INTRO / EVA: Welcome back to Liberation Amplified: a Collective Sound. This podcast is brought to you by the Prison Transparency Project, and we’re really glad that you’ve joined us for this episode.
My name is  Eva Danielson and I’ll be your host today. I co-produce this podcast, and do sound editing, and I’m also the Project Manager of the Prison Transparency Project, aka the PTP.

The goal of this podcast is to amplify voices of people who fight for liberation, and we do this by listening to real people talk about their real experiences. We have conversations with folks who organize, who create, who advocate, and who sacrifice a lot as they work towards a better world. And we try to learn about what life behind bars is like, and also what life on the outside is like when a loved one is incarcerated.

The Prison Transparency Project is an international, comparative research project. So throughout this podcast series, we’ll be hearing stories about firsthand experiences of prisons from Canada, from Argentina, and from Spain. The PTP is a multi-lingual project and this podcast also aims to be. While we don’t have the resources to create three different versions of each episode, we do aim to make each episode as accessible as possible by having full transcriptions, including translations, available for folks to read in their own language. This episode, as you can tell, is in English, and you can find English, French and Spanish transcriptions of it in our show notes. We also have upcoming episodes in the works that will be in both Spanish and French, which will also have multi-lingual transcriptions available.
In today’s episode, we have some very special guests: we’re joined by Farhat, Marge, and Gail, who are three members of a group called Mothers Offering Mutual Support, which cleverly shortens to the acronym of MOMS, M-O-M-S.
Also joining us again as narrator is our friend Deeana Deal. Deeana’s a co-producer of this podcast, as well as being an advocate and researcher, a law student, and a consultant for the PTP. She’ll guide us through the stories that Farhat, Marge, and Gail share with us.
Before we jump into today’s conversation, I’ve got to tell you, MOMS has produced their own podcast. It’s called Prison Family, and I truly, truly cannot recommend it enough. I’ve listened to each episode and I can say, it’s a beautifully crafted insight both into the work of MOMS as an organization, and into what it’s like for a family when their loved one goes to prison. We’ll link it in the show notes, and I really encourage you just to head right over there after this episode ends, and give it a listen. 
Finally, I’ll also mention briefly, these conversations were recorded remotely so some of the audio quality isn’t ideal, but the words being spoken are really important so we thank you in advance for sticking around anyway. Ok that’s enough from me for now, so let’s turn it over to Deeana.


DEEANA

Sixteen years ago, while sitting in the visitors waiting area at the Ottawa-Carleton Detention Centre, two mothers who shared a specific pain and a specific uncertainty met.  One of those mothers reached out to the John Howard Society of Ottawa. There, a crisis worker connected her with other women facing the same struggle. In January 2011, there were four mothers gathered and Mothers Offering Mutual Support (MOMS) was born. What began as a small circle of women carrying the weight of the correctional system, on their shoulders and in their hearts, has grown into a vital support network for mothers, sisters, daughters, grandmothers, aunts, and wives. Through monthly meetings, MOMs has created a safe, confidential, and non-judgmental space. A space where grief is understood, where burdens can be shared, and where no one must navigate the legal and correctional systems alone. Beyond supporting families, MOMs has become a powerful voice for advocacy, pushing for court and bail reform, community-based diversion and treatment programs, humane living conditions, proper health care, and meaningful rehabilitation for prisoners.  For 16 years, this group has transformed isolation into solidarity and pain into action for countless families. Today we will talk with Farhat, Marge & Gail members of MOMS. We asked them to think back to the beginning of their gatherings and to tell us about what obstacles or needs they faced. We asked them what pushed them to start organizing…soon the lack of procedural transparency emerged as one of the biggest challenges for the families of imprisoned people…


MARGE: Um, when my son was first incarcerated, now this is going back about… 14, almost 15 years ago now. Um, there's no information, like, uh, no one knew it. knew anything about navigating the system, so, um… What I did go do is go to John Howard Society, and they were able to help me out a certain about a bit, and help my son out. But they were the ones who pointed me towards the MOMS group. And up to that point, I think I just had no idea what I was doing. I had no clue, so… I got into the mum's group fairly early on. Now, this was a very young MOMS group with a very tiny membership at that time. But just the same, I realized, hey, here's some women who know what's going on.

And that can help me in this journey, so…you know, I would just say that, and… In terms of our members, when they first reach out to us, That is exactly the story. They have no idea. what they are doing, they have no idea what the system is like, and they're just, um… isn't, uh, any easy way of getting information. And the, uh, people at the… jails and prisons are not helpful at all in helping navigate the system. They expect you to know it. I'll just give you an example from a member who had this recent experience. Uh, she went into visit her loved one at OCDC on Ottawa Carleton Detention Center. And, um, the drill is, once you learn the system, the drill is you present your ID to the, um… Uh, admitting officer, uh, you wait in time for your appointment, you go and see your, um, person, and then you come out of the, um… Uh, meeting with that person. And then you leave. Well, what she tried to do was put money in the canteen, after the visit. Well, what you're supposed to do is put the money in before the visit, so when she attempted to, um, uh… put the money in after, uh, she was scolded by the admitting officer and told, I don't have time for this, I can't do this, and was refused. So, this is someone not knowing the system, and no one having said when she come in, do you have money to deposit for your person? Um, that's the reality of it, is that they are irritated with you often. They don't give you information, They regard you as an annoyance more than anything. Now having said this, that in… if you like OCDC, the person who's in jail is an adult. And they are entitled to their privacy. Uh, but in many cases, the adult family members will say, yes, I am… I agree to having my family, or my mother, or my father, or whoever, I agree. to let these people have information. But even at that, it's rare that you will get information about how your family member is doing through through the jail.



