some work on 
imprisoned fathers because 
there is a lot less sympathy for 
them than for mothers”

to country: who they are, what are the main offenc-
es committed, how many of them are mothers and 
of those who are, who is taking care of their chil-
dren? This is very important for the wider picture to 
make it easier to advise member states on some of 
the risks associated with keeping women in prison. 
It is always easier for me to be convincing if I have 
data, evidence and clear-cut cases at hand. State-
ments and principles do not always resonate with 
the political bodies, in other words: the policy mak-
ers. They need statistics and facts. 

The other issue is that of high security prisoners 
who tend to be placed quite far away from their 
families, and the burden this causes in terms of cost 
and time. I think it would be really interesting to 
do some work on imprisoned fathers because there 
is a lot less sympathy for them than for mothers. 
It would be interesting to know how many fathers 
serving a long sentence are actually able to keep a 
constant and satisfying link to their children.

Are fathers mentioned in the Bangkok Rules?

Yes, they are mentioned in the preliminary observa-
tions. The Quaker United Nations Office (QUNO) 
was very active in promoting this during the draft-
ing of the Bangkok Rules: they made it clear that 
it is very important for fathers to be included. Of 
course another aspect, which is very important, is 
the stigma attached to having a parent in prison 
(for example in school). Although in some commu-
nities this can become a matter of pride, it normally 

http://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/justice-and-prison-reform/tools.html?ref=menuside
http://www.penalreform.org
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carries with it a huge stigma. 

Let’s look to the future. How can we take this 
issue further and make it more accessible to the 
wider public? How would you advise us on how 
we could work together to promote and raise 
awareness about this issue? How can we encour-
age agencies to establish such a “clear-cut poli-
cy” as you mentioned before? Or is it simply not 
on the priority list right now? 

I don’t know if it is really on the current priority list. 
I think the idea is to keep this issue in mind and on 
the agenda and make sure that efforts are made by 
media to provide information in the correct way. 

“it is the duty of the state to 
ensure this role as a parent is 
preserved”

An issue which is cropping up more and more is 
that of ensuring that prisoners retain their human 
dignity. A lot has been done by the UN Committee 
on the Rights of the Child with regard to children 
staying in prison with their mothers and with re-
gard to the best interests of the child. However, not 
enough is being done to make sure that a parent in 
prison is still regarded as a parent. It is the duty of 
the state to ensure this role as a parent is preserved. 
This should be encouraged and we should continue 
advocating this at all levels. The media is a useful 
way to provide good information on this. It is al-
ways interesting to see that when there is an article 
about the rights of children of prisoners in the press, 
about two-thirds of people react saying we are wast-
ing our time, whereas one-third do agree that it is 
a topic to consider: the fact that the prison is the 
deprivation of liberty but not of all liberties. Being 
a parent is one of those obligations and rights that 
need to be preserved. In my opinion it is one of the 
main ones. It has an impact on the future of society.

Interview conducted by 
Hannah Lynn

Project Coordinator 
Children of Prisoners Europe

	

http://www.eurochips.org
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In January 2013, the Commissioner for Chil-
dren’s Rights in Cyprus issued a Report on the 
basis of an investigation conducted by her on 

the rights of children to maintain contact with 
their imprisoned parent. The Report includes the 
Commissioner’s suggestions and recommenda-
tions regarding the national legal framework, offi-
cial policies and procedures being followed by the 
relevant authorities.  

The Commissioner decided to carry out her inves-
tigation after having received a number of individ-
ual complaints in relation to some strict measures 
adopted by the Prison authorities relating to the 
communication of imprisoned parents with their 
children. These measures included the communi-
cation taking place behind special glass, thus not 
permitting physical contact between the child and 
the parent; and withdrawals of permissions given 
to parents to visit the child in their house with-
out prior notice of the reasons, therefore seriously 
compromising the rights of the children who have 
very limited opportunity to keep in contact with a 
parent in prison. 

In the context of her investigation, the Commis-
sioner intervened in writing to both the Minister 
of Justice and Public Order and to the Director of 
Central Prisons. In an extensive correspondence 
with the latter, the Commissioner gave a compre-
hensive overview of the national and international 
legal framework with regards to children’s rights 
in general and to the rights of children with an 
imprisoned parent in particular. The Commis-
sioner requested that she be informed about pris-
on procedures and rules regulating the communi-
cation of prisoners with their children, presented 
the complaints she had received and asked for the 
prison authorities’ official position with regards to 
the complaints. 

The Commissioner also visited the Central Pris-
ons in order to form a personal opinion about the 
visiting rooms and spaces used by children when 
visiting their parent in prison. During her visit, 
the Commissioner discussed at a meeting with 
all prison stakeholders  (prison administration, 

officers from the Ministry of Justice and Public 
Order, members of the Prison’s Council, the pris-
on’s psychiatrist and the prison’s Welfare Officer) 
a number of issues regarding the rights of children 
with a parent in prison in general and their right 
to maintain a contact with him/her more partic-
ularly. 

The Commissioner also held separate meetings 
with a representative of the Mental Health Ser-
vices as well as with representatives of the Welfare 
Services. 

A member of the Commissioner’s Office visited 
the Central Prisons in order to observe the condi-
tions under which the children’s prison visits take 
place. 

The main observations of the Commissioner in-
cluded: 

•	 The legislation regulating the operation of 
prisons makes no specific reference to the 
right of the child to communication with their 
parent. This legislation provides for the right 
of the imprisoned person to communicate 
and maintain contact with, amongst others, 
their family whereas the right of the child to 
communicate with their imprisoned parent 
is secured by the UNCRC (Article 9) which 
is directly applicable in Cyprus. Yet it became 
obvious that prison authorities consider the 
issue of communication between a child and 
their imprisoned parent not as a right of ei-
ther the child or the prisoner but, for the most 
part, as a privilege given only to well-behaved 
prisoners. 

•	 There is not any established institutional pro-
cedure for the provision of psychological sup-
port and/or consultation for the parent with 
whom the child lives.

•	 Children’s visits to their imprisoned parent 
take place in the absence of any officer respon-
sible for administrative issues that may arrive 
during the communication.

http://www.childcom.org.cy/ccr/ccr.nsf/DMLcommissioner_en/DMLcommissioner_en?OpenDocument
http://www.childcom.org.cy/ccr/ccr.nsf/DMLcommissioner_en/DMLcommissioner_en?OpenDocument
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•	 As far as the “closed prison” is concerned, 
the visiting rooms for both the “closed” and 
“open” visits are far from being child-friend-
ly. During “closed” visits the communication 
takes place using a phone machine and behind 
special glass without any physical contact.

The visiting area in the “open prison” was altered 
in a child-friendly way after the Commissioner’s 
intervention to the prison authorities. 

In her final remarks, the Commissioner under-
lines that, despite any improvements that have 
been made due to the positive response of the 
prison authorities to some of her previous sug-
gestions, the current conditions under which chil-
dren visit their imprisoned parent, as well as the 
established relevant practices and procedures, do 
not fully comply with children’s rights. The Com-
missioner concludes her Report with a number of 
recommendations for actions to be taken with re-
gards to the legal framework and the policies and 
procedures to be followed, in order to tackle the 
shortcomings.  

