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This year has been an exciting and
challenging one for Sussex Prisoners’
Families. Thanks to the generosity of the
National Lottery and the Tudor Trust, our 
team has doubled, and we are now able to 
support more families than ever before,
giving holistic support from court to release. 

Of course, Covid-19 has brought many challenges, but we 
have met these with imagination and determination,
developing fresh and innovative approaches to delivering 
our services.

Families have been hit hard by the crisis, unable to visit 
their loved ones and often consumed with worry about
the new restricted prison regimes as well as dealing with 
their own difficulties at home. But our brilliant new
outreach team have managed to offer support throughout, 
giving much needed reassurance, advocacy and information. 

We have also taken the time to reshape our values, thinking 
about what is important to us. 

In this report, we will guide you through our core work
this year and illustrate how we have supported families
to navigate the difficulties they faced in this particularly
challenging year. 
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“I’ve found your service 
more than helpful ...I 
absolutely didn’t know 
where or what to do.... 
I’m very grateful”.



What we do

We work in courts, prisons, and communities, helping defendants’
families navigate the criminal justice system by offering advice,
advocacy, information, and emotional support.
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Court:
Our Court Family Support 
service works closely with 
court teams and engages 
families at all the criminal 
courts of Sussex, offering
emotional support and 
practical advice.

Prison:
We work with the two Sussex
prisons, HMP Lewes and 
HMP Ford, collaborating 
with Spurgeons to support 
the HMP Lewes Visitors 
Centre and family days at 
both prisons. We also have 
good links with other prisons 
in the south and regularly 
advocate for families with 
prisons across the country.

Community:
Our ‘First Stop’ advocacy and advice helpline provides
information and advice and long-term telephone support. 
Our outreach team meet families in the communities
offering one to one support and delivers the ‘Families
Together’ project, organising free fun activities that bring 
families together. We run arts activities through our
‘Hidden Voices’ project. The ‘Families Connected’ project
offers online support to families through a digital platform.

court

prison

co
m
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To listen to families, 
offer emotional and 

practical support and to 
provide a platform for 

their voice. 

Our Mission

Values and Mission 

This year, we took some time to 
consider our values and how they 
affect our day to day work. After 
extensive consultations with staff,
board members and families, we
formed the following values which 
now form the basis of our day to
day work. the way we want to work. 

One of our interns drew up a brilliant
analogy of our mission and values…
we call it The SPF Allotment..which reflects 
our community as a whole.

In our allotment, we tend to each area of 
our business with care, dedication and 
commitment. We build on relationships so 
that they flourish and grow and we make 
sure we are active in nurturing our areas 
for growth in the right direction, as and 
when we need to.

See our graphic on the next page...
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Compassion Connection

Integrity Learning

We listen without 
judgment, showing 

kindness and
inspiring optimism.

We work to build
an inclusive,
supportive

community of
families.

We are honest with 
families and each 

other and fulfil
our promises.

We share our 
knowledge and 

skills and are open 
to challenge.

Our Values
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 families supported
in court

(33% increase from
2018-2019)

1,566

families supported:
(26% increase from previous 

year) with 155 children
indirectly supported.

132

Who have we helped?

 parents and children
attended 35 community-
based family activities

over the year

278

adults and 180 children
supported at family days
at HMP Lewes and Ford

200
families received support 
at the HMP Lewes Visitors 

Centre with practical advice 
around travel costs

900
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(from Sarah) 

“I suffered in silence for about three years of my son’s sentence and felt I couldn’t admit it 
to the world. Mothers especially are judged by society as “unfit” when things go wrong. On 
social media, you can see that people are judge, jury, and executioner with their damning 
comments. This made me very reluctant to come out and talk about it. It was like a guilty 
weight on my shoulders. I wish I had been put in contact with Sussex Prisoners Families 
before because when I went for the first (support group) meeting I immediately felt like I’d 
managed to find a safe space to talk about it all. 