GAIL: I can give you an example of that. Actually, my son had been at Pittsburgh, Joyceville minimum, for quite some time, and I'd been going in sometimes twice a week to visit him. And when you go in A and D, there's a great big mailbox in the in the foyer, and they're there all the time, right? So there was one day I was driving down Highway 15 to Kingston and I had a piece of mail to drop off to my son. So I drove in, as one does and dropped it in the mailbox, and walked back out again. And one of the COs followed me out into the parking lot and ripped a strip off of me like you would not believe, like she went up and down one side of me for, I would say, a good solid 60 seconds. The goal was to turn me into a puddle into the ground. It was absolutely nothing to indicate that you couldn't drop mail. Nothing. So at that point, I had nothing left to lose and I just let her keep yapping and flapping her gums. And when she was finished I kind of stood back and I looked her up and down, and I said, are you quite finished Which gave me just a tiny bit of satisfaction, but for me, who had been going in and out of there so often Weekly, at minimum, to not know that, to not know that I couldn't drop a piece of mail in a public mailbox

DEEANA: Wow.

GAIL:  Right? And so when you think about someone who already sort of knows the ropes, and then you sort of overlay that against someone who is completely new to the system, like there are times in the support meeting that someone will ask a question and make a comment and I go, oh my God, you poor darling, you have no idea what you're coming up against And we try to help them and to prepare them. But it's like my husband looking at what's going on politically and going, that's illegal, and I go, yeah, and your point would be

DEEANA: As each woman spoke they reflected on experiences of stigma and stereotyping that surrounded them. The very stigma that makes many families cower and stop fighting. But not these women. No, their love and commitment is unparalleled and they tell us that this oppression originated from both the legal and prison system and from extended family, friends, and society at large. 


FARHAT: That’s the public perception, and that's what the system is designed to maintain that fear of people who are associated with people in prison and so they… unless they do that, then they, you know, they have to consider you human, but that's not what they want. They want you to… they want to other you, and they want to categorize you in a certain sense that… so that they justify the deprivations and the punitiveness of the system. So in my case, when I was going back to your first question is how we… I was when this happened, but it was, there was no reference point in my life that I could draw on to help me navigate through the system. I was alone in this predicament. The police who I had relied on, and they had extracted the details about my son, first of all, that was my first contact with the system. They did not in any way take what I was disclosing to them and pouring my heart out thinking that here when they listen to this story, they're going to know that he was mentally ill and been for a while, and so it will be mitigated in a certain way, but that did not happen. They actually used that their life history and if any, if you've mentioned any ups and downs, they would use that to further incriminate and you know, make the person make an ironclad bear cave, the police case against them. And access to lawyers is so difficult for a working person, and so that further alienates you from your society and this community that you grew up in, you recoil from them because you don't want them to know that such a terrible thing has happened and that your family member and you're doing everything right in society, you're involved, you're building a life for your family member and yourself but all that sort of falls apart the mental health aspect and we are going back 25, 30 years, that was very little known about these things so, you did not have many, resources available in the…in the community and being treated as a family member, being treated as a criminal was par for the course. That's how when you went to… I remember the first time went into the prison, the Ottawa prison to see my son. The way I was treated, the way I was very dismissed I was dismissed, and they didn't… it was a pain for them to even acknowledge my name and check me off to visit my son. And I sat there and I looked around myself and that's when the realization hit that I'm fundamentally in another category of population now. And this is a category which I myself may have maligned and said, oh, those people I would never associate I was one of them. And that was a terrible realization, not in any… well I would say not in a derogatory way, but yeah, something that was to be shunned and stayed away from. So you become one of those, because that's how society looks at you

DEEANA: When we think about jails and prisons, we usually imagine the barb wire, the isolation, and the violent environment. But we rarely consider the emotions that prisoners and their families experience. The reality is that the effects of imprisonment reach far outside the facility’s fences. It seeps deep into the lives and minds of the loved ones who visit, who accept phone calls, and who support their loved ones as they languish at the hands of the state. We asked Marge, Gail and Farhat about the residual effects of imprisonment experienced on their daily lives…