Among other issues, the Commissioner recom-
mends : 

•	 That the Ministry of Justice and Public Order 
and the Directorate of Prisons in collaboration 
with other involved Ministries and Services 
consider amendment of the legislative frame-
work in order to ensure its full harmonisation 
with safeguarding children’s rights. 

•	 The amendment of the legislative framework 
to support the communication between a 
child and their imprisoned parent, primarily 
as a right of the child. 

•	 That guidelines on how prison authorities 
should tackle issues related to the children and 
families of prisoners should be developed in 
collaboration with the prison authorities and 
the Ministry of Justice and Public Order, the 
Welfare Services and the Public Mental Health 
Services. Prison authorities should be made 

responsible for 
the assessment 
of the imple-
mentation of 
these guidelines and the result of their assess-
ment is to be subject to external audit. 

•	 That a committee responsible for prisoners’ 
visits is institutionalised. All prisoners should 
be informed about how they can submit a re-
quest to receive a visit as well as about the cri-
teria and the procedures for decisions regard-
ing issues of prisoners’ communication with 
their children. 

•	 That prisons should adopt child-friendly se-
curity checks for visitors under 18 (physical 
checks/body scanner)which are in full com-
pliance with children’s rights and more spe-
cifically to their right to privacy and physical 
integrity, security and safety. Prison personnel 
should be trained in child-appropriate search 
procedures as well as on more general issues 
related to children with a parent in prison.

•	 That every prison should have a designated 
“children’s and/or family officer”, appropriate-
ly trained to support children during visits. 

•	 That children should be provided with age-ap-
propriate information about the various as-
pects of their life that are being affected by 
the incarceration of their parent as well as the 
procedures and regulations in place when vis-
iting their parent in prison. This information 
should be accessible to all in a child-friendly 
manner in different languages.  

•	 That visiting hours should take into account 
school hours, the distances from the family 
home and the lack of cheap public transporta-
tion in order to avoid school absences and to 
ease the stress of visits. 

Leda Koursoumba
Commissioner for Children’s Rights, Cyprus
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The following is a question and an-
swer session with Maria Herczog, 
Member of the UN Committee on 

the Rights of the Child.

Perhaps we could talk a little bit about your work 
in general for the Committee on the Rights of 
the Child? How do you view its current prog-
ress?

Well, I find the speed at which things are achieved 
a little bit slow as I am very impatient! I would 
love to see more implementation of the Convention 
and to see more caring governments. I have recent-
ly felt some frustration there. However, I must say 
that looking at the progress, there have been a lot of 
things achieved too. 

“when it comes to children, 
especially vulnerable groups 
of children who are already 
excluded or at risk of exclu-
sion, their position has been 
weakening”

The current financial crisis is really blocking prog-
ress and some countries are even showing backwards 
steps towards more conservative regimes, for exam-
ple. Some not so favourable directions are emerging, 
and when it comes to children, especially vulnerable 
groups of children who are already excluded or at 
risk of exclusion, their position has been weaken-
ing and that is quite visible. There are exceptions, of 
course, and countries differ widely, but even in the 
richest countries - the most developed countries - 
where they have frameworks, policies, even money, 
not everything is happening as it should. 

This is obviously true when we look at children 
whose parents are incarcerated as they very often 
already belong to different vulnerable groups and 
this is an added burden that they have to face. Obvi-
ously, many of them come from poor backgrounds: 
the children are already excluded for many different 
reasons, such as belonging to minority groups, and 

they are deprived of appropriate care and support. 
In other words, their characteristics are not only de-
termined by the fact that their parents are in pris-
on but also because they are often already on child 
protection services registers and are suffering for 
other reasons on top of the fact they have a parent 
in prison. 

What should be happening at the national and/
or European level?

One of the issues we’ve been tackling as a Commit-
tee is that expecting mothers and mothers of young 
children should not be incarcerated if it is not ab-
solutely necessary. There are many alternatives and 
diversion opportunities, and the Committee often 
recommends that countries set up a diversion pro-
gramme and an alternative be provided, as locking 
up people is neither efficient nor effective, as we 
know. Furthermore, if children are involved, this is 
not only a punishment for the parent but also a very 
severe punishment for the child. 

Another issue is that more and more countries are 
allowing children into the prison system, which is a 
controversial concept. On the one hand, we welcome 
the idea that especially very young children who are 
breastfed or who are born in the prison should stay 
with their mother. While this may be the case, there 
are many issues relating to information and limited 
research, primarily that the parents (in particular 
mothers) do not get the much-needed support to 
become good enough parents. Parenting education 
is lacking and any motivation they may have is not 
strengthened. On the other hand, when the children 
reach a certain age, they have to leave the prison 
system even if their mother remains there, and this 
often leads to institutionalization of the children. It 
also quite obviously breaks the cycle of attachment 
and bonding with their mother. I accept that prison 
is not an optimal place to be brought up. The ques-
tion is: why do those who are putting such mothers 
in prison think that prison is a good solution as a 
form of punishment? Rethinking is needed, and re-
designing. However, I also accept that in the cur-
rent climate there is sadly a pro-punishment and 
pro-prison wave emerging. In spite of all evidence 
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and clear research outcomes, the public still wants 
more people imprisoned. This is influencing chil-
dren’s lives. 

Furthermore, these children are often stigmatised, 
which is an extra problem as it leads to a decline in 
educational achievement and emotional well-being. 
Many drop out of school as a result of the stigma 
and bullying. In other cases, the families experience 
feelings of shame. There was recently an article on 
imprisoned women in a Hungarian daily newspa-
per, most of whom do not tell their children that 
they are in prison. 

“these children are often stig-
matised, which is an extra 
problem as it leads to a de-
cline in educational achieve-
ment and emotional 
well-being”

Instead they lie to their children and this breaks the 
trust between the mother and the child. The secre-
cy generates tension and trouble for children, and 
it is for this reason that I do not understand why 
governments support imprisonment so strongly in 
these cases.

What forms of alternative sentencing do you 
suggest? 

I very strongly believe in Family Group Conferenc-
ing (FGC): alternatives like restorative justice where 
the parents are not imprisoned but instead are sen-
tenced to community work somehow compensating 
the victims or reconciliation programmes which 
help them understand what they have done and 
also to support the victims involved. I don’t believe 
in the punitive model because it is not efficient. It is 
not working. 

“FGC is an optimal model be-
cause then children can par-
ticipate, all family members 
are included”

I find Family Group Conferencing very interesting. 
Especially in cases where mediation is not suggest-
ed like in domestic violence cases, even child abuse 
cases, if it is carefully designed and managed. FGC 
is an optimal model because then children can par-
ticipate, all family members are included – it is an 
education procedure. The family learn how to tackle 
issues and resolve conflicts. It is cheap, quick and ef-
ficient. We as a Committee often suggest that mem-
ber states give it a try and there are some excellent 
programmes in Europe, for example in the Nether-
lands and in the UK. 

