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Do only as much as 
you comfortably can
People often ask how big a 
commitment is it, working 
with Prisons?
And it’s quite an easy question to answer because, 
like all SVP volunteering work, it’s about doing only 
as much as you comfortably can.

The scale of potential support is hugely wide – 
ranging from becoming a volunteer Chaplain and 
attending prison several times a week at one end, to 
never actually attending a prison but perhaps raising 
a few pounds to fund some new Bibles.

The reality is that it is about doing only as much as 
you comfortably can.

The important thing is to be clear that people in 
prison are amongst the most isolated and excluded 
in society. A large proportion have mental health 
issues whilst many others will have lived in or with 
poverty (in some form) at some point in their lives 
- perhaps poor housing, a dysfunctional family life, 
physical or mental abuse, an inconsistent education, 
worklessness, addiction, alcohol or drug misuse or the 
myriad of other issues that can adversely effect an 
individual’s wellbeing - sometimes lifelong.   

As SVP Members we know that spending time 
with people is our greatest gift.  Our core work is 
befriending, sitting alongside those who feel isolated 
or excluded for whatever reason.

So, visiting people in prison (or the Families of people 
in prison) is just another way we can help.

If you are interested in getting involved with SVP 
Working with Prisons - either as a regular prison 
visitor or as someone who would like to help behind 
the scenes, please contact me:

Ian Kempsell    ian.kempsell11@gmail.com

Editorial
It is with huge pleasure that 
we bring you the Autumn 2021 
edition of the SVP Working with 
Prisons newsletter.

We mark the long-awaited resumption of regular visits 
with encouraging articles and clips about all kinds of 
new developments and partnerships,  illustrating and 
exemplifying the real dedication and commitment of 
the very many organisations and individuals currently 
active in the UK ‘prisons’ sector. Calls for the end of Friday 
release, renewed action to break the link between people 
leaving prison and ending up on the streets and ‘Restart 
Dogs’ in prison have all been discussed at SVP Working 
with Prisons ZOOM meetings during this past year so 
we are proud to add our voices to the campaigns for 
enhanced efforts to tackle these topics.

We welcome items from our own SVP Members across 
England and Wales, including an excellent ‘personal 
experience’ article on ‘Buddying’ from our friend Denise 
Volpato. Whilst our ‘Specialist Partners’ for the Autumn 
edition are PACT and we are delighted to include a piece 
by their new Catholic Community Engagement Manager, 
Theresa Alessandro. 

We are also very pleased to include two articles from our 
Spiritual Advisor, Fr Paul Shaw of St Werburgh’s in Chester, 
whose writings always inspire and entertain, together with 
information from SVP Member and Volunteer RC Chaplain 
Anne Coleman, about an innovative peer support initiative 
currently underway at HMP Berwyn, led by Governor Nick 
Leader and fully supported by SVP Members.

We take particular pleasure in welcoming back our very 
own SVP Working with Prisons lead, Ian Kempsell, who 
has been taking some time to look off after his dear 
Family, recently.  Now that he is back in harness Ian will 
doubtless take SVP Working with Prisons in lots of new 
and exciting directions leading up to our Christmas 
edition; Thanks, Ian.

John O’Sullivan   john@johnosullivan.co.uk 

For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger 
and you made me welcome, lacking clothes and you clothed me, sick and you visited me, 

in prison and you came to see me.
Matthew 25: 35-36



Prisons work continuing 
at Southwark CC
Nicholina Ezechie (Excellence in All) has agreed to 
be the first point of contact with the Chaplaincy at 
Wandsworth Prison.

Nicholina has had previous dealings with them 
and therefore, rather than ‘reinventing the wheel’, 
Southwark CC President Patrick Greenidge suggested 
that she rekindle relationships with the new 
Chaplaincy. A really productive meeting followed 
and it was agreed that the SVP will work in tandem to 
provide relief for offenders in Wandsworth. The work 
will begin with Prison visiting, which Nicholina will lead, 
but will progress on to provision of videos, books and 
other educational materials. On release offenders 
will also have an ‘exit strategy’ to help them in finding 
work (Timpsons being a very good example).

Meanwhile we are looking to develop a similar 
relationship with Brixton Prison and have a conference 
member who used to visit there before COVID. We will 
give all the support needed to this member and will 
report back more fully in the next edition.

