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Director’s Introduction

Overview of the Centre’s work

During the course of the year 2000 the International Centre for Prison Studies further expanded its activities around the world. Its work has consisted of a combination of research which is likely to have an influence on policies affecting the use of imprisonment and of practical projects aimed at spreading best practice in prison management. 

· The research project on Cultural and Organisational Change in the Prison Setting, carried out in five European prison systems, has identified a number of features which are essential if such change is to be achieved.  

· Through its research on Prison in the 21st Century ICPS has raised questions about the nature of imprisonment with a number of influential groups of people who would not usually be interested in this subject. 

· The project on Restorative Prisons has dealt with the difficult question of whether the concept of restorative justice can be applied in the prison setting.

· The Centre’s work on how to deal with the scourge of tuberculosis in prisons has helped to place this subject firmly on the agenda of many of the organisations which were already dealing with tuberculosis as a public health issue.

· The Centre has continued its project activities in Eastern Europe and Central Asia, with the work in Kazakstan being of particular significance. 

· The Ministry of Justice in Turkey invited the Centre to lead a project on human rights and prison management. This was a particularly sensitive project given the political and human rights situation in that country; we decided that the benefits from delivering the project outweighed the difficulties which it raised. 

· The Centre’s work in Latin America expanded considerably and new projects were begun in Brazil, Chile and Venezuela.

The Centre’s partners

The Centre strengthened its links with intergovernmental organisations. These included the United Nations, mainly through the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), and its Latin American Institute (ILANUD); the Council of Europe, through its Directorates for Legal Affairs and for Human Rights, especially the Committee for the Prevention of Torture (CPT); and also the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). ICPS also worked closely with a number of non-statutory and non-governmental international organisations. These included the Inter-American Institute of Human Rights, the Open Society Institute, especially its Constitutional and Legal Policy Institute. In continuing its work on the reduction of tuberculosis in prisons the Centre had regular contacts with agencies such as the World Health Organisation, the International Committee of the Red Cross, Médicins sans Frontières, the Royal Netherlands Tuberculosis Association and the Swedish Institute for Infectious Disease Control. The Centre particularly values its close working links with Penal Reform International.

As the Centre is based in one of the leading universities in the United Kingdom it is appropriate that it has strong connections within that country. At a governmental level, these include the Foreign & Commonwealth Office, the Home Office and the Department for International Development. A number of international projects are funded through the country offices of the British Council. The Centre also has strong links with the 3 prison services in the United Kingdom and with a number of the non-governmental organisations involved in penal reform issues in the country.

ICPS has an unparalleled network of connections with prison administrations around the world which allows it to be aware of best practice in the treatment and management of prisoners. This has now been strengthened by the creation of World Prison Brief Online on the Centre’s website. Although still in the early stages of development this already contains details of prison systems in over 220 countries.

The key role of prison staff

A constant theme running through all the work done by the Centre has been an understanding that any attempt to make prisons places of greater decency and humanity has to recognise the key role played by prison staff. This is a factor which is often overlooked. Recent years have seen significant changes in the use of  imprisonment and the forms which it takes in many countries. A great deal has been spoken and written about the extent to which imprisonment can be a reflection of the value systems of a society, of how its use can affect the overall administration of criminal justice and about how recent changes have affected prisoners. However, to date little thought has been given to the implications of these developments for prison administrations themselves. How does a prison system cope with a 50% increase in the number of prisoners for which it is responsible when there has been no corresponding increase in resources? How does it respond in a situation in which all previous certainties have vanished and in which there is a lack of clarity about what the system is meant to be achieving? These are major concerns for those with responsibility for prison administration. 

They also affect the daily lives of the staff who work within these prison systems. In many respects they are a forgotten group of public servants, particularly in the criminal justice sector. Police have a public profile which ensures that the public is aware of their existence and often they are still regarded as custodians of the peace. Prosecutors are powerful figures in many countries, able to take what may well be literally life and death decisions about which crimes should be taken to court and which should be dealt with in some other manner. Generally speaking judges are persons of importance in their communities. The story is quite different in respect of prison staff. They carry out their duties away from the public view; in common with prisoners, they are hidden behind high prison walls. In a disturbingly high number of countries they are poorly trained, badly paid and receive little respect from their governments, from other public officials and from the rest of society.