MARGE: Well, it does for sure. First of all, there's the overwhelming feeling of fear that you have, because you're worried that your, uh, loved one may get… injured or hurt in jail, so… That's an underlying fear that is with you all the time, when you have someone incarcerated. And then on top of it, yes, you're quite right about the work. So, first of all, you find a lawyer. And, you know, in my case, my son agreed that I could speak to the lawyer. He gave permission to the lawyer to speak to me, so there's talking to the lawyer. There's figuring out how to pay for the lawyer. Once they go to, as my son did, to a federal institution, then, you have to arrange to send things for them. So, for example, they're allowed to have a TV and a certain amount of electronics. You can…you know, once you figure out how to do it, then you have to order that for them. Then, for federal, there is a list of property for, in my case, uh, property for men, so they're allowed… There's a whole list of things that they're allowed to have, so you, as the family member, are responsible for purchasing, uh, these items for packing them up for sending them, and of course, you have to send them by some sort of courier system or something. And, uh, it's quite costly. You're allowed items up to $1,500. So, it is quite a pressure on a family member to get that ready, because that… all of that has to be sent within 30 days that they have been sent to their final institution at Federal. So you have 30 days to collect that stuff, pay for it, send it off, and get it to them. And then there's always the concern that you have that, uh, things don't seem to get to them in a very timely manner, so you're always concerned what happened to it, why isn't it there? Another little glitch that I had was that, when my son was incarcerated, he was wearing contact lenses. So, at one point, he called me, and he said, Mom, one of my contact lenses is, is, uh… has disintegrated. Uh, the other one has a rip into it. I'm existing with one ripped contact lens. So, I called up the, um, the health department, and I explained the issue, and the woman at the end of the line told me that is not a health issue. And so that… I finally had to go, um, to the, um… Yeah, the OCI. So I finally had to go to OCI in order to allow me to get, um… uh, contact lenses to them. And finally, the warden actually called me and said, okay, why is it that his… there's something wrong with his contact lenses? Well, they're designed to last a month? And he's had them in for about 2. Um, so this kind of thing. These are the things that are constantly coming up. Like, it's never a smooth ride, like, uh, you know, something else, then something else comes up, then your family member has a health issue. And you have to sort of try and sort that out, or… whatever. So there is always something that you have to do while they're incarcerated.

GAIL: Oh, no, not at all. In addition to that, like, I often think about a single mom who has just newly become single because her partner or his partner has gone into the federal system. So now you've lost half your income. And your source of security. You're still trying to parent young children all by yourself. You're navigating this incredibly huge bureaucracy where the website doesn't necessarily reflect reality 100% of the time and you're trying to come up with$ 1,500 bucks to clothe and feed your loved one, like, I… I look at Marge and Farhat and I, and I think to some degree, we were in a position of privilege. We didn't have those other things to deal with, but emotionally, when I reflect back for me, there was no indication this was coming. And I see it as a huge truncation of my life we ended up moving. We sold our home. We lost our community I changed careers because I could not maintain my career at the time and I think that for many of us the focus when our kids are in there is just getting them through just supporting them through waiting for that daily phone call, putting money in the canteen, trying to do visits, all of those things. And you set your own self aside you set your own emotions aside, and I know for me, my son's been out now for 5 years, and I'm still processing. I will probably process for the rest of my life the losses and the humiliations that were related to all of this. I don't know. What do you guys think like it's it goes so far beyond the financial I've lost family members over this. And I mean, we're as far east as we can go now.


FARHAT: Well, I was… yeah, I hear you, Gil, and I would say that the enormity of the lasting impacts of this crime. First of all, it's the victim. In my son's case, there is a victim's family who are hugely impacted by the loss of one of the families. You have to live with that realization all your life that here is a woman who's lost confident because of my son and a child who has lost a father. That's a huge burden to carry, even though it's not you yourself, but it's your son who you had such aspirations for because he was so intelligent and he was so talented and was driven by pursuing excellence. You have to give up that dream for him and, and as his mother, it's not only the loss of our own day-to-day personal life activities and choices, but it changes the course of your life focus and aspirations in many ways my hobby, my interests and retirement life is indelibly overshadowed by this reality in my life most of my life now is spent in grief because all these years and the realization of how your life has changed comes later. At first you're optimistic and you think, okay, because this is I'm making these arguments, I'm advocating that here there's a huge mental illness, and that should be treated and there are numerous studies saying that, oh, you know, mentally ill should not be housed in prisons. They should their own places. So, you're still optimistic in the beginning, but at a certain point, everything becomes hopeless, and your own life becomes hopeless, because here is your only cherished son has no future, and you fear for the worst for them. And you hear the, you know, about every case of death in custody is your own trauma reinforced. So these are the impacts on our lives

MARGE: And I'd like to say that, uh, our loved ones are really the lucky ones, because they have family members to support them. There are many, many incarcerated people who have no one. And I can't imagine how they get through it without having support. And the other thing I'd like to say is that as women, I think that we always tend to take on the issues that are…Our husbands and children have, emotionally, I think they impact us. And this certainly carries through when you have an incarcerated person, is that whatever issues they're having, so if you get a phone call from them and they're having a bad day for one reason or another, that stays with you. Like, that's all you can think about. So, it's… well, as we often say, we serve the sentence with them. Absolutely.