“there is rarely a holistic, 
comprehensive approach that 
takes into consideration all 
the different aspects of the 
issue”

In many countries in Europe children refrain from 
visiting their parents in prison because the prisons 
are not suitable for visitation. This is another issue; 
that once a parent is imprisoned, there should be 
programmes in place to prepare children for visiting 
their parents and to facilitate a child-friendly envi-
ronment. We must help not only the child but also 
the parent. Then the issue of rehabilitation and rein-
tegration should be tackled. These programmes are 
often very isolated: there is rarely a holistic, compre-
hensive approach that takes into consideration all 
the different aspects of the issue. In other words, we 
need to consider not only the imprisoned parent but 
also the entire environment where the children are 
living and where the parents should be reintegrated 
and supported so as to prevent reoffending and to 
support the children to accept the parent and not 
feel hurt or ashamed.

It is also very frustrating that there is hardly any 
outcome or effectiveness measurements in Euro-
pean countries. Even in the countries that are in-
vesting a lot, indicators are missing, and in spite of 
evidence, i.e., children who are taken into the state 
system, governments are not looking at the system 
error, which is extremely important. If an algorithm 
were used, then you could clearly see the loopholes 

http://www.frg.org.uk/involving-families/family-group-conferences
http://www.frg.org.uk/involving-families/family-group-conferences
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                                                                                   and gaps in the system. There needs to be a rigorous 
methodology but once that’s in place, even lay peo-
ple who look at it could see the results.

Countries such as the Netherlands, the UK, Sweden 
and Norway, which may have some interesting ini-
tiatives in place, do not investigate whether or not 
these programmes are successful or not. They look 
at the input side (providing support and services) 
and don’t measure whether this input is effective or 
how it could be improved upon. The end product 
assessment is always missing. Either that or they 
blame the children (the end product, so to speak) 
and not the procedure or lack of procedure. 

Since your keynote speech at the Maastricht 
conference on Children with Incarcerated Par-
ents in 2011, what improvements have you seen?

What we have achieved so far is to draw some atten-
tion to the issue (thanks to the Quaker United Na-
tions Office). The Committee also learnt a lot from 
the Day of General Discussion: the publications and 
the European Survey were very useful. All this has 
created a lot more awareness, at least among child 
rights and child welfare specialists. But politicians 
are not listening. I think the media should be target-
ed and social media be used. Public opinion plays a 
huge role in this kind of topic. 

In looking to the future, how do we go about 
promoting this and improving upon the current 
situation? 

We are working on cost benefit and social return 
analyses and this should be more widespread: we 
should invest in children, as the recent EU recom-
mendation stipulates (DG Employment, Social 
Affairs and Inclusion). But just as when we invest 
in anything, we must make sure the investment is 
carried out well and that the outcome is successful. 
In any business investment, the outcome is always 
assessed, so why wouldn’t we do the same with hu-
man investment or service provision?

“we should invest in children, 
as the recent EU recommen-
dation stipulates”

If we look at research to do with incarceration, the 
results are really poor. There are some good exam-
ples/patterns (e.g., alternative sentencing, good 
reintegration programmes, follow-up monitoring, 
access support to the family members) and the effi-
ciency is increased. It is not as easy as it sounds, but 
it can be done. It should be done. 

Interview conducted by 
Hannah Lynn

Project Coordinator 
Children of Prisoners Europe

http://www.quno.org
http://www.quno.org
http://ec.europa.eu/social/home.jsp
http://ec.europa.eu/social/home.jsp
http://www.eurochips.org
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4. Implementing Skype programmes in prisons

The Czech Helsinki Committee has been 
striving to launch Skype programmes in 
prison for nearly two years. When we fi-

nally reached the phase of setting the concrete 
terms of cooperation with the Prison Service, 
two major events in early 2013 brought about 
further complications.

Firstly, the Director General of the Prison Service 
of the Czech Republic, who supported the proj-
ect, was replaced by a new director. As a result, the 
project had to be renegotiated from square one. 
The second complication arose after the general 
pardon of the president of the Czech Republic in 
January 2013, when the female prison, originally 
designated for our purpose, was closed.  

Meanwhile, we initiated negotiations with the in-
terest group CZ.nic, which agreed to participate 
in the development of special software to ensure 
safety and security for our purpose. Under this 
partnership, we once again invited the represen-
tatives of the Prison Service headquarters to agree 
on the pilot project conditions and necessary pre-
paratory measures.

“according to the law, phone 
calls in prison are subjected 
to many restrictions”

Despite expressing their willingness to participate 
in the project, the headquarters put forward some 
requirements which were financially and techni-
cally very demanding and that did not seem fea-
sible as part of the proposed project. They also 
highlighted various legislative, operational and 
technical barriers. According to the law, phone 
calls in prison are subjected to many restrictions. 
Each phone call must be approved in advance 

and it is always recorded. The Prison Service re-
quires ensuring the same regulations for Skype 
visits. They also voiced concerns over having their 
internal IT system hacked. 

“we explored how simi-
lar types of communication 
schemes operate around the 
world”

To strengthen our argument, we explored how 
similar types of communication schemes operate 
around the world. We found information about 
Skype calls in Benton Country Jail in the United 
States. They have a system that includes a moni-
tor with microphone in each inmate pod house, 
which has between 30 and 60 inmates. Each mon-
itor is connected to a main monitoring station 
that is constantly supervised by a corrections em-
ployee. The Skype computer is also connected to 
the visitation monitoring system. A visitor must 
schedule a visit a day in advance. They then set up 
a specific time, and the visitor calls them via Skype 
at this appointed time. Once a good connection 
is established and they can see the visitor on the 
monitor they connect the visitor to the appropri-
ate inmate pod. Their monitor has a split screen 
whereby they can see the inmate and the visitor 
at the same time, allowing them to view the visit 
to ensure safety and security. If any inappropri-
ate behaviour takes place, they can immediately 
terminate the visit. The system is relatively simple 
and works very well.

We presented this to CZ.nic and the Prison Ser-
vice, but in the end CZ.nic decided no longer to 
participate, as such a system was less interesting 
for them as computer programme developers. The 
Prison Service suddenly refused to continue in 
elaboration of the project and referred us directly 
to the Ministry of Justice. 

http://www.helcom.cz/en/


13

4. Implementing Skype programmes in prisons

After meeting with the deputy of the Prison Ser-
vice in September, we definitively agreed on the 
following conditions:

•	 This type of communication will be called a 
“Skype visitation” because the form of visit 
better corresponds with a personal visit where 
there are fewer security measures than there 
are for phone calls (terminology proved to 
be more important than we had originally 
thought).

•	 The scheme will be launched in January 2014 
in the women’s prison Svetla nad Sazavou be-
cause we have been cooperating with them for 
over seven years and their governor is very 
open-minded.  

•	 We will start with the Skype visitation pro-
gramme in one prison and this programme 
will be used on a rotating basis. 

Following our discussion with the deputy, if the 
pilot project proves to be functional and efficient, 
they will be ready to roll out one Skype programme 
for each prison in the Czech Republic. 

“we can still call this a small 
revolution”

The resulting project is only partially faithful to 
my original idea, yet we can still call this a small 
revolution. 

Marketa Kovarikova
Czech Helsinki Committee

http://www.helcom.cz/en/
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5. Hope across continents

Sarah Roberts of Families Outside de-
scribes her visit to two Ugandan pris-
ons during this year’s International 

Study Week on Children of Prisoners, host-
ed by Wells of Hope, which took place in 
Kampala in September.

