THE CRUCIAL CONNECTION PROGRAM

The Crucial Connection Program is funded by the Reconnect Program. It is delivered to provide confidential support to young people between the ages of 12 and 18 years who have mothers in prison, and 17 and 18 year old women who are in prison.

This program assists these young people to become more involved with their families, work, education, training, and the community through mediation, counselling and practical support for the whole family. The program works closely with other local services to provide support in a way that is sensitive to the needs of the young people and their families.

The Crucial Connection Program provides a range of support to both young people and families that is determined by their own unique circumstances. It is flexible in its service delivery to meet the needs of young people. Meetings can take place in a variety of safe locations such as:

· Homes

· Schools 

· Sisters Inside offices

· And other venues in the community

This program can assist in the following ways:

· Arrange regular visits to mum;

· Arrange transport to prisons for visits;

· Working things out with families;

· Connecting with programs that assist in finding employment;

· Staying in school when things get tough;

· Linking in with training options;

· Getting income support if eligible;

· And finding somewhere safe to stay if necessary. 

The program can also assist Parents, Guardians and Families to:

· Work things out with the young person;

· Finding out the best ways to talk thing through;

· Learning to live together when things are hard; and

· Learning to live apart but staying connected as a family.

Providing one on one support enables the youth employees in the Crucial Connection Program to re-enforce young people’s ability to create positive change in their lives and to survive the trauma of family breakdown.  Giving messages like, “it’s not your fault your mother is in prison,” “you are not responsible for making things better”, and “you are allowed to have ambitions and work towards getting your own needs met”, have a big impact on young people.  These messages have to be constantly reinforced to combat the negative stereotyping these young people experience from many sectors of the community.
PRISON VISITS 

A major focus of the Crucial Connection Program is to facilitate prison visits with the young people and their families. 

· The preparation of the visit can include 

· Preparing the young people and the mother for the visit;

· Negotiating logistics and advocating with the prison system;

· Providing transport;

· Supporting the family during the visit can no longer occur

· Debriefing the children after the visit and addressing issues; and 

· Follow up with the children, mother and other family members

· A large slice of the support work done by the Crucial Connection employees is “undoing” the trauma caused by the prison system itself. Examples of this is the long waiting periods to gain short access visits; the treatment of family members as if they are criminals themselves and the distress and mourning often experienced after visits, all equate to large barriers to maintaining contact within the family.

· Contacting the mothers inside can also be a time consuming process because of the changing processes at the prison to see the women and if the staff actually bring the woman up to see Sisters Inside.  This process can take weeks before we actually get to see a specific woman. Workers from Sisters Inside are also known to wait long periods of time in the prison also before a woman is called up. 

· Some young people have, for a number of reasons, no way to get to the prison to visit their mother and rely on Sisters Inside to transport them to the prison for regular contact with their mother. 
· The prison visiting process can be quite intimidating and scary for young people and workers were often requested to accompany young people on their visit. Before access was restricted, workers could accompany young people through the visit process and sit with them for the length of the visit. Workers could also use the visit for family work and a lot of family mediation occurred in the visiting area. Workers can no longer enter the visits area so this aspect of the work can no longer occur. 
· Those young people who don’t have an adult to take them now have to wait while their mother writes a request to the General Manager of the prison asking they their child/children be allowed to visit them “unaccompanied by an adult”. This process has been known to take up to six weeks. Sisters Inside also needs to be approved for transporting these visits. 
· During travel time this is often a great opportunity to speak with the young people about what has been happening with them and an opportunity to provide counselling/ support. 

CAMPS
· The Crucial Connection Program holds 3 camps per year for the young people previously at Boonah’s Outlook, Maclay Island and Carnarvon Gorge. These camps focus on specific issues such as reunification, Domestic Violence, Sexual Assault, Adventure based learning to promote self esteem, driven by strengths perspective to support and encourage young people. 
· Usually split up the age groups and hold 12-15 and 15-18 year olds camps. 
· Carnarvon Gorge has been created for a cultural camp for Indigenous young people as we organise one of the local elders to provide a cultural aspect to the camp.  (JOE CAN TALK MORE ON THIS)
· The camps held at the Outlook are designed for more outdoor activities including a lot of trust activities. The various activities that are held at the Outlook include low ropes, high ropes, canoeing, other problem solving activities. 
· These camps are not so much therapeutic but developmental to enhance life skills, coping mechanisms, building self esteem and problem solving skills. 
CIRCUS

· The Circus project is based on a group work model to assist young people build a lot of skills that young people build. These skills are not only Circus skills but personal skills and goals such as communication skills, self esteem, organisation skills, creative skills and problem solving skills. 
· With participants in the one day programs living in various suburbs in the north, south and west of Brisbane the logistics of gathering the group together are extremely difficult. With three hours travel time either side of a three hour program and some of the participants at school the one day programs can only occur on Saturdays
· The “ Behind Closed Bars” Action Research Project in  2005 provided an opportunity for young people to come into contact with a range of workers and support organizations form across the youth sector and local Arts Industry.  This project was such a success that ‘The Outsiders’ won a National Crime Prevention Award and produced a DVD that has become a National resource for youth at risk.. 
· The Outsiders than came together over a number of workshops in 2006 and 2007 and developed another show called “Outside the Square”. This show was a vivid display of daring circus skills, projected poetic images and unique personal stories. 

· The older young people in the program formed a steering committee and the troupe was involved with all aspects of the planning and development of the show. This show held a public audience at the Judith Wright Centre that had a packed out audience. The Outsiders also held a show for schools to attend. 
BRISBANE YOUTH DETENTION CENTRE
· Sisters Inside has previously had 2 workers that go in weekly to the Brisbane Youth Detention Centre and run Circus workshops with the young women who are currently incarcerated. When the program first started up SIS ran a beading program for the young woman however this was then changed to Circus. 

· Currently we are in the process of negotiating a new program in the BYDC. 

· Through this we link up with the young women and offer support both whilst they are inside and once they are released.

· They have community BBQ’s that SIS regularly attends that are more of a relaxed setting with the young women. 

· We assist with

· Court 

· Transport when released

· Advocacy

· Support

· Counselling 

· Brokerage when applicable