Patrick Greenidge
 patrickgreenidge@aol.com

Factsheets on ‘Getting involved 
with Prisons’ and ‘Writing Letters 
to Prisoners’ now available! 

As we work with National Office to upload news 
and reference materials onto the main SVP 
website, two new factsheets have been prepared 
to take their places online:

1. ‘Getting involved with Prisons’ provides useful 
guidance for SVP Conference Members who 
are perhaps looking to expand their usual core 
visiting and befriending work and going into 
prisons. Ad Hoc visits can often be arranged 
directly with Prison Chaplains but more regular 
visiting regimes require the completion of 
vetting and security procedures, which can take 
quite some time.

2. ‘Writing Letters to Prisoners’ is another way 
of engaging with isolated, excluded and often 
vulnerable prison inmates. This factsheet offers 
some useful guidance in setting up regular 
writing regimes and letting prisoners know that 
they are in our minds - and still cared about.

John O’Sullivan   john@johnosullivan.co.uk

Prisons visits 
resuming at last!
Prisoners (really do) Need Us
After more than 18 months of pandemic restrictions, as 
committed SVP Conference members we are delighted to 
see the resumption of regular visits to prisons, once again.

In the north-west, visits to HMP Berwyn near Wrexham 
started to take place at the end of August, with Masses 
with the men there on Saturday mornings, together with 
a host of other activities on selected weekdays. SVP 
Working with Prisons Spiritual Advisor, Fr Paul Shaw, was 
one of the early Mass celebrants at Berwyn and spoke of 
his experience – as well as his concerns - in his daily blog:

“A joy to be back in the Prison, meeting many of the lads 
who’d been there a fortnight ago. Two were in some 
distress: Joe had just heard that his father Peter had 
been rushed into hospital. Knowing no more than that 
he was obviously in a very emotional state. Then another 
lad had just heard his sister had been found dead. 
Times like this bring home the horrible reality of being in 
Prison: you and I would be on the phone immediately to 
anyone and everyone, we’d be making plans to get over 
to where we needed to be, we’d be gathering our friends 
and family around us for emotional support. None of 
which is possible when you are in prison. The paucity of 
information is one of the cruellest aspects. You just don’t 
know what’s going on, and into that vacuum all sorts of 
horrible imaginings flood.”

At Hindley, Tony Blackburne reports that life is getting 
back to ‘normal’ with more men out and for longer. “I 
am now back to doing three mornings a week and the 
Faith Inside study sessions have restarted with about 12 
men attending.” says Tony.  “As restrictions relating to 
Covid are eased I am seeing more of the men, including 
two who are interested in joining our Catholic faith 
community. To help them in their thoughts I have bought 
two books, recommended by Fr Chris Thomas, that 
explain the basic principles of our faith and the part that 
it can play in our lives. I will continue to see them on a 
weekly basis to help them where I can.”

Tony is delighted to confirm that work in the garden 
continues fruitfully, providing a haven of peace in a 
busy environment - especially valuable for those with 
mental health issues. “The small creatures in HMP Warren 
continue to thrive and are regularly visited by both staff 
and men.” he says, “And the polytunnel is full of growing 
plants and the hives are full of honey, the sale of which is 
offsetting the cost of the animals food.”

Ian Kempsell    ian.kempsell11@gmail.com



From the SVP Prisons Spiritual Advisor: 
Autumn 2021
How good to be back! There can’t be many people whose spirits lift when they enter 
Prison, but mine certainly did on Saturday 11th September, my first Prison Mass for 
eighteen months. Would the biometrics still work after all this time? Amazingly, 
they did. But there was now a new level of security, airport-style screening, 
pockets turned out, all metal objects in the separate tray, no phones please. 

Wonderful to meet up on the other side with our usual cheery band of SVP Volunteers 
from the local North Wales and Chester parishes. The friendliness and warmth they 
bring to these occasions – not to mention the cakes and biscuits! – make these Masses the wonderful occasions they 
are. We all moved out into the gardens at the centre of the prison on our way to the Chapel, connecting its three huge 
wings or “Houses”, each housing 700 prisoners. The first thing that strikes me is how the borders have grown up since 
I was last there, and how badly they need weeding. Confined to cells because of Covid-19, apparently Gardening has 
been one of the casualties of these lockdowns. 

