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Stockholm April 30, 2014

SWEDEN: COMMITTEE ON THE RIGHTS OF THE CHILD, 68TH SESSION: LIST OF ISSUES
Bryggan is a Swedish NGO working with children of prisoners. Bryggan work is based on the Convention on the Rights of the Child, and its local associations provide individual and group support to children and their parents. The Swedish Prison and Probation Service does not render statistics on how many children that are affected, but they estimate that it is approximately
10 500 children that are affected by parental imprisonment.
Children of Prisoners

In its State Report (CRC/C/SWE/5/6201), paragraph; 128, 209, 325 and 326, Sweden refers to children of prisoners and acknowledges the importance of maintaining a good relationship between parent and child.  However, children face considerable difficulties in practice with consequent impacts on their rights and well-being.

According to the Convention on the Right of the Child article 9, the child has the right “to maintain personal relations and direct contact with both parents on a regular basis, except if it is contrary to the child's best interests” if separated from one or both parents. In Sweden this right is not ensured by protocol or law when a parent is placed in pre-trial detention and potentially later imprisoned.
Children of imprisoned parents have an increased risk of mental health issues compared to children in the general population, but family friendly policies may reduce the negative impact on children’s mental health. A key factor for supporting the child in adjusting to and coping with the situation is early and continuous contact, with routines for visits and phone calls.

1.  Maintaining contact with a parent in Pre-Trial Detention
Sweden has repeatedly been criticized by The Committee for the Prevention of Torture of the Council of Europe for the high percentage of cases where restrictions on communication are applied when being held in pre-trial detention. The restrictions may have a negative impact on the child’s possibilities to cope with the situation since they are imposed without wider consideration of the child’s rights and needs. The restrictions are not legally obligatory but have become common practice. Many parents, carers, children and professionals talk about the lack of contact during this period, a time when children and families are in crisis and the children have just experienced an abrupt separation, this is raising many questions. There are tough decisions to be made by parents at this critical time, in order to cope with their own stress/ crisis, and problems they may not be able to give their children the support and information that they need around the imprisonment of the parent. 


Children should be generally exempt from the restrictions on contact with their parent in pre-trial detention by protocol.  The prosecution authority should be obliged to specifically consider the child´s rights and needs for communication and required to specifically request and justify any restrictions on the child's communication with the detained parent.

Question for List of Issues:

Please explain how the best interests of the child (Article 3) and the child´s right to maintain a personal relationship and direct contact with the parent (Article 9) is considered and safeguarded when a parent is held in pre-trial custody?

2. Maintaining contact with an imprisoned parent
Many families are living with economic strain due to parental imprisonment. Some children have limited or no opportunity to visit their parent, especially when the parent is imprisoned far from home and the families’ financial situation does not allow travelling costs. The Prison and Probation Service used to have a “principle of closeness” to be considered when deciding where the prisoner should execute his sentence. The principle does no longer exist, which means that many parents are placed at prisons far away from home, without regards to the child´s possibility to visit, even though visits may be essential for the child’s wellbeing. 
The Prison and Probation service should by protocol consider the child´s right and needs of contact with the imprisoned parent when determining in which prison the parent will serve his/her sentence , in order to practice the Convention on the Rights of the Child according to article 9.

There are quality differences between forms of contact between imprisoned parents and children depending on what prison the parent is placed at. Some families have received no understanding or flexibility when trying to extend their visit due to long distance travel and others are given longer visits than the regular visiting hours and also the possibility to visit on adjacent days.  Time on leave for child specific reasons was practiced more generously before, although unevenly represented between prisons. Procedures, frequency and length of phone calls vary between prisons and only approximately half of the prisons have visiting apartments. 

Children whose parents are in conflict need other trusted adults to accompany them to prison to visit the parent. If this support needs to be arranged with support from social services it may take months or years before the visit is carried out.  The child´s right and need of contact with the imprisoned parent should be of primary consideration by protocol when making decisions regarding children´s visits. 

Question for List of Issues:

Please explain why the “principal of closeness” in the prison placement of a parent was discontinued? What steps have been taken to provide additional assistance (including financial and logistical) to children to maintain contact with a parent imprisoned at a distance?  What steps have been taken to ensure that good practice for prison visiting by children and other forms of maintaining parent-child contact are shared and implemented throughout the prison estate? 


The Board of Bryggan

For questions and further information, please contact:
Madelein Löfgren, Bryggan Stockholm
0046-735105724, madelein@bryggan.a.se

�	 See the report from a recent European study, Children of Prisoners, Interventions & Mitigations to Strengthen Mental Health (COPING), FP7-Health-2009-single-stage Proposal No: 241988.
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