It was a fantastic experience; I had a mental picture of us all sitting in a circle and everyone 
sharing their stories a bit like AA that you see on films. However meeting in a nice
restaurant for some food and relaxed, no-pressure chat with the other mothers, sisters
& partners was heart-warming. I was able to cry and be understood, I was able to feel 
not so alone; knowing that others were going through the same as me. And somehow 
this began to lift the burden from my shoulders. The group itself was a friendly bunch 
who were all very supportive and I felt an unwritten solidarity with everyone immediately.  
Even our facilitator had lived experience of a family member in prison, which made their 
guidance and support all the better I feel.

Little by little and over the last year and a half, we have as a family engaged with SPF.
My daughter has also been invited for special days out and activities such as a day at 
Drusilla’s Park etc (pre-Covid). Just seeing the other families are just ordinary people
like us, whose sons and brothers have made a mistake, has brought a sense of normality 
to our lives and less stigma. I’m able to talk about it more freely and if someone is going 
to judge me for it, then they aren’t right to be in my life. On the contrary opening up a little
on social media has allowed my social circle to be very understanding and supportive. 
The thought of my social circle sending positive energy to my son is a comfort too.”
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What impact have we had?
A family member’s experience of SPF

“We were very proud to 
have been awarded an 
award by the High Sheriff 
of West Sussex in
recognition of ‘great and 
valuable services to
the community’.



Court support:

Court Service

Figures, impact, volunteers
August 2019 – March 2020 (Lockdown)
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 families provided with 
SPF information by
court professionals

621

 families supported in 
court (33% increase

from 2018-2019)

1,566 families were supported 
in the courts by the

SPF team

945

volunteers attended
the Sussex courts

(15 volunteers interviewed
with training suspended

due to pandemic)

14

volunteer hours over
32 weeks which was

an increase of 128 hours
from 52 weeks
in 2018-2019

3,584
value of court
volunteering

(at £8.72 living wage)

£31,252



Court Service

Our year began on a high, building on the momentum 
achieved last year. Thanks to all our highly motivated 
volunteers we were able to strengthen dialogue, 
networking and co-operation with court staff and 
agencies. We have built on our relationships with 
stakeholders and are grateful to the Court Probation
staff for their guidance and support to our volunteers
at courts and for their presence at our training 
events. We would also like to thank Judge Laing 
and all court staff who have helped to facilitate our 
work and kept us updated throughout the pandemic 
through our involvement in the Court User Group. 

Our fantastic team of volunteers includes people with a wide range 
of life experiences, brilliant interpersonal and networking skills 
and a passion for addressing injustice. Their sustained commitment 
has led to an increased presence at some courts, propelling our 
service to reach significantly greater numbers of families.

We would like to thank every one of our volunteers for their time 
and dedication. We are equally appreciative of those who offer
occasional support at court or students fulfilling placement
requirements as those offering regular hours. And we are
appreciative of students from Brighton and Sussex Universities 
who have continued to be involved with our work following
completion of their placements. 
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‘I could never have gotten through this without you all.
I cannot praise you enough you have been amazing.
In the future when I am ready, I would like to volunteer
with you, it’s such an amazing service’.



Court Service

Lockdown in March due to the Covid 19 pandemic presented a 
challenge to our court service. Families of defendants were out
of reach in the court setting, unable to see loved ones in person,
either at court or in prisons. Without a physical presence at court 
we addressed the challenge by approaching Legal teams, urging
them to signpost clients and their families to our services and
requested Probation staff do the same, we also provided a results
and update service for cases being seen and an increasing number
of people have called our Helpline. As predicted last year, certain 
offences have seen the increase of community sentences handed 
down and issues for families reflect this change.

