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Director’s Introduction
Levels of imprisonment continued to rise in many countries in 2002 and the world average is now around 140 prisoners per 100,000 people. The proportion of people in prison varies enormously from country to country, with India standing at 28 per 100,000 compared to the United States of America which has 686 prisoners for every 100,000 people. It is extremely difficult to offer any rational explanation for many of the increases or for the differentials. In some countries levels of recorded crime are increasing but this is not the case everywhere. It is sometimes argued that a high level of imprisonment is an important tool in any attempt to reduce crime. However, there is little evidence that high levels of imprisonment result in lower levels of crime. On the contrary, one can make the case that many of the countries which have high levels of imprisonment also have high levels of crime. In considering these issues, heads of prison administrations of the 44 countries which are members of the Council of Europe, meeting in Strasbourg in November 2002, noted that levels of imprisonment in each country are usually influenced much more by political decisions than by levels of crime or rates of detection of crime. In a word, societies can choose for a variety of reasons to have high rates or low rates of imprisonment.

What is clear is the increasing need for a better understanding of the purpose of imprisonment, so that governments, politicians, the public and the media can be aware of when it should be used and when its use is actually counter-productive in a way that contributes to increasing crime rather than a reduction in crime The concept of the clang of the prison gate still carries a ring of certainty which can encourage the public to think that imprisonment is invariably an appropriate response to all levels of crime. In many sections of civil society prison remains a place of great mystery, with many people, including some who work within the criminal justice system, lacking in knowledge about what actually happens after a prison sentence is passed. There is confusion about the extent to which prison should be a place of punishment or of rehabilitation. 

The traditional concept, at least in Western countries, has long been to regard prison as place where an offender is sent as punishment and not for punishment. What that implies is that the punishment consists of deprivation of liberty and does not extend to the manner in which people are treated in prison. This premise is now less certain than it was previously. In an increasing number of instances the circumstances in which prisoners are held mean that they are also sent to prison for punishment. This may happen because of circumstances, in that the prison administration either will not or cannot provide decent conditions of detention; this is frequently the case in developing countries or those which are in transition. There are other situations in which repressive prison conditions are imposed as a matter of intent. This may happen because this is a managerially convenient way of dealing with prisoners who are thought to present a real danger of escape or creating disorder. It may also happen because a particular group of prisoners are thought to “deserve” such treatment because of the offences for which they have been detained or of which they have been convicted.

In this climate it becomes increasingly important that there should be a clear set of professional standards against which to measure the reality of imprisonment in all situations. 

· Who has the right to send people to prison and under what circumstances?

· When people are sent to prison, what are the conditions in which they should be held? 

· What rights should prisoners forfeit and which should they retain? 

· What expectations should they have about their treatment? 

· What are the implications for the immediate members of their families?

· Do special arrangements need to be made for particular groups, such as those who are awaiting trial, women and juveniles?

· What professional standards and skills should be required of personnel who work in prisons?

· To what extent should prisons be subject to independent scrutiny?

Several countries have already attempted to set standards for all or some of these issues, sometimes by legislation, sometimes by producing a set of rules or by publishing codes of practice. The appropriateness and complexity of these standards varies from prison system to prison system. In some instances they adopt a purely technical approach, defining the processes and procedures which are to be followed, ignoring any wider considerations of ethics or propriety. Many of those involved in prison reform, both inside and outside prison systems, find this unsatisfactory and look for a wider context within which to locate the practice of depriving human beings of their liberty. 

In recognition of this demand, in the course of 2002 the International Centre for Prison Studies began to organise its work under two main headings, which it called Creating a Knowledge Base and Applying the Knowledge Base.