It is perhaps no surprise that my first visit to a 
Ugandan prison felt, initially, very similar to the 
experience I had visiting prisons in Scotland; Lu-
zira Upper Prison for men, situated on the out-
skirts of Kampala, was built in 1927, while Ugan-
da was still under British rule. Entering the prison 
and going through the security felt pretty familiar 
to me, with its high external walls, barbed wire 
fencing and prominence of prison guards.

“I found myself asking, as I 
often do in Scotland, wheth-
er these men’s stories would 
have been different had they 
completed their education”

What was very different about this visit was that 
we were visiting death row prisoners. Although 
the last known execution in Uganda took place 

several years ago, 
the men live in the 
knowledge that they 
will die in prison 
one way or another, 
and this makes their 
concern for their 
families, and their 
relationships with 
their children, all the more poignant.  

In a focus group discussion, the men, clad in the 
death row uniform of white shorts and T-shirts, 
spoke about the importance of school and felt 
strongly that if they had received a better educa-
tion, they would not be in prison; of twenty-five, 
only five of the men had completed primary 
school, with just three going on to secondary. As 
I listened to them talk (“Education is the key to 
the future”; “I don’t want my children to follow in 
my footsteps”; “Literacy is important”), I found 
myself asking, as I often do in Scotland, whether 
these men’s stories would have been different had 
they completed their education.

Later that day, we visited Luzira Women’s Prison. 
Eight women, in bright yellow dresses, were hud-
dled on the floor; we were offered chairs to sit on, 

but it seemed wrong to do that, 
so we took off our shoes and 
sat with them (it is common in 
Ugandan prisons for prisoners 
to sit on the floor while visitors 
take a chair). 

As their stories unfolded in Lu-
gandan, we were grateful for 
the pauses for translation that 
allowed us to take in what they 
were saying. These stories were 
heartbreaking. Joyce (not her 
real name) was arrested in 2000. 
Her property was destroyed by 
those who arrested her, and her 
daughter (just a baby at twenty 
months) went to live with Joyce’s 
mother, ten hours away from the 

Francis and Sarah Roberts during the event in Uganda

http://www.familiesoutside.org.uk
http://www.wellsofhope.org
http://www.familiesoutside.org.uk
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prison. She had lost hope, she told us, until about 
a year ago when Wells of Hope staff visited her in 
prison and listened to her story. Wells of Hope, 
our host charity for the study week, exists to sup-
port families affected by imprisonment. In this 
case, staff managed to track Joyce’s mother and 
daughter and quickly established that a place at the 
Wells of Hope Academy boarding school would be 
helpful; Joyce’s mother had been condemned by 
the community for her daughter’s crime and was 
struggling to raise her granddaughter, never mind 
send her to school. Now Joyce’s daughter not only 
receives education and support, she is able to visit 
her mother in prison three times a year (in Ugan-
da one visit a year is considered good). “I had lost 
hope,” Joyce told us, “but now I am a prisoner of 
hope.”

In reflecting on these visits, I wondered what the 
Scottish (SPS) and Ugandan (UPS) prison services 
might learn from one another. It seems obvious 
to highlight where the UPS might make improve-
ments: visits are a far cry from child-friendly, 
and in many cases, people travel extraordinary 
distances for just fifteen minutes with their rel-
ative; phone calls are not possible either into, or 
from, the prison; and there are practices, such as 
prisoners sitting on the floor, that are hard to un-
derstand. But the learning is not just one way. In 
both Ugandan prisons, I was struck by the sense 
of community among the prisoners. Communal 
cooking, singing, and dancing are common prac-
tice and give prisoners a sense of belonging and 
purpose; there was a spirit of togetherness among 
the prisoners that felt transformative. Joyce’s dec-
laration of being a prisoner of hope has stayed 
with me, and I wonder how many prisoners with-
in the SPS would describe themselves like that? 

“the International Study 
Week on Children of Prison-
ers made me appreciate the 
Scottish Prison Service in a 
new way”

There is something helpful about stepping out of 
your own culture and having the space to reflect 
on issues and challenges from a different perspec-
tive; the International Study Week on Children of 
Prisoners made me appreciate the SPS in a new 
way, but also gave me a vision for how things 
might be different, too. It helped me realise the 
importance of hope and left me with the feeling 
that if every prison service across the world had as 
its goal to nurture prisoners of hope, we would be 
living in a very different world.

To read more of Sarah’s experiences in Uganda, 
visit the Families Outside Facebook page.

Sarah Roberts
Families Outside
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6. A call for reliable data collection in Germany

Morning Tears  is an NGO working for 
children of imprisoned parents in a 
worldwide context. Our main focus is 

on China and developing countries like Cambo-
dia, but by founding Morning Tears Germany we 
have opened yet another office in Europe which 
not only focuses on fundraising but engages in 
projects within the country as well. Other Europe-
an offices include Denmark, Belgium, Italy, Spain 
and the Netherlands.

“our understanding of the sit-
uation is always seen within 
a European context and we 
aspire to compare and learn 
from the different countries 
and their projects and social 
systems”

I started volunteering for Morning Tears when I 
was living in Shanghai, China and learned much 
about the traumatic situation which children face 
when they are separated from their parents. I also 
learned what we can do to rebuild the worlds 
which they had lost by providing them homes and 
offering psychological support. Upon moving to 
Germany, my view shifted to focus more on the 
stigma and trauma these children often face in 
other countries worldwide. 

Understanding the situation in Germany became 
one of my main tasks for research. As Morning 
Tears is based in Belgium with the Morning Tears 
Alliance office, our understanding of the situation 
is always seen within a European context and we 
aspire to compare and learn from the different 
countries and their projects and social systems.

Although the situation in Germany differs from 
many other countries in Europe, data on prison-
ers and their children have so far mostly stemmed 
from estimates in comparison with other coun-
tries such as France. The German situation is 
actually very different from France, due to our 
federal government structure and a decentralized 
structure of both the laws on prisons as well as on 

social welfare.

None of the federal states officially collects data 
on children of convicted parents. If data is collect-
ed upon incarceration, then it is not systematised. 
In Berlin, for example, prisoners are asked if they 
have children but the answer is not obligatory. Re-
sponding to such questions is only compulsory if 
it is needed for provision of social welfare or fi-
nancial support.

“if data does not exist, no call 
for political action is needed”

When researching the data situation in Germany, 
the federal system complicates efforts to obtain 
collective data. Prior to the conference of the UN 
Committee on the Rights of the Child in Gene-
va 2011, the German government had been asked 
by the Green Party if data existed.1 The answer to 
this request (1707231 Antwort kl. Anfrage) was 
that, overall, the number of children affected was 
not known, and that data collection was the legal 
responsibility of the federal states. Further collec-
tion was not planned: this they maintained be-
cause children in need would find support within 
the social welfare system without specifying the 
reasons. 

Consequently, no specific data on children of im-
prisoned parents in Germany exists, which makes 
this group of children even more invisible then 
the children’s own reaction to their stigma – not 
to talk about it in public. If data does not exist, no 
call for political action is needed.