DEEANA: Even though prisoners are wards of the state, loved ones play a central role in upholding and ensuring the wellbeing of their family members. What people do not realize is that the resources that loved ones bring are crucial for the sustainability of the entire correctional system. But Corrections and political figures rarely recognize the importance of the role of families in the process of incarceration and reintegration. Families are never included in administrative decisions or policy making strategies. The women of MOMS spoke to this unfortunate and frustrating aspect of advocating for their families and drew attention to the importance of education as a fundamental element for reintegration.


GAIL: I think that the system does a fair bit of downloading to families on the outside, particularly when someone is released the expectation is that family will provide surety, but not only that, the emotional support, the release planning, the financing for someone who cannot get a job all of that stuff gets downloaded to family at the same time as the system is throwing every barrier in your way to providing those supports. When my son went in, I said to my husband, you're gonna tell me I'm too enmeshed, but I know that I will do everything in my power to keep him attached to his family versus the people inside. And that takes a of a lot of effort. My son will never recidivate, and part of that is because his mother was determined he would never recidivate. And the system just does not support that in any way, shape or form. It tries really hard to throw every possible barrier in your way to doing that. Making it difficult, if not impossible, to visit, they tried to send my son, after I had moved all the way across the province to be near him. They tried to send him to Mount Squee BC, this was in an instance where I had been going to see him every single week. I had tossed everything. I had sold my home. I had left my community behind so that I could support him through this. And that was their answer. Well you can do video visits, right? So they download an awful lot. It's all unspoken. It's not in policy that families going to provide this support. But if somebody is going to be successful on release, families do provide that kind of support and it comes at a huge cost.


MARGE: Another thing families have to do is that when your loved one is getting ready for parole, you have to organize all kinds of, um, letters of support from friends and family members. So, these letters go to the parole board, who review them before the parole hearing date,  but it takes… again, it takes a lot of work. You're going to family members, soliciting character references, you might be going to former employees, you might be going to a religious, uh, uh, people, you might be going to, uh, even back to their schools looking for letters of support. So, this is all on the family to do, and of course, you do it because… You want the very best for them.

FARHAT: And it seems that the public… in the public, there is a perception that, oh, did your son call yet? And they have no clue as to what is involved in being in touch with our loved ones Paul is he gonna call me? That's such a you know, strange question to me. So, that perception that he can call it so wrong, and but the barriers and hurdles that families have to go through to arrange for these visits, to arrange for phone calls. First of all, they call from the tethered phones that are still maybe 6 phones on the range, and only 2 of them would be working. Nobody is in a hurry to repair those phones if they become, you know, not working. And then just keeping in touch and hearing from them requires a monumental effort on our part, and on their part, too. They have to have for the visits you have to have your form put in place well ahead of time. And for the phone call, they have to make sure that their phone card is loaded in a certain… by a certain date of the month and my son, he goes through depressive episodes. And so he will have missed that many times it happens that he will have slept through that date. And even though that form is sitting on the side of his bed he had not put it in, so what happens, for the whole month he can’t call me so, the only way he can call me is through the landline collect and that translates into a huge cost on my part which, of course, being the mother, you don't want and knowing how they are mentally up and down, so you want to keep that channel open, so you bear that cost as well and then the video call started after COVID, and we welcomed them. It was such a relief, because then, you know, it cuts down on your travel time two and a half hours one way for me. It cut down that. But those are also, again, you have to have the application for video calls ahead of time and during the holidays like Christmas, there is a big rush for people to have video phone call, video calls with their loved ones but they only have a finite number of calls, so… so some people miss out on those occasions as well, because they haven't, you know, programmed the larger amount of video calls. So, things like that are very prevalent. It's not just one off, and especially when you hear one of our moms that are meeting saying that, you know, she traveled three and a half hours to visit her son, and the person, the correctional officer said, oh, no, there's a lockdown and there's no visits today and she was horrified, because she said, but I just called you before I was coming. You could have told me that she had called for on another matter To cancel or to schedule something else, another visit. But they did at that time said, oh, by the way, there is no visit today. They could see on her record that she was coming. They didn't have her. So imagine the frustration three and a half hour drive one way is no joke. And now she's going to have to go back with no visit to her son. This is bordering on criminal, honestly. It's that kind of deprivation that we have to live with

DEEANA:It is crucial to rehabilitation that prisoners uphold connection to and communication with their family and friends during their incarceration. Prisoners are often housed in institutions far away from their family’s homes which make visits impossible. MOMS reflects on the importance of access to different means of communication and the barriers they have experienced as well as the lack of access to technology, which would otherwise eliminate this barrier altogether and would ultimately aid in reintegration. 