They have made a real effort with HMP Berwyn, newly built and opening just four years ago, to civilise the overall 
environment, and these herbaceous borders are a beautiful burst of colour. But there’s only so much you can do, and 
a prison is always a prison, the gates clang shut, your cell door bangs at the end of the day. Three years ago, I was 
able to spend my August fortnight in Italy (sadly impossible the last two years) in Palermo in Sicily. The walk from my 
hotel into the city centre took me past the eighteenth-century Prison. Amazing! Must be a museum now?

And then one day I saw a gaunt figure hanging out of one those windows with a Prison Guard nearby and realised this 
was no museum. 

We’re soon in the Chapel, and the lads are arriving, only one House at a time at present. But at least they’re back, 
and there’s the usual high spirits as they join us. But then they settle down for Mass, extraordinarily reverently. We’re 
missing our usual Altar Server, Michael, who’s been moved to a Cat D jail to get him ready for eventual release. So, I 
announce, we’ll be looking for a replacement. Any of you lads Altar Servers when you were younger? One hand goes 
up: yes, I used to serve every day when I was a lad. His eyes fill up and he can’t speak any more.

May God bless you all, 

Fr Paul Shaw    werburgh465@btinternet.com

Dickens and Prisons: II
We saw last time how central Prisons are to Dickens’s 
imagination and suggested that one reason might 
be the period his own father, John, spent in the 
Marshalsea, 1824, imprisoned for debt. As the eldest 
child, Charles acted as go-between, taking food and 
clean clothes into his father and bringing out the 
empty dishes, the dirty clothes, or any messages for 
the outside world. 

I always think that this initial experience of incarceration 
also taught Dickens that many innocent people get 
caught up in the world of prisons, as well as those who 
have been justly sentenced. The children of prisoners? I 
see them every Saturday morning I go into HMP Berwyn, 
in the excellent play area outside the main gate, while 
their parents chat on the benches nearby. Such a child 
is the eponymous heroine of one of Dickens’s greatest 
novels, Little Dorrit. The eleventh of his fifteen, it appeared 
in monthly parts between December 1855 and June 
1857. She may be the eponymous heroine – meaning 
she gives her name to the title of the book – but does 
she even have a first name? Born in the Marshalsea 
Prison, where her father has been imprisoned for debt for 
decades, she has lived all her 22 years there, and, for all 
she knows, will die there. She earns a few pence by her 
sewing and is allowed out to sell her wares and bring the 
money back to her father. 

I won’t spoil the story, as this is 
one of Dickens’s most masterly 
plots: but the central character is 
an unforgettable symbol that not 
everyone inside prison deserves 
to be there. The system may be 
a necessary one, but it is not 
always a subtle or sophisticated 
one, and I find it does me good, 
as I start Mass on a Saturday morning, to 
look around the chapel, and wonder if any of you are 
here by mistake? Any of you entirely innocent? And, for 
all of you, how are your innocent children getting on?

After the serial publications of the novels, either in 
monthly or weekly instalments, they appeared in book 
form, and Dickens took infinite pains with the illustrations, 
and especially the frontispiece. Here’s the title page for 
Little Dorrit, Amy - yes, she does have a name - framed 
poignantly in the doorway of the Marshalsea Prison, 
living her life on the cusp between “inside” and “out”.

Next time: David Copperfield, and how Dickens’s used 
his own experiences as a twelve-year-old boy to inspire 
possibly his greatest novel.