In Germany, several small organisations work on 
a regional level for the support of children of im-
prisoned parents. A proper data collection in a 
nationwide context would bring more attention to 
the extent of the problem in Germany. Estimates 
go as high as 100,000 children being affected.2 

The EU-funded COPING Project  gathered data 

1. Available in German
2. Schützwohl, 2012.  Bundesarbeitsgemeinschaft für 
Straffälligenhilfe (BAG-S) e.V.

http://morningtears.org
http://morningtears.org
http://dipbt.bundestag.de/dip21/btd/17/072/1707231.pdf
http://dipbt.bundestag.de/dip21/btd/17/072/1707231.pdf
http://www.bag-s.de/aktuelles/aktuelles0/article/mehr-familie-wagen-fuer-ein-besseres-leben-von-kindern-inhaftierter/
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in Germany via the NGO and university involved 
in the study, as they contacted all prisons nation-
wide and asked for prisoners to participate. One 
hundred and forty-five children in Germany be-
tween 7-17 years of age participated. 

“a national data collection 
network would create a much 
louder voice for the children 
of prisoners”

To my knowledge, only one federal state, 
Baden-Württemberg, has a programme in place 
(Projekt Chance e.V.) which runs a data collec-
tion scheme in all prisons. The state itself, how-
ever, does not collect the data. This is the only 
programme gathering increasing amounts of data 
through their participants. The positive reception 
of Project Chance’s father-child-group is an ex-
ample clearly showing the needs of the children 
and families, which only surface once they are ad-
dressed systematically and over a longer period of 
time.

Reliable and continuous data collection, estab-
lished inside the judicial system, would make the 
support for these children a more pressing mat-
ter to be addressed politically. Morning Tears can 
only agree with BAG-S (Federal Association for 
the Care and Resettlement of Offenders) recom-
mendations for a family-friendly penal system, 
asking for statistical assessment.  Reliable data 
might also strengthen combined efforts by small 
initiatives and organisations which all campaign 

in their own terrain 
to secure funding. A 
national data collec-
tion network would 
create a much loud-
er voice for the chil-
dren of prisoners. 

While prison laws 
and social interven-
tion will remain the 
responsibility of the 

federal governments and laws, it would be desir-
able to initiate data collection on a national scale 
and to do studies which further support in-depth 
data collection. This would surely enhance socie-
tal recognition of this group of children, and help 
establish a family-sensitive penal system tailored 
to the actual needs of children of imprisoned par-
ents in Germany.

Uschi Germer
President, 

Morning Tears Germany,
uschi.germer@morningtears.de

http://www.projekt-chance.de
http://www.bag-s.de/fileadmin/user_upload/PDF/Family_Mainstreaming_englisch__01.pdf
http://morningtears.org/
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7. Involving children in research: Challenges & opportunities

The University of Huddersfield, England has 
been the lead organisation in an EU-funded 
study into the mental health and well-be-

ing of children (aged 7-17 years) of prisoners, 
involving NGOs and universities across Europe. 
The study, which was directed by Professor Adele 
Jones, was entitled Children of Prisoners: Inter-
ventions and Mitigations to Strengthen Mental 
Health (The COPING Project).1  Data collection 
was undertaken in four countries (Germany, Ro-
mania, Sweden and the UK) and the study took 
place from January 2010 to December 2012. I 
work in the Division of Social Work at the Univer-
sity of Huddersfield, and had managerial respon-
sibility for the conduct of a questionnaire-based 
survey among children and their non-imprisoned 
parents. 

The survey faced a series of challenges. The first 
of these was determining the specific areas we 
should focus upon. We made these decisions on 
the basis of discussions within the research con-
sortium, consultations with other “experts” work-
ing in this field and a review of previous research. 
We opted for quite an ambitious set of questions. 
The child questionnaire, for instance, incorpo-
rated three standardised questionnaires and six 
additional sections covering, for example, so-
cio-demographic characteristics and the effects 
of parental imprisonment. One of the particular 
issues we wrestled with was whether we should 
enquire into any offending by the children. In the 
end, we decided against asking such questions.

Questionnaires can be a very effective means of 
gathering information. However, as they are de-
signed to be self-completed, it is essential they are 
formatted in such a way that they are straightfor-

ward to answer. My 
colleagues and I had 
to spend a consider-
able amount of time 
reflecting on how the 
questionnaire should 
be structured around 

1. Jones, A., et al., 2013 Children of Prisoners: Interven-
tions and mitigations to strengthen mental health. Univer-
sity of Huddersfield.

areas such as font size and style, spacing and the 
use of graphics.

“none of the countries that 
took part in the COPING 
study kept a centralised re-
cord as to which prisoners 
had children”

In formatting the child and parent/carer question-
naires we were mindful of other considerations 
that were methodological but also ethical. Thus, 
we started the questionnaire with relatively neu-
tral questions before moving on to increasingly 
sensitive questions but finishing with positive and 
empowering questions.

None of the countries that took part in the COP-
ING study kept a centralised record as to which 
prisoners had children (although Sweden, unlike 
most, if not all other European states, does record 
this information in individual prisoner files). This 
meant that there was no feasible way of identify-
ing the population that was of interest to us. Partly 
as a result of this, a range of methods were used 
to identify samples to take part in the survey. 
These included asking prison officers to identify 
prisoners with families (Germany), direct contact 
with prisoners (Romania), approaching families 
that were known to relevant NGOs (Sweden) and 
making contact with families as they visited pris-
ons (UK). 

Addressing some of these ethical procedures in-
volved in the research, such as obtaining informed 
consent and upholding confidentiality, proved to 
be relatively simple. However, there were notice-
ably more ethical issues that we had anticipated, 
and also marked differences between the research 
teams as to how they had addressed or had wished 
to address the various ethical procedures. 

Much of this complexity arose because there were 
quite different expectations surrounding research 
ethics in the four countries. In Romania, for ex-
ample, there was no requirement – and indeed lit-

http://www.hud.ac.uk
http://dipbt.bundestag.de/dip21/btd/17/072/1707231.pdf
http://eprints.hud.ac.uk/18019/
http://eprints.hud.ac.uk/18019/
http://www.coping-project.eu/
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tle infrastructure – to obtain ethical approval. In 
Germany and Sweden it is considered unethical 
to ask a person about their ethnicity based upon 
their physical appearance, whereas in the UK this 
is standard practice not only in research but also 
in the collection of official (i.e., government) sta-
tistics.  

“it struck us that many of the 
participants welcomed the 
opportunity to be listened to”

The large majority of participants appeared to find 
the survey quite demanding, in terms of time and 
effort, but otherwise relatively straightforward. It 
also seemed that they did not find the questions 
too personal nor overly negative. On the contrary, 
it struck us that many of the participants wel-
comed the opportunity to be listened to, and to 
feel that their views and experiences could have 
some impact upon the development of services.

“our experience could be used 
as a ‘lever’ ”

The COPING project shows that there are a num-
ber of quite formidable obstacles to overcome in 
undertaking research with children of prisoners. 
At the same time, though, the project reveals that 
it is possible to collect comprehensive and valuable 
information on the situation of this marginalised 
group. This information can, in turn, be used to 
campaign for improvements in policy and prac-
tice. We feel that our experience could be used as 
a “lever”, to encourage governments to record sta-
tistics on the number and characteristics of chil-
dren of prisoners. Such data collection exercises 
could also have a more aspirational goal; giving a 
voice to the views and experiences of children of 
prisoners who hitherto have been largely silenced.  