MARGE: Well, the one issue that comes up again and again is that when inmates are transferred from one, um, institution to another, which happens frequently, they're transferred from Remand center to a provincial institution, or they're transferred to an assessment center in federal, families are never given any notice about that, ever. And the reason is, they say, is for safety concerns. They don't want it known that prisoners are traveling on a certain day, etc. Okay, I can understand that. But the thing is, is that when they get to their next institution it is sometimes weeks before the family can hear from them. So, if they were to say something that, okay, once that person gets to their next institution, they are allowed, at that point, one phone call, to their family just to let them know they're okay. So, for example, when my son was transferred from OCDC to Joyceville, which is the assessment center for federal, it was literally 4 weeks before I heard any word from him. Now, what happened, and what does happen sometimes, is that he met another inmate there, and the other inmate, who already had his phone privileges, was able to ask that family member to call me, and all they did was they said, he's okay. And just that eased my mind. But that period of time waiting, and you haven't heard from them, are they sick? Are they injured? Are they okay? Uh, just that one thing is… saying, because when you go to another institution, um, as the others were saying, you have to fill out all these forms to indicate that you want to communicate, and your loved one has to fill out forms to say they want to communicate with these people. All that takes time. So, if they could get one phone call and say, yes, I'm okay, as soon as we get the paperwork done, I will be calling you. That would be huge, just that one thing.

GAIL: I don't understand well, maybe I do. I don't understand why having access, limited access to email or internet is such a big bloody deal. Prison systems all over the world accommodate this is why is it impossible for our loved ones to send an email to a pre-approved list? This just my mind boggles. Is it that they don't have the technical ability, they don't have the vision. How can an email to a pre-approved contact person be a security risk they can vet these things it would solve so many problems, and I do believe that would have an impact on recidivism getting a post-secondary education in our Canadian prison system is next to impossible because none of them offer correspondence courses. So if you want to like when my son went in, he had three quarters of an advanced math degree from Waterloo. And he couldn't finish it because there was no way to continue those courses. He could have online, wouldn't have been a problem. So to me it's very short-sighted that we couldn't provide that kind of access to inmates, and I'm pretty sure it would help to reduce the frustration on the ranges as well. I think it would make for a more peaceful prison environment

FARHAT: Absolutely, absolutely, so, you know, you just heard that they are going to cut back on the librarians in the federal prison so this is the mindset. It just makes us shake our head by thinking of the mindset that exists there, that they would take those off, and as I shared with moms is the librarians are some of most valuable people that have existed in my son's life in the past 25 years that he's been in prison. And so, thinking of MOMS, we have always advocated for humane conditions of confinement and easing the communications is a big part of that RS so, family contact is imperative for their stated goals of rehabilitation and reintegration for prison. So, more phone… so, for those with serious mental health issues, family contact has been deemed such an important part of their reintegration, and that should not be impeded or hindered by punitive and restrictive, and sometimes vindicative policies that you always hear about. So, the history of behavior, that's another problem I have, is the history of the behavior of my son. It's never considered, he's never considered as an individual. He's sort of the same brush everyone is treated. So their history of, say, my son would never take drugs willingly or knowingly you know, totally opposed to them. So for him, when I go and visited him one time and he was stripped search, it was the most humiliating and most devastating effect that I personally witnessed in him and that's when I stopped visiting him personally. I do not want that for him. So, and I pleaded to the warden, to whoever would listen, can you please make an exemption in his case when I visit not swift surgeon point blank no was the answer. There wasn't even a consideration of that. So that's the kind of risk averse, controversial, adversarial system that we have to deal with and any flexibility, any humane step would be really welcome from our part

GAIL:   I often think about the children having to run that gamut of going, the damage to a kid knowing their father is in prison and not being able to see them, to not be able to maintain that family contact. And then when you try to do that you subject that child to a dog search in the car, possibly another dog search when you get to the admitting door, the ion scanner, the X-ray, da-da-da. Then you go into the visit room and it looks like something out of a gulag there are maybe 3 or 4 books if children and families corrections has been in there, but it's cold. You're not allowed to hug your kid in in Joyceville you have to be buzzed in and out of the bathroom like, how frightening for a little child, and how do you maintain any kind of normalcy in a relationship between a parent and child? So this has downstream implications for children getting involved in child welfare and repeating the same pattern of the parent before so it just… it's not working for anyone.

But it's also a terrific opportunity for, which brings me to another one of my bugaboos. It's a terrific opportunity for community volunteering for sure. I mean, there are people in the community who would love to go into the prisons to teach computer literacy, but again, every potential barrier is thrown in their way

MARGE: There already are our teachers that go in and teach courses, mainly high school courses, I would say, but I have not heard of anything related to technology.

GAIL: And they overlook the incredible impact of programs like this. My son got involved with pros and cons prison arts program when he was in Joyceville. Ended up working full time for them and now he works full time in music because of it.

DEEANA: Nice.