Fr Paul Shaw    werburgh465@btinternet.com



Chain Breakers is an highly creative new concept, 
devised by Nick Leader, Governor of HMP Berwyn and 
implemented by men currently serving time there. It is 
intended as a means of creating genuine peer support 
between the men, to help prevent often minor internal 
problems becoming larger issues.
In the initiative the ‘Chain Breakers’ offer one to one 
support, guiding and signposting fellow residents on 
each of the three individual ‘houses’, with the added 
benefit that this will help the Berwyn prison community 
as a whole. The primary aim is to help all men to feel safe 
and valued at HMP Berwyn, with support being tailored 
made to each man’s need. Also to help men re-integrate 
back into a normal regime, to find work and to try to build 
a more positive attitude. Open to all men, Chain Breakers 
particularly targets those men who display ‘challenging 
behaviours’, often consistent with signs of poor coping 
mechanisms and/or an inability to express themselves 
fully and appropriately.
The ‘Chain Breakers’ are available to help all on the 
community who need it. Added to this, Officers support 
Chain Breakers in their work which means by working 
together they can change the lives of some of the more 
complex and demanding prisoners. Officers can do this 
in a number of ways by observing and identifying issues 
then forwarding information on to the Chain-Breakers 
which enables them to potentially ward off problems 
before they develop into something much larger.
The work of Prison Officers is vital to the success of the 
‘Chain-Breakers’ initiative as they hold the key - quite 
literally - to the scheme. By unlocking the rooms of 
‘Chain-Breakers’ during the day on each of the three 
houses they ensure they will be able to carry out their 
work in an efficient and timely manner. In the long run 
it means fewer problems and in this way guarantees a 
safer community for all, on the basis that it is better to 

‘Chain Breakers!’ at HMP Berwyn
Volunteer Chaplain Anne Coleman reports on an innovative peer 
support initiative by Governor Nick Leader and supported by SVP

have early intervention than to 
allow issues to escalate, which is 
not good for anyone.
Each month the Chain Breakers 
‘Hub’ can receive up to 600 
requests for help in a prison that currently holds over 
1800 men - issues such as mental health, visits, self-
harm, gym, general knowledge, finance, debt and family 
issues. Of course some issues are easier to resolve than 
others are not but it does mean that issues can be 
looked at early, and safe in the knowledge that they are 
being raised with men who are in the same position as 
them – i.e. residents of HMP Berwyn.
The SVP are now working with ‘Chain Breakers’ to identify 
men who may benefit from one of the 50 release bags 
we hold in the Chaplaincy in Berwyn. The aim is to 
identify those men who are leaving Berwyn with very 
little – sometimes just the clothes on their back – and the 
most vulnerable.  
SVP Release bags, containing toiletries and a weather 
poncho, provide a simple gesture but can be the 
difference between leaving prison and feeling that 
no one cares or instilling some dignity. In addition SVP 
provide two leaflets – one with contact details of local 
and national helplines and a second one with contact 
details for SVP National Office and some information 
about our work.
I do try to meet and talk to the men ahead of release so 
I can explain how SVP works, and to show them how we 
can be contacted.
We will be aiming to show statistically how the ‘Chain 
Breakers’ scheme is working by keeping a detailed record 
of its work. If it is successful it is hoped that other SVP 
Conferences near to prisons will take up the initiative.

Anne Coleman    wrensrus@gmail.com

SVP Prison group to the Rescue!
During the last meeting of the newly formed SVP Prison Group, Ian Kempsell, SVP Prison Lead, informed members 
that there had been a request from the Bishops Conference representative, Canon Paul Douthwaite, for help to 
purchase a set of Bibles, by a Catholic Prison Chaplain, who had found in the past that this particular kind of Bible 
had proved popular with inmates, particularly those with drug use issues.
Chaplain Sharon Daniel, who made the request, has responsibilities at both the Youth Custody Service in Wetherby 
and at HMP Humber on Humberside.
Since the prison fell into our Central District and with Wetherby close by, I approached SVP York District Council to see 
if we could offer financial support.  DC President, Angela Bretffit was immediately supportive of the idea - in spite of 
the pandemic and the lack of formal meetings - and duly emailed Conference Presidents asking for funds.  There was 
overwhelming support for the project, and delight that the SVP could be involved in such work.
The next part of the project proved to be more difficult in
Actually purchasing the Bibles proved to be slightly more problematic but, after much work and a short wait, the 
Bibles were duly delivered.
So, may I on behalf of us all, send a big Thank You to Angela Bretfitt for all her hard work, and all those SVP people who 
went the extra mile, in the work of the Lord:  Seek and you will Find, Knock and the door will be Opened.

John Carroll    3woldview@gmail.com
Prison Visitor, HMP Full Sutton, York. SVP SS Mary & Joseph, Pocklington York.