Bernard Gallagher
University of Huddersfield
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8. Filling the research gap: Women prisoners and their families

A considerable amount of research is avail-
able on the causes of crime, characteristics 
of offenders and the impact of imprison-

ment. However, most of this research overlooks 
female offenders and the minority women prison 
population. As a consequence little information is 
available on the backgrounds, characteristics and 
needs of female offenders and women prisoners, 
and even less so on the impact on their children.

“what kind of support do 
these women feel would help 
them most in building new, 
self‑supporting lives with 
their families?”

To help address this gap, Penal Reform Interna-
tional (PRI) has started to engage in a multi-re-
gional research project (funded by the UK Gov-
ernment) which aims to increase the knowledge 
about female offenders and the impact of their 
imprisonment on their lives and families. The 
research seeks to answer questions such as: what 

triggered their confrontation with the criminal 
justice system? Do they have dependent children? 
Where are their children living? What are the con-
sequences for them of conviction and imprison-
ment? And perhaps most importantly: what kind 
of support do these women feel would help them 
most in building new, self‑supporting lives with 
their families following release?

Answers to these questions are of more than just 
academic interest. Increasing the knowledge about 
the background, characteristics and social reinte-
gration needs of female offenders is an important 
first step for policy‑makers and practitioners to 
review and adjust legislation and policies in a gen-
der‑sensitive way.  

Such action should be guided by the UN Bangkok 
Rules, a set of international standards adopted 
three years ago unanimously by 193 countries at 
the UN General Assembly. These Rules supple-
ment other international standards, including the 
Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of 
Prisoners and the Tokyo Rules on Non-Custodial 
Measures, both lacking in gender-specific guid-
ance. Notably, the UN Bangkok Rules represent 
the first set of universally agreed UN standards 
that address the situation of children whose par-
ents are imprisoned, and recognise the critical 
role of research, encouraging it in Rule 67 which 
served as the inspiration for PRI’s research.

PRI’s research has covered four countries so far – 
Armenia, Georgia, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan – 
with each country presenting its own challenges. 
Geared to enhancing the results, the methodolo-
gy had to ensure that the women prisoners were 
voluntarily and confidentially participating in the 
survey, in order not to expose them to any risk of 
reprisals. The location of prisons was also a chal-
lenge. In Kazakhstan, our research team’s journey 
to a geographically isolated prison in Kazakhstan 
– housing 1,000 women – highlighted the social 
isolation faced by women prisoners in a facility 
far from their homes and difficult to reach (read a 
blog on this).  Data on the background of women 
in prison is sparse and prison registers do not in

Drawing from the Penal Reform International website

http://www.penalreform.org
http://www.penalreform.org
http://www.penalreform.org/priorities/women-in-the-criminal-justice-system/bangkok-rules-2/research/
http://www.penalreform.org/priorities/women-in-the-criminal-justice-system/bangkok-rules-2/research/
http://www.penalreform.org/priorities/women-in-the-criminal-justice-system/bangkok-rules-2/tools-resources/
http://www.penalreform.org/priorities/women-in-the-criminal-justice-system/bangkok-rules-2/tools-resources/
http://www.penalreform.org/blog/imprisoned-home-impact-social-isolation-women-prisoners/
http://www.penalreform.org/blog/imprisoned-home-impact-social-isolation-women-prisoners/
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clude information on caretaking responsibilities. 
Failure to ask women prisoners at admission to 
voluntarily register any children hinders the pris-
on administration’s duty to facilitate contact with 
family, including their children, which is a crucial 
part of the successful rehabilitation of prisoners 
(see Bangkok Rules, Rules 6 on registration and 26 
on facilitating contact).

The impact of women’s imprisonment on their 
children becomes apparent when looking at the 
outcomes of the surveys from Georgia and Ar-
menia as detailed in Who are women prisoners? 
Survey results from Armenia and Georgia. PRI 
surveyed around 70 per cent of the female pris-
on population in both countries and found that 
8 in 10 women were mothers – this totalled 486 
children affected in Georgia, and 221 children in 
Armenia, although not all children were listed as 
18 years or younger.

Among the practical consequences of imprison-
ment, the most common in all four countries were 
the loss of jobs and housing. Relating to family 
life, nearly a quarter of women surveyed in Ka-
zakhstan and Kyrgyzstan had endured a family 
breakdown as a result of their imprisonment. On 
average, 44.5 per cent of women in Georgia and 

Armenia responded that they required support 
with childcare and family reunification in order to 
help them build a new life upon release. 

“facts and figures are crucial 
in developing a penal system 
that adequately meets the 
needs of both women in pris-
on and their children”

PRI hopes that this research project contributes 
to filling the knowledge gap on women offend-
ers and the impact it has on their lives, including 
their family life. We hope that research initiatives 
are also undertaken by other organisations, in-
ternational and regional institutions and national 
governments. Facts and figures are crucial in de-
veloping a penal system that adequately meets the 
needs of both women in prison and their children 
– a vulnerable and frequently overlooked group.

Our research methodology and programmed da-
tabase is available to other organisations and in-
stitutions who would like to embark on similar 
projects.

For more resources on women in detention, see 
Penal Reform International’s Toolbox on the UN 
Bangkok Rules which includes a free online course 
and other guidance resources on a gender-sensi-
tive criminal justice system.
 

Olivia Rope
Programme Officer

Penal Reform International
orope@penalreform.org

Drawing from the Penal Reform International website

http://www.penalreform.org/resource/women-prisoners-survey-results-armenia-georgia/
http://www.penalreform.org/resource/women-prisoners-survey-results-armenia-georgia/
http://www.penalreform.org/priorities/women-in-the-criminal-justice-system/bangkok-rules-2/tools-resources/
http://www.penalreform.org/priorities/women-in-the-criminal-justice-system/bangkok-rules-2/tools-resources/
http://
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9. Coping and resilience: Strategies and signs

A basic definition of “resilience” is an abil-
ity to recover from or adjust easily to 
misfortune or change. Children who are 

confronted with the situation of parental im-
prisonment are forced to adjust to a new way of 
life; it is how they adjust and to what extent, that 
demonstrates different levels of resilience to the 
often difficult situation in which they find them-
selves. According to the COPING Project report, 
“researchers often see resilience as a process that is 
affected by personality factors, biological factors, 
environmental systematic factors or an interac-
tion between all three.”1  

Caution must be exercised, however, when using 
the term “resilience” as it is problematic to assume 
that any two children’s experiences of parental im-
prisonment will be the same. Resilience is the abil-
ity to bounce back from a traumatic event or situ-
ation. Thus, talking about the resilience displayed 
by a child automatically assumes that the child has 
experienced a trauma. However, as Alain Boureg-
ba, director of the Fédération des Relais Enfants 
Parents in France, points out, this does not leave 
room for those children who do not experience 
trauma in relation to their parent’s imprisonment.