GAIL: That's the power of community involvement. That's the power of volunteers being able to make those the programs that CSC cannot, will not does not have the money or the imagination to deliver the general public does and wants to and I don't think that it just needs the vision

FARHAT: They were given, you know, the bill C83 that was designed to implement the SIU regime, the advisory panel that was set up made recommendations for such things the community involvement, the family involvement providing activities for the four hours that they must spend out of their unit there was such a reluctance, there was such hesitation at CSC and this is my personal opinion. I think it's the union, the guards union, they just do not want to put their members having to do anything different it's such an put upon, they feel so put upon I was… I'm part of the Prisoner Justice Day planning, and I was reading the 1970 scenario and how they you know advised something like that, and it was it was, you know, they… the guards would… at that time, they let this man so could kill himself and everybody was screaming for them, but they were playing cards. I mean, I could barely finish reading that story. They want to finish their cards and then they went for their walk and they found him dead they did nothing to intervene. That… if that is the kind of callousness that you know, we are talking about we need to take proper actions and invest something that with the huge budget that Corrections Canada has to amend these things to pay attention to the basic needs that can only alleviate the… the problems that will arise later after the incarceration. That has to be looked upon with more of an objective lens.

DEEANA: Because MOMS is an organization who fights for the rights of prisoners and their families, we asked about their struggle in remaining relevant in the eyes of the public, but also, how do they grab the attention of political players. 

MARGE: Well, I think more than pushback, um, we get apathy, you know, they respond to us with a very polite letter that basically says nothing at all. And, there's not really pushback, I wouldn't say. Oh, thank you very much for your interest, and you know, our government is planning on doing da-da-da-da-da-da, blah blah blah. And that's basically it. They don't, it's just apathy, I would say you know, if we ignore them, they'll go away.

FARHAT: MOMS lived through the tough-on-crime decade of the Harper government. So we are very keenly aware of how it can be dismantled that any humane attempts and any concessions that are considered concessions for our family members in prison can be derailed. We saw that first home this, decade of conservative and saw the dismantling of many policies and practices that deeply affect our family members. Those were dark days, and letters to the department got us the prefabricated admonition or rhetoric stating that the staff and institutions safety primary to their functioning and so, you know, this is… we're used to getting this kind of pushback, just the ignoring and just placating that the kind of thing that we usually get. But we're not ungrateful for the recognition the MOMS has been accorded and we admit that we are working very hard to bring different perception of the criminal justice system and the issues that are involved to the public, and we hope that there will be a difference in that perception.

GAIL: That's why we did the podcast because that podcast was birthed with my daughter and I were driving around one day, and I was whining about these form letters. You know, I said, we have written war and peace. We have written so many people, we have contact lists a mile long and we get a pat on the head and see you later, alligator. And she said then why are you doing it? Why do you keep doing it that way? And I said, well, what do you suggest we do? And in our complete naivety, she said Oh, wow. We should do a podcast. And I said, that's a great idea. So then I went to the moms and I said, we should do a podcast. And they went, that's a great idea. So we did a podcast and I think we've covered a lot of the same ground that you are exploring from very much a family lens, but things that even we didn't know until they sort of came out in some of these interviews. And our hope in doing that and I'm assuming yours too is that public policy doesn't change until public perception changes and work like this, work like this podcast, work like our podcast, Prison Family Podcast, aims to change public perception and bring pressure to politicians to make the kind of changes that we've been advocating for.

DEEANA: We asked Gail, Marge and Farhat to reflect on means of transparency and accountability that would ease their advocacy for their families, they suggested what would seem simple measures, but that CSC historically has refused to implement…

MARGE: Well, I think they have to be honest about the things that happen inside of prisons. So…For example, and I don't remember, Deeana, if you received some of this information, but a couple of years ago, there was egregious incident that happened at Maplehurst Provincial Institution and basically what happened was, um, an inmate at that one inmate at that institution attacked a guard, and punched him. So, the inmate was immediately moved to another institution. But for some reason, the superintendent of that institution decided that he wanted to make it known to the other inmates that this was not acceptable. So, what he did was he had them stripped down to their underwear, their hands zip-tied behind their back, and then they had to sit outside of their cells. And then they brought in big industrial fans that blew cold air on them for a period of time. And that was part of what happened. Many other things were happening at that time. So anyway, this was brought to light by a reporter named Brendan Kennedy, who writes for the Toronto Star. Now, unfortunately, those articles are behind a paywall. I happen to have a subscription, so I was able to have access to those articles. And the thing is, the government, the provincial, the Solicitor General's office, has never come out and been honest about what happened there. Now, as we understand it, the superintendent was, uh, fired from his position, all of the other guards who participated in that under his… under his, uh, orders, I guess you would say as far as we know, nothing has ever happened to them… but what has happened is that many of the inmates who later went on to their trials, had their sentences either vastly reduced or thrown out altogether because of the human rights abuses that occurred. And yet, none of that has been addressed by the Solicitor General's office. That's one thing. Another incident, this happened at OCDC, one of our members had a brother who was beaten to death… in 2021 by his cellmate, uh, he was beaten, and his head was repeatedly bashed against the toilet in the cell. And so there was an inquest, and now, unfortunately, inquests are not allowed to assess blame. All they are supposed to do is put the information out there so that… that's the kind of thing doesn't happen again but the annoying thing was… that this particular inmate, who was a vulnerable inmate, he suffered from Parkinson's disease, and he had a mental health disorder, on his chart, it said that he was to be housed alone. And yet, one of the guards decided to put this new inmate in with him and one that had, um, been charged with a violent crime in with this vulnerable inmate, and within hours, the guy was dead. And yet, that…that guard was never, um… we have no idea what happened to the guard, because that is part of the inquest record. So those are just two of a couple of things, and I have many more examples. Where the real cause of what's happened and what really occurred… is never brought to light. Now, those kinds of egregious things have to be… properly investigated, and people's heads need to roll because of the…