Now that trials are starting again and confidence grows for some 
of our volunteers, we are gradually returning to courts offering 
a 1-1 support service to families. And we will soon be training a 
group of new volunteers. We are aware that due to social distancing 
and other covid related restrictions, there are limited opportunities
for our beneficiaries and volunteers to attend hearings for the 
foreseeable future but we continue to adapt our service and research 
and develop new ways of reaching out to defendants' families.
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• Vulnerable relatives left behind when a carer is incarcerated
• Grandparents or other family members caring for infants following imprisonment of parent
• Coping with dementia, disabilities and end of life diagnoses
• Pregnant women coping alone when a partner is incarcerated
• Inability to access legal aid or communicate with legal teams 
• Understanding procedures and visits to psychiatric hospitals
• Frustration at not being able to access Mental Health and Social care support for
 families and defendants during court process and post sentence.
• Self-harm and suicide
• Requests for advocacy with prisons regarding vulnerability of prisoner
• Distress seeing defendant via video link rather than in person
• Loss of housing
• Issues relating to sex offences
• Online offences
• Impact of press and social media coverage in high profile cases/ hounding by press
 at court.
• Immigration concerns and inadequate interpreting services.
• Families living abroad 
• Pressures on families to provide accommodation or ‘police’ tag/hdc requirements
 following handing down of increasing numbers of community sentences for certain
 offences or following short custodial sentences.
• Financial concerns
• Pressure to provide money to defendants on remand in prison
• Loneliness
• Witnesses for the defence unsupported at court
• Issues arising from familial drug use
• Help with demystifying language used in court
• Impact of Covid 19

Some of the issues raised by families at court
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At the start of the year, our volunteers
continued to work at HMP Lewes visitors’ 
centre and a total of 900 families received 
support with practical advice around travel costs, 
bringing in property, visiting processes and 
systems, emotional support and reassurance. 

Issues arising for families the prison
• Concerns about sending in property to the prisoner
• Concerns about the mental and physical health
 of the prisoner
•  Understanding how to send in money
•  Emotional support
•  Financial support for families 
•  Concerns around telling the children

We also supported six family days at HMP Lewes and
HMP Ford attended by 260 adults and 230 children.
These days provide families with an opportunity to
spend a whole day together including sharing lunch
and taking part in activities including crafts, music,
smoothie bikes, sports and circus activities.

We provided support in the form of volunteers but also
in terms of resources and activities. One particularly
successful activity was from Lewes-based community
music organisation Moving Sounds which provided a
family music group, giving the families a chance to
connect and take part in a creative activity together.

“Making music
together was

special and helped 
us bond as
a family,”

“We have had
a brilliant day.

I loved spending 
extra time with

my dad,”

according to one mum.

said one 11-year-old boy. 

Prisons
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All visits stopped abruptly due to Covid in March but
innovative partnership work meant we were still able to 
assist families. Our partner organisation, Spurgeons who 
run family services at the prison, continued to support 
families via phone and a new Facebook group and were 
able to make referrals to our outreach team. 

Our volunteers were also instrumental in gathering
puzzles, books and other distraction activities for prisoners 
who were suddenly placed under a very restricted regime 
due to new regulations aimed at stopping the spread of the 
virus in prison. 

Volunteers who have been involved in supporting family 
days at the prison have given feedback on how valuable 
the experience was, how this has increased their
understanding of the impact of imprisonment upon
children and families and who have developed new skills 
and confidence that is helping them access employment.

Meet the Governor
We have been instrumental in setting up the now
regular Meet the Governor sessions in which a member
of the senior leadership team from HMP Lewes meets
quarterly with families answering their questions
and dealing with their concerns.

We also set up a virtual session for families who could
not make the face to face meetings, which proved
extremely valuable after lockdown, keeping families
in contact with the prison activities.

Prisons
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 value of prison
volunteering

(at £8,72 living wage)

£4,186

Prison volunteer hours
480

Prison volunteers
supported visitors at HMP
Lewes and family days at

HMP Lewes and HMP Ford

10

“The work you guys do is outstanding 
and I can tell you I would have 
been a total wreck if I hadn’t 
found you!”



‘First Stop’ advice and advocacy telephone support

Community

14

Children were
indirectly supported

155
Families supported
(26% increase from

previous year)

132

Professionals were provided with 
information and advice to support 

them working with families
(60% increase from previous year)

55
Total of First Stop

engagements
(36% increase from

previous year)

187

Our First Stop helpline continued through lockdown and 
saw an increase in calls but significantly an increased level 
of contact with families requiring added emotional support 
given the increased anxiety, stress and lack of knowledge 
about their loved one in prison from the onset of lockdown. 
Families struggled because they were no longer able to 
see their loved ones and were worried about the impact
of the new restricted regime on their mental health. 