KSC Posters
Many readers might have seen the traditional 
Christmas posters issued by the Knights of St 
Columba. Always so bright and distinctive, more 
importantly they give a very clear and very 
necessary message.

‘Peace and Joy at Christmas.  
Keep Christ in Christmas.’
Chaplains tell me that prisoners like big colourful 
pictures around the place, on walls in prisons, on 
landings or in the chapel or in cells?

The Knights of St Columba have so generously 
linked with the Society of St Vincent de Paul to 
provide a quantity  of their traditional Christmas 
posters through chaplains to be put up in prisons.

Already sizeable orders have come in from 
Chaplains and a final total order will be sent to the 
KSC at the end of October. Enquiries to: 

Kevin McKenna    07504 130749 

Call Out to North West and London
The Faith in Prisons project been established to 
investigate the role of faith across 3 key areas in the 
criminal justice system: before the prison gate (crime 
prevention), behind the prison gate (Prison Chaplaincy) 
and beyond the prison gate (rehabilitation). The aim is to 
publish a research report whose recommendations will 
support faith organisations to enhance their work in this 
field, and lead to changes in government policy in key 
areas.
They are hoping to use London and Yorkshire/Bradford as 
case study locations for the Beyond the Gate section of 
the research, assessing what local churches and other 
faith-based organisations are doing in the provision of 
post-sentence care and rehabilitation for offenders. If 
you based in these areas and are able to contribute to 
this research we would be grateful. Please contact:

Georgia Matthews, Faith in Prisons Lead Researcher

 07508 988862
 www.goodfaith.org.uk

 
Signpost is now live in The North East! 
Thanks to a couple of volunteers from Prison Fellowship 
-Signpost now has a database of over 425 organisations 
providing services to those leaving prison in the North 
East! This includes locally based services and national 
ones. Please take a look at www.signpost.services to see 
this in action.

 
Homelessness and Prison Leavers
The Prison Advice and Care Trust (Pact) and London 
Housing Foundation (LHF) have teamed up with Baroness 
Casey of Blackstock DBE CB to call for renewed action, 
and break the link between people leaving prison and 
ending up on the streets.  
As the new probation service operating model comes 
into force and society unlocks, Baroness Casey, 
alongside the organisations, urge senior leaders in the 
housing and justice sectors to take the lessons learned 
during Covid, and plan a sustainable way forward that 
will reduce the number of people who leave prison only 
to become homeless.

 
NACRO Renews Call for End of Friday Release
The rehabilitation charity Nacro has renewed its 
call for prisons to stop releasing people on Fridays. 
Organisations which support prison leavers say those 
granted freedom on a Friday often fail to access 
accommodation and support before offices close for the 
weekend - leaving them potentially homeless, destitute 
and tempted to return to crime.

 
Cell Sharing Continues Despite Pandemic
More than 15,000 prisoners have been held in double 
cells during the Covid pandemic, despite calls by public 
health officials to eliminate cell sharing because it 
promotes the spread of the virus.

In brief…

Dogs in Prison
HMP Dovegate welcomes new programme by Restart 
Dogs into its first adult prison estate. Selected prisoners 
participating on the programme will become dog trainers, 
developing puppies destined to be assistance dogs.

 
Ex-Prisoners to Drive
Charities supporting prisoners and ex-offenders into 
work report an ‘exponential’ increase in inquiries from 
employers who are struggling to fill vacancies as labour 
shortage deepens and shelves lay empty.

 
Funding
The Trusthouse Charitable Foundation is inviting 
applications from charities and not-for-profit 
organisations working to address issues in deprived 
areas across the UK. Major grants of between £10,000 
and £100,000 for projects focusing on family support 
including prisoners’ families.



Prison ‘Buddying’ - a personal experience 
I had been visiting a local prison, on behalf of our local 
SVP Conference, with items requested by the Chaplain.

At one of the visits the Chaplain asked if I would be 
interested in ‘buddying’ a prisoner who was to be 
discharged. After consultation I agreed and met my 
‘buddy’ in the prison with the Chaplain. I had no prior 
knowledge of my ‘buddy’s’ history, her surname or 
conviction and I did not seek this as I did not want it to 
influence our new relationship. I maintained contact 
with the Chaplain, by telephone and less frequently by 
personal contact.