GAIL: I think one of the things that really should happen is that recommendations from the OCI need to have teeth They need to be far more than just a dusty little report that goes on a shelf and everybody goes, yep, yep, that's a really good idea. See you later. The other thing that has been very egregious is the elimination of the Citizens Advisory Board in Ontario, where families really relied on that in times of crisis, and now there is just no place for them to go so those are a couple of examples of the way they've just eliminated transparency in reporting.  When it's possible, and I know that this is not possible in every instance, but where an inmate has the willing family, why can't that family be more involved in planning for that inmate? There would be a lot more respect within the institution if there were more direct family involvement and, you know, families are encouraged us as an annoyance, as opposed to a support.

FARHAT: This has been within the Office of the Correctional Investigator his recommendations repeatedly. There have been panels, there have been advisory panels recommended the family involvement repeatedly and pointed to the beneficial aspects of in the rehabilitation and reintegration process because that's who the person is going to come out to eventually 90% of them are going to come out to the community, and so this is a natural progression, but this correctional Service Canada does not prioritize it and, that's a very valid and strong point. We always make in our advocacy, and also we point to the basic Charter of Rights and freedoms that are enshrined in our Constitution to say that why are the prisoners exempt from these basic rights so, look at the charter and how it is being violated inside. So that, you know, is a huge aspect of our advocacy towards those ends

MARGE: And in addition to that, Canada is a signatory to the Mandela Rules, and the Mandela Rules are actually called United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners. And so the Rules state that prisoners must be treated with dignity and respect, they must be given clean, safe living conditions with access to the same health care as people in the community and Canada is a signatory to that, and that's not happening.

DEANNA:Having heard their experiences of projected apathy in the face of such resistance to systemic changes, we asked what keeps them motivated to remain working and supporting other families and prisoners…

MARGE: Well, I would say mainly because of the need that's out there. Um, you know, as we get more and more members sending us messages and coming to our meetings, it's just that there is such a need out there that women that come to us are desperate. And when they do come to their meetings, I mean, they find a community of women who have traveled the same or similar paths that they are and sometimes it's the first time when they've been really able to talk to somebody who understands what they're going through. And for most people, it's such a relief just to be able to listen to one another's stories about what's happened to their loved one, find out information about how to deal with certain things, and just feel that other people out there understand what you've gone through. So, I would say that, the need is getting greater, if anything.

FARHAT: I find that we have no choice but to continue. It is, for me, a biological and visceral human need to connect with my child and no matter what age he is and what the nature of his crime is and it is in our instinct to protect our family members, in this case, my child. And that's what keeps us going and demanding justice, because we see the alternative could be for them. So this is why we keep demanding. I know we… we're not asking to take a pass on the incarceration for the crime that they have committed, but we are asking for to provide them with necessary tools and skills that will prevent such a thing in the in the future and in a humane and in an organic way that benefits the society and to them as well

GAIL: I think it’s love. No, I sit in the mom support meetings, and I hear the pain, and I love those women. And by extension, I love their kids. I know what they're going through. Anyway, I think it comes down to love in action. And that's what MOMS is, bottom line, MOMS is love in action. I listened to our Marge, our fearless leader in the mom support groups and the way she listens and guides and supports and loves on those women, it is pure and adulterated love, so, yeah.

DEEANA: But the struggles do not exist in a vacuum, of course there have been many important milestones met, achievements and successes accomplished. They shared with us what they see as the most important ones…

MARGE: Well, I think we have more than one. But this is good!

GAIL: keeping my son out of mask, keeping my son out of Matcube BC, in my mind.

MARGE: That's a great one. That was amazing. Well, I think that the many women that we have helped navigate the system is certainly a big accomplishment. I feel really good about that and of course, the podcast, the Prison Family Podcast, I think that was a lot of hard work, but mainly for Gail and her family. I mean, they were the leaders in all else, and the rest of us supported them the best we could in whatever ways they could.

FARHAT: And the fact that we may have been the first group of women who collectively came together and started this support group and now we were Ottawa-based first when we were meeting physically, but after COVID hit, we became online, and now we are national group and to be able to reach them. And I hear it in the voices and words of the women who join our monthly meeting. The relief that comes across unmistakably, they… the sigh of relief they hear, and they said, I am so glad I found you. They can talk without the stigma, without the shame, and they feel heard. And so that is the greatest accomplishment, I think, for us all and everyone in the vehicle.