‘I found the support 
from Sussex Prisoners 
Families really helpful
as it has made me 
feel that I am not alone’



Some of the issues raised by families
through our First Stop helpline
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Worries
about

children
Feeling
isolated

Financial
problems

Contacting
a prisonPrisoner

safety

Health of
a prisoner

Understanding court and support through trial:
• Coping with Release and Resettlement 
• Items sent to prisoners being lost
• Support in dealing with probation and prisons
• Worries about prolonged lockdown of prisoners
• Lack of physical contact due to lockdown
• Lengthy waiting times for prisoners on remand in custody being seen at court
• Impact of offences relating to sex offences
• Worries about the mental health of prisoners
• Worries about prisoners with Autism and Aspergers
• Difficulties communicating with and gaining access to legal teams

Custody Suites:
Given our usual sources of referrals have stopped, with support from Sussex Police Property 
Acts Fund and PC Keith Harding, we have created credit card sized leaflets which are being
distributed to custody suites, foodbanks, children’s centres and surgeries explaining that we
are still available to support defendants families through trial, sentencing and custody. 



‘Families Together’ Activities

This gave families the chance to connect, 
support each other and have fun through a 
series of activities made possible thanks to 
the generosity of the People’s Heath Trust 
and a range of individual donations. These 
activities have included: 
• Visits to the Hastings and Brighton
 pantomime
• Spray Can workshops at HMP Ford and   
 Brighton Table Tennis Club
• Days out in Drusilla’s Zoo
• Crazy golf in Eastbourne
• Photography workshop on the barge at   
 Brighton Marina 
• Family meals and cream tea afternoons   
 in Hastings, Brighton and Eastbourne
• Ten Pin Bowling at Brighton Marina
• Activities at Family days in HMP Ford and  
 HMP Lewes including wellbeing sessions,  
 family music groups and crafts.
• Monthly support group lunches
• Visits to the aquarium in Hastings
• Baking cakes in Brighton
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attended

over the year
(from August 2019 to March 2020)

PARENTS AND CHILDREN

COMMUNITY-BASED
FAMILY ACTIVITIES

278

35



We are grateful for Brighton Table Tennis Club for
providing a space at the club and table tennis tables for 
us to use. Some of the board and team took part in a fun 
morning creating spray can art with the wonderful Sarah 
Gillings and her ‘U CAN Spray’ project.

Our Community Outreach Arts Worker Megan also 
worked with Churches Together to tour the Connections 
Art Exhibition to London and Westminster Hall. This 
exhibition showcased art from prisoners at HMP Lewes 
and their family members. This event was so popular 
we are looking to tour the exhibition to venues across 
Sussex and invite artwork, poems, photographs from 
family members to be included.

These activities have given many families the opportunity 
to meet with each other regularly and build their support 
network in a relaxed and comfortable environment. It 
has also allowed us to build deeper relationships with 
families and understand and respond to their needs better.

Some feedback from the families who attend our groups

“Thank you so much, we’re happy that you to organise 
these events because our lives are so busy and difficult”. 

“Just let us know when the visits happen as we love
coming and meeting other people and being normal”. 

“We just like coming here and being a family doing normal 
things, thank you”. 

Sadly, our face to face activities were of course cancelled 
during lockdown and our outreach workers swiftly adapted, 
providing online activities for children including making 
dream-catchers, baking and musical instruments online.
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Support Groups

We run monthly support groups, providing families with the opportunities to meet
regularly and discuss the issues that concern them in a safe, non-judgemental
environment. At the request of families, these take place in cafes over lunch, creating
an informal atmosphere. During lockdown, our support groups switched to zoom and
families have continued to join us to gain ongoing reassurance at this difficult time.

18

of participants report that they feel 
less isolated, more connected within 
their community, and have had the 

opportunity to form new friendships 
with other participants as a result of 

attending the groups.

75%

of participants report that their social 
network has expanded through their 

involvement in this project.

75%

of families say the opportunity to meet 
with others in the same situation has 
been a great boost to their wellbeing 
and enabled them to manage day to 

day stress better.

100%

Family Voice
We commissioned the arts organisation ‘Culture Shift’ to run arts activities in the prison 
and community and built a strong relationship with them. Culture Shift will set up a theatre 
project using the stories of mothers of prisoners, and have begun interviewing ‘mums’ we 
have got to know over the course of the Active Communities project and who are pleased 
that their experiences are going to acknowledged. We look forward to seeing this
project unfold over the coming year.