One of France’s most eminent proponents of the 
concept of “resilience” is Boris Cyrulnik.  For 
Cyrulnik,2 resilience is a natural, evolving and 
interactive process, which depends more on an 
individual’s environment that on the individual 
himself. A child who has been abandoned or ne-
glected may recover from a situation if he or she 
is provided with a stable, emotional niche and a 
reassuring adult. He also talks of the importance 
of the society and culture that the child experi-
ences, in enabling them to overcome a traumatic 
event. In order to help children who are affected 
by parental imprisonment, everyone who comes 
into contact with the child or whose actions affect 
the child involved must work together: there must 
be a collective effort. Appropriate public policies 
must also be put in place which endorse and en-

1. Jones, A. et al, 2013. ‘The COPING Project: Children 
of prisoners: Interventions and mitigations to strengthen 
mental health’. University of Huddersfield, p.62
2. See, for example, (in French)and here

courage the support that the child’s environment 
can offer. 

According to J. A. Norman (2000: 3), as cited in the 
COPING report, resilience is the combination of 
two conditions: “risk factors – stressful life events 
or adverse environmental conditions that increase 
the vulnerability of individuals – and the presence 
of personal, familial and community protective 
factors that buffer, moderate and protect against 
vulnerabilities”. It is Norman’s view that, “indi-
viduals differ in their exposure to adversity (vul-
nerability) and the degree of protection afforded 
by their own capacities and by their environment 
(protective factors)”. 

Strategies of resilience

Children inevitably develop different ways of 
coping with their new family situation. It appears 
that opportunities for safe open discussion with 
primary caregivers, prisoner parents, and with 
classmates, friends and teachers can positively af-
fect the child’s capacity for resilience. Discussion 
and sharing experiences and feelings can promote 
exchange of information and empathy; both of 
which can be reassuring for a child in such a posi-
tion. Indeed, Cyrulnik deems that solitude or iso-
lation is the surest way to prevent resilience. 

That being said, not all children wish to or feel safe 
to discuss and share their problems. It should be 
underlined that in most cases one of the strongest 
desires of a child of a prisoner is to live as normal 
a life as possible. It therefore must not be over-
looked that some children are liable to put a con-
siderable amount of effort and energy into mak-
ing their life appear normal, even if it is not. It is 
often observed that children do not let themselves 
show negative emotions or emotions that make 
them appear not to be coping with their parent’s 
imprisonment. Covering up their true feelings is 
a common coping strategy in these situations. It 
should not, however, be automatically interpreted 
as true coping with the situation. Suppression of a 
problem can be confused with resilience towards 
a problem. While suppression may have some 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oV3T55KmGE4
http://www.lejdd.fr/Societe/Actualite/La-resilience-depend-beaucoup-de-l-environnement-selon-Boris-Cyrulnik-516294
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seemingly positive effects in the short term, in the 
long term these effects can be harmful.

Maintaining positive and stable family ties, both 
with the imprisoned parent and also within the 
family unit outside the prison, has been shown to 
promote resilience. This resilience is enhanced in 
particular when the non-imprisoned care giver, 
“promote[s] all possible opportunities for contact 
between the child and the parent in prison”.3  In 
this way, family cohesion plays an important role 
in the resilience of the child to the problematic 
situation: “where the parents’ relationships were 
under strain, there was potential for children’s re-
silience to be adversely affected”.4 

Key factors contributing to resilience include 
maintaining contact with the imprisoned parent, 
maintaining an open and honest relationship with 
the care giver and support from family and friends. 
Access to interventions and services appropriate 
to the child’s needs can considerably contribute 
to strengthening resilience. Other factors include 
the age of the child; the gravity of the crime com-
mitted and the length of the sentence; the child’s 
relationship with the imprisoned parent prior 
to imprisonment and the relative stability of his 
or her environment, at home and at school. Per-
sonal qualities such as maturity, self-esteem and 
self-worth also play an important role.5  Looking 
ahead, exchanging with other children whose par-
ents are imprisoned, playing games, writing letters 
and striving hard at school may also be successful 
coping strategies. 

Signs of resilience

There are various aspects of a child’s behaviour, 
which act as signs in demonstrating varying levels 
of that child’s resilience. These behavioural aspects 
can include social interactions, the child’s abil-
ity to juggle day-to-day activities with the stress 
of having a parent in prison, the child’s progress 
at school, and, of course, the child’s mental and 
physical health and stability. 
3. Jones, A. et al, 2013. op. cit. p302
4. Ibid.
5 Ibid.	

According to the COPING Project report, “chil-
dren with a parent/carer in prison were found to 
be at significantly greater risk of mental health 
problems than their peers”.6  This may be, in part, 
linked to the internalisation of problems on the 
part of children, which can lead to emotional and 
psychological issues. 

Studying children’s coping strategies is vital for re-
searchers who wish to implement a “positive psy-
chology” approach, in order to move away from 
a focus on the negative effects of parental im-
prisonment and towards encouragement for the 
promotion of resilience and the implementation 
of successful interventions to reduce the adverse 
impacts on children’s health and well-being that 
parental incarceration can cause. 

The extent to which a child is able to cope with 
an adverse and unfamiliar situation is based on an 
interaction between the impact on their lives (risk 
factors) and the presence of support structures 
and personal, familial and community help (pro-
tective factors). The COPING project, and practi-
tioners who have extensive experience of working 
with children whose parents are in prison, consid-
er the rapport between risk factors and protective 
factors; they try to assess how protective factors 
can support a child of an imprisoned parent and 
how best to offer a child circumstances where 
they are most likely to benefit from these protec-
tive factors and develop resilience. Arguably, fur-
ther extensive research on the coping and resil-
ience strategies of children of imprisoned parents 
would increase our knowledge and understanding 
of their situations and needs and reinforce our ca-
pacity for successful interventions.   Even without 
further research, it seems highly probable that if 
the panoply of COPING recommendations, creat-
ed on the basis of current understanding, were im-
plemented,  then the general resilience of children 
with imprisoned  parents across Europe would be 
significantly increased.

Hannah Lynn
Editor

Project Coordinator,
Children of Prisoners Europe

6. Jones, A. et al, 2013. op. cit. p302
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Bambinisenzasbarre’s pilot project Spazio 
Giallo (Yellow Space)  provides a model for 
facilitating and supporting children visiting 

their parents in prison. The Spazio Giallo system 
offers both a child-friendly welcome area and a 
specially-designed “pathway” through the prison 
which encompasses all the different steps involved 
in visiting one’s parent in prison, such as the se-
curity search and the waiting time, for example. 
In this way, children are actively involved in the 
entire procedure of the prison visit and the neces-
sary protocols are explained to them in such a way 
as to help them understand the process. Specially 
trained professionals work closely with the chil-
dren in order to support them in their “journey” 
through the prison visit. In this way, the Spazio 
Giallo model can be seen as a resilience tool for 
children of imprisoned parents.

Bambinisenzasbarre maintains that in Italy, 
100,000 children visit their parent in prison every 
year (flow rate). In Milan, 5,000 children visit the 
city’s three prisons: San Vittore, Bollate and Op-
era. Every child is granted six to eight hours of vis-
its, which more of less amounts to a weekly visit 
with their imprisoned parent. This is the only way 
to maintain the essential bonds with their parent. 
Visiting a prison is a fine balancing act for all chil-
dren, between what is likely to have a strong emo-
tional impact and what could potentially have a 
traumatic one. 