I was given my ‘buddy’s’ telephone number and following 
her release, I telephoned her regularly to see how she 
was feeling, allowing her to talk through her situation, 
feelings, and problems. This progressed to meetings for 
coffee, shopping, or even a light lunch.

After release, having lived initially with a member of her 
family, my buddy began to look for accommodation 
for herself and we visited estate agents and viewed 
accommodation. She also visited one hostel, but clearly 
decided this was not the type of accommodation 
she wanted as she told me they can be notorious for 
addiction and theft.

I began to realise the pressure and anxiety this caused 
her. We talked it through over a coffee beforehand, 
rehearsed what she could say and I was able to 
encourage her by reinforcing the positive things she had 
already achieved since leaving prison.

We visited the CAB. A contact there, another SVP 
member, has been extremely helpful with advice and 
contacts. My buddy found these ‘official’ interviews 
and disclosures extremely stressful as said she wanted 
to make a new life, aside from her recent history. She 
wondered if checks were revealing her prison sentence 
and hindering her applications and decided to change 
her name by deed poll.

My buddy has steadily confronted the challenges she 
has faced. These are not to be underestimated as at 
one stage she said to me that in prison it was easier, not 
having to worry about bills and decisions. Clearly now, 
looking back, I can see how difficult that must be for 
someone coming back into everyday life.

Despite occasional dips in confidence, and 
disappointments, my ‘Buddy’ independently found a 
flat; she managed the furniture move herself and local 
SVP groups helped with white goods and basics. She 
decorated herself and the flat really is a credit to her. She 
has subsequently found paid work, which is tiring and 

demanding, and carries a fair degree of responsibility, 
but she copes with it, walking some distance to and from 
her place of work.

She has always wanted to be reunited with her own 
child and has been rebuilding her life to show that she 
is responsible and fit to do this. I have seen her gain 
confidence and she independently went to CAB to 
discuss access with a solicitor. She has been saving what 
she can to fund things and, to her credit, has undertaken 
searches and paperwork herself, following advice and 
direction, to minimise the cost involved.

My involvement with her began as one of support and 
this still applies.  But whilst I maintain my ‘buddying’ 
role, I feel it is now a more even relationship, as she has 
become ever more independent. Over the months we 
have begun to learn a little about each other’s lives and 
I admire her for all that she has achieved and overcome. 
I respect her independence and ability to identify goals 
and work towards achieving them gradually and calmly.

I have learned how difficult it is for someone to find 
accommodation and work following discharge from 
prison. It is almost remarkable that some people do 
manage to rebuild a normal life. I feel the introduction 
of the Chaplain and some initial support for the ‘buddy’ 
is essential. Access to and advice and practical help 
from other agencies will be needed and occasionally 
moral support for the person ‘buddying’ too, who cannot 
resolve all the difficulties that arise.

Thankfully it did not apply to me, but the person 
‘buddying’ may be vulnerable, and some overseeing 
may be advisable. I felt my background as an ex-NHS 
professional benefitted me greatly. It is also possibly/
probably a long-term involvement and certainly not the 
quick fix of problem and resolution.

Denise Volpato   dvolpato@btinternet.com



In describing the activities of PACT, our President, 
Cardinal Vincent Nichols says, “This work is a direct 
expression of our discipleship and a very concrete 
expression of our desire to serve the Lord in those who 
are most vulnerable.”
In his message for Prisoners’ Sunday, Cardinal Nichols 
reminds us, ‘that the needs of prisoners are great and 
growing, particularly as we emerge from the lockdown 
imposed because of the Covid-19 pandemic. For 
prisoners this has meant being confined to their cells 
for over 23 hours each day for many months and not 
receiving visits from their loved ones, including their 
children. We must not forget either the prison staff or our 
chaplains who too have had to confront the additional 
challenges posed as a result of the pandemic.’
PACT’s Chief Executive, Andy Keen-Downs notes that, 
“...we are facing a crisis of mental illness and despair 
in our prisons, the scale of which I have never seen 
before... unless we can provide the care, support, and 
rehabilitation services needed, far too many people will 
leave prison only to commit further crimes, harming our 
communities.”
PACT supports people to live crime free lives after prison. 
We support prisoners’ families and healthy relationships. 
We reduce the risks of self-harm, suicide, and violence in 
prisons. We speak truth to power and raise awareness.