At Hastings Magistrates court, a Sussex Prisoners’ Families
volunteer approached and talked with Mr and Mrs B following 
their 17-year-old son’s first court hearing for manslaughter. 
The family had no previous experience of the criminal justice 
system and asked for help navigating the court proceedings. 
Our court volunteer continued to meet and support Mr and 
Mrs B during the three-week trial at crown court, culminating 
in the jury rejecting the manslaughter plea. Their son was 
found guilty and convicted of murder. Devastated, the family 
tried to come to terms with the impact of this life changing 
event. The family agreed to SPF calling them and they
continued to receive telephone support.

Initially, the family were being harassed by neighbours
following press coverage and there were confrontations in
local shops. Their younger son was being targeted by bullies 
at school. We provided advocacy with the school who welcomed 
us providing information and advice about support this 
family and other families they knew in similar situations.

Anniversaries such as the date of the offence, birthdays and
Christmas, have been difficult for the family and their son 
in prison asked the family not to visit him on his 18th birthday.
We encouraged letter writing between them and has 
advocated on the family’s behalf with departments and 
agencies within the prison to help to ensure the emotional 
wellbeing of their son.

Over time the family have become more involved with our 
services including attending our community drop-in, family 
outings and engaging with our online forum. Mr and Mrs B 
say how much they value meeting others in the same situation
as themselves and they take comfort and reassurance from 
talking to workers and other family members who share 
their experience. Their oldest son has now been moved to 
the adult prison estate and may face greater challenges ahead. 
We continue to offer support for as long as it is needed.

Case Study: Being judged
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Online Family Support

Social Media

registered and used our family forum, gaining online support and advice from others in the 
same position. Families have been able to share their concerns about lockdown, visiting 
and prison life in general in a safe and confidential space. 
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Family members
65

Twitter followers increased to 
502 from 421 the previous year 
(16% increase)

Facebook followers increased to
284 from 230 the previous year
(19% increase)

Instagram 109 new followers

“Rachelle, you and Rhea are 
amazing and I’m surprisingly 
strong this time...in shock but not 
crying and falling apart like
before! ..you and the people who 
work with you are like my new 
idols... and I’d like to start
going to the group things and so 
on.. I thank you sooooo much”.



• 3,411 new users to our website

• 85% returning visitors and 15% new visitors

• 70% visitors were female and 30% male

• 81% visited the site on a mobile, 18% on a desktop
    and  1% tablet

• Top 10 locations:

    1. Brighton & Hove   2. London   3. Crawley
     4. Worthing   5. Eastbourne   6. Chichester:
     7. Lewes   8. Hastings   9. Horsham   10. Haywards Heath

Website
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This year we welcomed.....

Our website continues to be a source of
information and advice to families and thanks 
to our close relationship with local prisons 
and courts has given up to date advice about 
changes due to the corona virus.



Joel Baynes

Alison Neate

Danielle Goonetilleke
Project Officer

Joe Cowdry-Byrne
Intern

Rachelle Gold
Courts and Advocacy 

Director

Our Team

THE TEAM 

Denis Byrne
Development and

Community Director

Karen Anthony
Project Officer

Sharna Hooper-Jones
Intern

Megan Darnell
Community Outreach

Arts Worker

Clementine Manning
Community Outreach

East Sussex

Sam Hart
Learning and

Communications Director

Marie Dowell
Community Outreach 

West Sussex

Our team has continued to grow and flourish and we are 
so excited to welcome brand new members this year,
including a new outreach team able to offer one to one 
advice and support to families throughout Sussex. 

Lockdown has given us an opportunity to meet more regularly (albeit online) and has
increased our opportunities for staff training and development. We have welcomed guest 
speakers this year from Circles UK, the Carers Association, Spear Brighton, the Magistrates 
Association as well as young people affected by imprisonment.