The Spazio Giallo project, designed and put into 
place by Bambinisenzasbarre, puts together the 
various theoretical and practical aspects of a mod-
el for welcoming children and families into pris-
ons and helping them adjust to and cope with the 
unfamiliar situation. This model has been set up 
and tested by Bambinisenzasbarre over 12 years, 
in cooperation with the Regional Superintenden-
cy of Prison Administration (Lombardy Prap) 
for the protection of child-parent relationships. 
The Spazio Giallo was created in response to the 
last European resolution on the European Prison 
Rules 2007/2116 (INI), which was approved in 
Strasbourg on 13 March 2008, as well as in rela-
tion to Article 9 of the United Nations Conven-
tion on the Rights of the Child, which concerns 
the child’s right to contact with both parents, even 
if he or she does not live with them. The Spazio 
Giallo initiative was mentioned in the Italian Jus-
tice Ministry’s report to the Italian Senate’s Hu-
man Rights Committee (on 24 October 2013), 
regarding the process of acquiring special areas 
or spaces in prisons. Furthermore, these Spazio 
Giallo areas are designed to meet the demands of 
the recent Ministry proposal concerning support 
given to maintaining child-parent relationships in 
prison (Ministerial memorandum 10 December 
2009: PEA 16/2007, Penitentiary treatment and 
parenthood – Facilitating the procedure and visits 
between a child and his/her imprisoned parent). 

The model provides both a welcome area and a 
specially-designed “pathway” for children to fol-
low while visiting their parents in prison: a three-
part approach that involves the prison and its staff 
in the process of welcoming children into the 
prison and making them feel at ease: 

•	 The Spazio Giallo itself: the social and educa-
tional space inside the prison, where children 
prepare for their visit with their parent.

•	 “Finding Daddy”: a special pathway designed 
to lead the child through the prison. From the 
prison entrance, to the visiting area and right 
up to the prison’s exit, this path passes through 
all the intermediate steps, such as the docuFrom a regional to a national network: the regions in 

Italy where Bambinisenzasbarre’s Spazio Giallo project is 
already present and active.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g-ReBPImMaQ&noredirect=1
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g-ReBPImMaQ&noredirect=1


25

10. The Italian Spazio Giallo model: an innovative resilience tool

•	 ment check, the search and possible confisca-
tion of personal objects, the security search, 
the time spent waiting to be allowed to see 
their parent, the visit itself – the key moment 
of the path – and the subsequent separation as 
the child leaves the prison.

•	 A map to guide the children through the dif-
ferent steps of the process. The operational 
protocols for access to the prison become the 
steps of this child-friendly “welcoming path”, 
which help to mitigate any potential traumas 
caused by the impact of the unfamiliar en-
vironment of the prison which is often per-
ceived as hostile. 

The Spazio Giallo is a special area for children 
within the prison where they wait to see their par-
ent. Specially trained staff, such as psychologists, 
pedagogues and art therapists, work with the chil-
dren in this waiting area and are ready to deal 
with any anxieties, expectations and questions the 
children may have, as well as to prepare them for 
their visit. 

The Spazio Giallo model is a strategic connection 
point between the outside world and the inside of 
the prison. It has become an indispensable project 
thanks to the positive effects it has on the children: 
a change of attitudes in society, alleviation of the 
distress and trauma of a prison visit and the fact 
that it has started a whole social inclusion process 
by local authorities and their services. 

The Spazio Giallo is an area where prison staff 
can learn new ways of interaction with the chil-
dren and an opportunity for them to change their 
approach to children. In other words, the Spazio 
Giallo areas can be seen as a training space. In-
deed, the day-to-day activities of the Spazio Gial-
lo areas can provide innovative awareness-raising 
and training for prison officers. Working along-
side Bambinisenzasbarre staff can bring about 
gradual shifts in their attitudes and approach to-
wards children. This “work shadowing” technique 
has been successful in producing this outcome.

The first Spazio Giallo was launched in San Vit-
tore (a pre-trial detention centre) in 2007 and 
then rolled out in Bollate prison (2009) and in 
Opera (a high-security establishment) in 2012. 
In 2013, the project expanded to three prisons in 
northern Italy and there are plans to roll out the 
project to prisons throughout Italy (see map be-
low). The project has also been mentioned by the 
Italian Justice Ministry and was recognised as a 
model in the aforementioned speech given to the 
Italian Senate’s Human Rights Committee. 

Lia Sacerdote 
Bambinisenzasbarre

The map of the pathway created by Bambinisenzas-
barre indicating all the steps from the prison entrance 

to the visiting area.
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11. Conclusion

One of the main objectives of this series of 
four Special Edition newsletters has been 
to broaden our understanding of the var-

ious practices, regulations and judicial contexts 
that affect children of imprisoned parents. As a 
European network we strongly believe in the im-
portance of sharing ideas and information. In-
deed, we are very grateful to all our contributors 
for their support of this project and the valuable 
insights we have gained through their articles and 
interviews. Certainly we have learnt a lot from the 
process. 

These newsletters have not only provided us with 
insight into the various good practices and ini-
tiatives being carried out across Europe, but they 
have also helped to further highlight certain gaps 
in the existing research and regulations, the most 
pertinent of which perhaps being the lack of na-
tional systems for recording and systematising 
data on this group of children.

The inability to establish accurate data on the 
numbers of affected children and other baseline 
measures (e.g., numbers experiencing scholastic 
difficulties, housing problems or financial hard-
ship, frequency of prison contact) hinders our 
capacity to “report back” to policymakers and de-
cision-makers on the success rates of preventive 
support mechanisms for affected children. We 
must continue to promote data collection at the 
national, pan-European and international levels. 

We need both national and international agen-
cies to implement proceedings whereby prison-
ers are asked whether or not they have children 
and if so, how many, how old, where they are cur-
rently living. We need prison services and other 
national agencies to log how many children visit 
their prison on any given day and how many pris-
oners who are parents do not receive visits from 
their children. With these four newsletters acting 
somewhat as our impetus, we are now in a posi-
tion where we are able to launch further editions, 
investigations and research specifically into the 
topic of data collection and children of impris-
oned parents. Through the collective efforts of all 

of our contributors, we have learned much about 
the various practices and initiatives taking place 
across Europe and further afield. These contribu-
tions have enabled us to build our case as to why 
we need to encourage the collection of data relat-
ing to children whose parents are imprisoned at 
both the national and international level. 

The newsletters have also expanded our database 
of contacts and information, which has opened 
new doors and is, of course, crucial in an ev-
er-growing European network. Among others, we 
very much look forward to working more closely 
with Penal Reform International on the issue of 
data collection and prisoner questionnaires relat-
ing to their familial situations. The Prison Service 
in Slovenia collects data on prisoners’ family sta-
tus, recorded in individual personal files. During 
recent discussions, the Slovenian Prison Service 
agreed to explore systematising this information. 
They are also members of an EU expert group on 
data collection, organised by Europris, an NGO 
that brings together EU prison autorities, which 
could bring the issue onto a European level.

These newsletters have been funded by a Euro-
pean Commission DG Justice Operating Grant 
which we were awarded this year and for which 
we are very grateful. We are also indebted to our 
main funder, the Bernard van Leer Foundation, 
without whose support we would not be able to 
carry out the work we do today. 

We hope you have found these research newslet-
ters a useful and interesting source of information 
and that they may form an educational base that 
may be tapped into for future research projects. 

Hannah Lynn
Editor

Project Coordinator
Children of Prisoners Europe