Creating a Knowledge Base
One of the difficulties which until now has faced those who wish to improve standards of prison management and those who wish to be involved in a process of prison reform in their countries is that there has been a very limited awareness of how these objectives might best be achieved. Over the last 50 years a set of international and regional standards has been agreed by bodies such as the United Nations and the Council of Europe. However, many people working in prisons have not had ready access to these standards. Most of those who do have access have not found it easy to relate them to the daily realities of prison life. One consequence of this has been that the considerable efforts which have been made in a large number of prison systems in recent years to improve the lot of prisoners and to create a more professional management of prisons have not had any objective frame of reference. Developments have taken place without any learning from the experience of others working in the same field. Reformers have failed to benefit from advances made by others. 

This absence of co-ordination has been most obvious within regions. For example, over the last ten or 15 years, despite the best efforts of bodies such as the Council of Europe and the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe, prison systems in the countries of the former Soviet Union, which have faced fundamental but broadly similar problems of prison reform, have had few opportunities to learn from each other. Throughout the 1990s senior staff were invited to countless conferences and seminars but most of them took the form of gatherings of a few days during which prison administrators from the region sat patiently listening to advice from “experts” from Western Europe concerning specific issues such as staff training, the development of activities for prisoners or the management of prisoners serving long sentences. While these conferences were useful to a certain extent, they did not allow those taking part to deal with fundamental issues of reform in a strategic manner which would allow them to benefit from  each other’s experiences. The same could be said about the need for prison administrators and reformers in sub-Saharan Africa to learn how to cope with shortages of basic necessities, such as food and water. In some countries of Latin America there is a need to share experiences about how to cope with the endemic violence which blights so many prison systems.

In short, there is a lack of internationally accessible reference points for practical prison reform. Those who wish to achieve reform have all too frequently had to begin with a blank sheet of paper, feeling their way by a process of trial and error.

Bearing this in mind, ICPS has set out to develop what is sometimes called the knowledge base for this whole subject; that is, imprisonment, good prison practice and alternatives to prison. Starting from the international covenants and standards which have been agreed by governments, a body of reference texts and examples of good practice is being put together and published in a form which can be easily used.

This work has already been started. The most important document published by the Centre in 2002 was the handbook “A Human Rights Approach to Prison Management”. This text, which is described in more detail in the following report, describes how to implement international standards in a practical fashion in every aspect of prison life. Two other similar documents were published during the year; one on prison management and the other on alternatives to prison. Both of them are described later in this report. These publications will stand alongside two which were published in previous years; one on alternatives to prison in developing countries and the other on the management of tuberculosis in the prison setting. Further publications are already being planned for the future. The most important of them will be a series of guidance notes on prison reform. Another important element of this development of a knowledge base has been the Centre’s website, especially the section on World Prison Brief.

Applying the Knowledge Base

If it is to have any practical meaning, the knowledge base needs to be capable of application in real life situations. For that reason, the second aim of the Centre is achieved by undertaking a series of practical prison reform projects in a variety of countries and regions. These projects are all carried out within the context of the international standards relating to imprisonment. They are generally set up in response to an approach from official sources within the country or region concerned. Sometimes, as in the case of the project to promote better prison and public health in Eastern Europe and Central Asia, they are centred on themes which have been identified as requiring particular attention. Other projects, such as that with the pre-trial detention prisons in Moscow, may have a more specific focus. 

Each project is likely to have its own specific point of entry. In some cases this may be an influential individual within the system who wishes assistance in implementing a programme of change. In others it may be a particular problem, such as tuberculosis or prisoner violence, which can no longer be ignored because of external or internal pressure. In yet others it may be that a government has been told that if it wishes to accede to a regional organisation, such as the European Union, it will have to improve aspects of its justice system. Successful projects are likely to make use of this point of entry as a means of helping the host country to follow a standard process. This begins by learning about the international standards relating to imprisonment, then identifying the elements of the national prison system which fall short of these standards and finally working out a plan of action to bridge this gap.  The projects which are described later in this annual report show how this process works in practice.

During 2002 the Centre began to identify the general lessons which had been learned from each of these projects as well as the problems which had been encountered  and the solutions which had been found. The outcomes of this will be fed back into the knowledge base which is being developed in order to ensure that there is a continuous learning process.
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