Rachel Collier
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THE BOARD

Jeremy Leadsom

Elise Maddocks

Lisa Harding
Community Outreach 

Brighton & Hove

Olivia Bruce
Intern

Anna Stephenson-Knight
Family Outreach

West Sussex
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Finances

72%

8%

18%

2%

Staff salaries and
travel/subsistence

Core cost (Rent, IT,
Insurance, phones,
marketing etc...)

Family Activities

Volunteer
expenses

96%

3%

1%

Grants & Trusts

Trading
(contracts, sales)

Donations and 
fundraising
activities

We endeavour to have a mixed income portfolio and have 

benefited from grant support and trading from providing 

training, selling Doodle Cards and income from donations 

and fundraising activities such as pub quizzes. Since 2013 

we have had a staggered fundraising approach which has 

enabled us to increase our income each year as we carefully

manage our capacity and growth, and our projected income 

for 2020-2021 is a 50% increase from 2019-2020.

For a detailed summary of our 2019-2020 accounts please 

refer to Companies House.

How we generate 
income:

What we use
our income for:

40%

37%

15%

8%

Community
Services

Court service

Prison services

Central costs

What we did
with our income:



The Black Lives Matter movement has been a huge wake 
up for everyone working in the criminal justice system. 
We are committed to challenging racism in our day to day 
work and the structure of our organisation. 

Working together: We actively seek partnerships and rela-
tionships with organisations representing excluded com-
munities that experience racism.
 
Learning: We will learn together through conversation, 
shared reading and  training. We are open to challenge 
through discussions and awareness raising with staff, 
board, volunteers and families.

Raising Awareness: We will raise awareness of the racial 
inequalities in the criminal justice system. 

Reaching Out: We will improve how we reach out to and 
advocate for families of colour

Reflecting: We will review our volunteer, staff and board 
recruitment policies’ and systems and revise them to be 
more representative of BAME communities. 
 
Challenging racism in the Criminal Justice System: We 
acknowledge the inherent racism in society and are
committed to challenging this in our day to day work and 
the structure of our organisation.

The Future
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“Megan is great, she 
has been my rock,
and you lot at SPF are
absolutely cracking.
The organisation is
amazing and I wouldn’t 
of been able to cope 
without the support 
from Megan and
Rachelle. SPF have 
made a huge
difference to my son’s 
life in prison, and he 
said to me, ‘those
people you speak to
are absolutely fabulous”.
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Our Supporters

A LACY TRUST
CHARLOTTE MARSHALL CHARITABLE TRUST



There are variety of ways to support Sussex Prisoners’ 
Families, through donations and support of our services, 
volunteering with our Court and HMP Lewes Visitor
Centre or just passing on our details to interested
colleagues, as we are always happy to come along talk 
to teams, services and schools about how imprisonment 
impacts children and families. Visit our website for
details on how to donate.  

www.sussexprisonersfamilies.org.uk

Volunteering link
We would like to thank the families for their honest
feedback which has helped us grow and for the ongoing 
courage they show which continues to be an inspiration
to all of us at Sussex Prisoners’ Families, and also our 
amazing volunteers for their energy, enthusiasm and
commitment. We are also grateful to the following for
their support;

Adam Shelton (Big Egg Films), Andy McCrae, Brighton 
Peace and Environment Centre, Brighton Metropolitan
College, Catherine Jefferson, Colin and Sue Darnell,
Davina Irwin-Clark (High Sheriff of West Sussex), Girlfriend 
of a Prisoner’ for the artwork, Her Majesty’s Courts and
Tribunals Service, Hannah Lane (Governor HMP Lewes), 
Julia Roberts (Culture Shift), Kay Bryn-Hussey, Michelle 
Westbury, Richard Goonetilleke, Sea Kale (St.Leonards On 
Sea), The University of Brighton, The University of Sussex, 
Violet Hancock (High Sheriff of East Sussex). 
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Please refer to Companies House for information on our accounts

Sussex Prisoners’ Families CIC,
Brighton Eco Centre
39-41 Surrey Street,
Brighton and Hove,
BN1 3PB,
Company Number 8631063

www.sussexprisonersfamilies.org.uk

01273 499843

info@sussexprisonersfamilies.org.uk

sussexprisonersfamilies

@sussexprisonfamil

Volunteering

To find out more about volunteering with us go to the

‘Get Involved’ section of our website.