MARGE: And I would also like to say that we have made, uh, we have collaborated with many other groups. Now, this would be John Howard, Elizabeth Fry, Canadian Families and Corrections Network, which is a tremendous organization. We have a small group in Ottawa that we collaborate with called Cajun, which is the community adult justice network, uh, where there's many, um, justice-related groups, Shepherds of Good Hope, um, Ottawa Mission, those kinds of groups and we collaborate with them, we share information, we publishize each other's work. A lot of these groups have services that are very helpful to our members. So, just making all of these contacts with many other groups is also an ex… a great accomplishment, and the fact that we are recognized as a credible group.

DEEANA: As we come to the close of our conversation, and recognizing that one of the organization’s core goals is to bring hope to families, we asked them to share what hope looks like for them moving forward.…

MARGE: Well, I think we'd like to have a change in the focus of the system, the correction system and we've been looking a lot at the system they have in Norway and their core philosophy in Norway they follow what is called restorative justice and normality. So that life inside the prison should resemble life outside as much as possible and the goal is to help people return to society as functioning, law-abiding citizens and in this case, the staff act more like mentors or coaches as opposed to guards, so, this would be a fundamental change. Now, Corrections Canada, provides lip service to the fact that they want to rehabilitate. But in fact, that's not what happens. They do have that in their mandate, that they want to rehabilitate people. But they're not going about it the right way. So, I think that kind of fundamental change… in the whole focus of the correction systems, is what's needed.

FARHAT: I was going to also say that we're blessed to be working with and collaborating with the likes of senators like Senator Kim Pate, who has this legislation in the books, and support her wholeheartedly, and we're so blessed to have somebody like that who understands very closely what our needs are, and what the needs of the incarcerated are. I personally really, feel privileged to, you know, know her, and I testified, in the Senate committee and also, we… we are blessed to be known in the justice community, and we were invited to be part of the think tank on mental health and justice and housing that happened just a couple of weeks ago. And we hope that this new administration at Correctional Service Canada, we are hopeful we've made the contact with them and we hope the new commissioner will hear us and they've already expressed an interest in meeting with us, so that's very gratifying. So steps like that, we are hoping that will… we ultimately to make even the smallest bit of change would be very helpful. We were very encouraged back in 2015 when a certain young man took the helm of the Prime Ministership of this country, and we were thrilled, we wrote, and we said we're so happy. We thought the… all the Harper years of tough on crime would be you know reversed, but we soon realized that it takes not months, not years, but decades to change a one single piece of legislation and the expense and the cost of doing all that it's very daunting. So, we hope that things do get easier and our voices are amplified, and listened to to make this wonderful change that we are hoping

GAIL: I would like to say that I mentioned earlier the prison family, but “Pros and cons prison arts program” and we I'm on the board of that program, and we have been truly blessed with some sincere fans at Corrections Canada. Some people who have really caught the vision and who have pushed, and who have supported, and who've advocated for this program, and so there are good people in the system, there are good POs in the system maybe not as frequent as we would like them to be, but I don't think it's fair to paint the entire system with a black brush. I think there are very well-meaning people within the system unfortunately, you run into the ones who aren't quite so much more often

MARGE: And I think the people within the system that are good are facing the same daunting task that we are, is that when they try to push… push for change, they're shut down pretty fast. And so, I'm sure it's discouraging for those ones as well, but we do have… good people that we run into. We certainly appreciate when we get someone, uh, when we're visiting who's kind who will give us a kind word, or maybe even share a joke, or something like that. We really appreciate that when we go and visit our loved ones.

OUTRO / EVA:
Here’s where we wrap up our episode, and say goodbye for now and thank you to Gail, Farhat, and Marge. Thank you for the incredible, important work you do with MOMS, and thank you, so much, for sharing your powerful voices and stories with us.

And to you our listeners, thank you for joining us for this episode of Liberation Amplified: a Collective Sound. Don’t forget to head over to the link in our show notes to hear the Prison Family Podcast, you’ll be glad you did.

Liberation Amplified is an output of the Prison Transparency Project. You can learn more about our research in Canada, Spain, and Argentina, by visiting prisontransparencyproject. com, which we’ll also link to in the show notes. The PTP works to bring together academics, human rights organizations, activists, communicators, people with lived experience of incarceration, and many others. The PTP is made possible through funding from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, and is also supported by and headquartered at Carleton University, which is situated on the unceded and unsurrendered territories of the Algonquin Anishnabeg people, whose presence on these lands reaches back to time immemorial.
This episode was produced by Deeana Deal, Natacha Guala, Quimey Martinez Magarzo, and myself, Eva Danielson. The music in the episode is taken from songs written and performed by Robert Campbell, who is a talented friend of and advisor to the PTP.
Please join us for our upcoming episodes, where we’ll continue to shine light on life behind and beyond prison walls and to amplify voices that are too often silenced. Until next time.