How do we do this? 
In many prisons and communities around England & 
Wales, through committed staff and volunteers, we 
provide a range of services, including:
• Prison-based family workers 
• Mentoring for prisoners 
• Court Services, including those courts serving 

HMP Berwyn
• Prison Visitors’ Centres for children and families, 

including at HMP Berwyn 
• Prison and community-based relationship and 

parenting programmes 
• The national Prisoners’ Families Helpline and 

website

Our services for prisoners and their families are based 
on Ministry of Justice research which shows that 
maintaining family ties reduces the risk of prisoners 
committing further crime after release by 39%.
Here is what happened to one of the families PACT 
supported. When Molly was 17, she had her first child - a 
baby boy. Her relationship with her son’s father was an 
unhappy one. He had been physically and emotionally 
abusive to her. When her son was one year old she 
left her partner, and for her own safety moved into a 
Women’s Hostel. She was the sole carer of her son and 
though it was a struggle, they were happy.
A few months later, Molly was involved in an altercation 
and was arrested for GBH. She went to court, and 
although she wasn’t expecting a custodial sentence, she 

SVP Working with specialist partners  PACT
was sent to prison for six years.
A Pact Family Engagement 
Worker (FEW) met her the day 
after she went into custody. She 
was devastated at receiving 
this unexpected sentence and 
was inconsolable about being 
separated from her son. 
Like many other women in prison Molly was a single 
parent and had never spent time away from her child. 
Fortunately, Molly’s mum was able to look after him on a 
longer-term basis.
Molly was desperate to organise visits with her mum 
and son, but it was several agonising months before 
she could get a visit booked in. The prison was several 
hours away from Molly’s 
mother, making the 
journey prohibitively 
expensive and difficult 
for her mother, who did 
not have a car.
PACT’s FEW was 
able to intervene 
and organised for a 
volunteer to pick up 
Molly’s mum and son 
and drive them to the 
prison for a special, 
extended visit where they could play, cuddle, do arts and 
crafts and have some quality time to reconnect and 
bond.
When her son came into the visits hall, he ran up to Molly 
and said: Mummy, Mummy, I’ve found you. I’ve been 
looking for you everywhere!
Before the visit, Molly had told the FEW that she was 
feeling low and desperate, and she was struggling to 
see how she was going to be able to cope with being 
apart from her son for six years. She had been feeling 
helpless and suicidal, but after the visit, she felt a 
renewed sense of hope and motivation, and felt it gave 
her something to live for.
To keep in touch with our work all year round, sign up 
for PACT’s ‘Fresh Start’ newsletter, which is published in 
printed mail and email format. We keep costs low and 
are happy to send a copy in the post – it can be so much 
nicer than reading from a screen. 
‘Fresh Start’ features stories of our work, impact reports, 
and information on how to become more engaged 
in the work of PACT. Perhaps your parish would like to 
receive it?   If so, please contact me using the details 
below for Fresh Start’, to discuss how you might help or 
any other way I can support you.

PACT - Prison Advice & Care Trust 
29 Peckham Road, London, SE5 8UA 

 020 7735 9535 

 Email Theresa Alessandro:
        parish.action@prisonadvice.org.uk



Winter Newsletter
The next SVP Working with Prisons newsletter is the Winter 2021 edition, due for publication at the end of December.

All articles, items and photographs are welcome. 

Please send to John O’Sullivan, St Werburgh’s Chester Conference. 

 john@johnosullivan.co.uk

If you would like more information on the SVP Working with Prisons ‘Special Work’, 
please email one of the lead contacts or advisors:

SVP Prisons Lead: Ian Kempsell   ian.kempsell11@gmail.com

Secretary: Kevin McKenna    kevin.mckenna70@ntlworld.com

Treasurer: Craig Mullan       craig.mullan@outlook.com

Spiritual Advisor: Fr Paul Shaw   werburgh465@btinternet.com

St Vincent de Paul Society, Romero House, 55 Westminster Bridge Road, London, SE1 7JB. Registered charity number 1053992.

Call 0207 703 3030    Email info@svp.org.uk    Visit svp.org.uk