The importance of human relationships

In many public sector organisations the last decade has been marked by an emphasis on managerial issues. This has also happened in respect of prison systems, especially in the developed world. To use its own terminology, this “managerialism” usually involves a focus on what are called processes and outputs rather than on outcomes. In common language, this means a concentration on how things are done and what the organisation achieves rather than on the changes which result from the activities of the organisation. There is much to be said for such an approach. Properly used, it can ensure that organisations run more efficiently, that they are cost effective and that they produce what is expected of them. Nevertheless, it is important to recognise its limitations, especially in a prison system.

Prisons are dynamic institutions in which the most important elements are human beings: staff and prisoners. They are not inanimate entities made up solely of buildings, walls and fences. Neither can their success or failure be managed merely by means of a series of set formulae, calculated by a central administration or government department. The human element has to be taken into account at every step. Real change in any prison system cannot take root without the involvement of both staff and prisoners. That fact has always been recognised by those who understand the dynamics of any prison.  Governments come and go and their policies may change; directors of prison systems come and go and their visions may change. Key performance indicators and targets may be set and re-set. Yet there are only three constant features in any prison system: the prison itself in which prisoners are held and the prison staff who look after them. The key feature for the success or failure of any prison system which is to be run in a decent and human manner is the relationship between prisoners and the prison staff with whom they come into contact on a daily basis. These are the prison staff who unlock prisoners in the morning and lock them up last thing at night. In between times they will see prisoners at their best and at their worst, at their strongest and at their weakest. There is a symbiotic relationship between prisoners and prison staff. One group cannot exist without the other. Between them they can have the greatest influence on whether the prison has a human or an inhuman environment and on whether the objectives set by national or local management can be realised.

The need for an ethical context

If one accepts that prisons are places where the relationships between the human beings involved have a central role to play in determining both culture and organisational direction, a further important conclusion follows. This is the need for prisons to operate within an ethical context. In theory, it should not be necessary to make such a comment, it should be taken for granted. In practical terms there is a need to acknowledge the importance of this principle. If one loses sight of this, there is a real danger that the perfectly proper insistence on performance targets and process delivery will encourage the ever-present danger of forgetting that the prison service is not  the same as a factory which produces motor cars or washing machines. The management of prisons is primarily about the management of human beings, both staff and prisoners. This means that there are issues which go beyond effectiveness and efficiency. When making decisions about the treatment of human beings there is a more radical consideration; the first question which must always be asked is “Is it right?”.

From a purely  managerial perspective the prison system which existed in the former Soviet Union was a model of efficiency. If the prisons and colonies in the GULAG had been measured by modern performance indicators, they would have passed with flying colours. There were virtually no escapes because the penalty of a failed attempt was death; there were few assaults on staff because perpetrators would have faced severe reprisals. As far as the organisation was concerned, the priority for the colony was to deliver a high level of industrial production. This was a simple message for the director of the colony and he made sure that it was delivered. The question “Is it right?” was nowhere on the agenda. The same can be said of  a prison such as Robben Island in South Africa during the apartheid era, of Tuol Sleng in Cambodia during the time of the Khmer Rouge and of countless other places of detention in totalitarian states.

These considerations apply also to prisons and places of detention in democratic countries. One only has to read the reports produced by the Council of Europe Committee for the Prevention of Torture and Inhuman or Degrading Treatment to realise that those responsible for the management of prisons and those who work in them need to avoid taking a purely technocratic approach to their work. It is not sufficient to measure success or failure merely in managerial terms, divorced from any consideration of what effect this has on the people involved, both staff and prisoners. One of the first consequences of such an approach will be that one loses sight of the fact that all the players are human beings. Terminology in the prison world is an important indicator of the presence or absence of humanity. When mealtimes for prisoners are referred to as “feeding-time”, when prisoners are referred to as “bodies” it does not take a sharp observer to recognise that humanity is lacking and that prisoners are seen as numbers and passive objects. Everyone involved, staff and prisoners, are demeaned by this process.

In the course of a speech made to mark the retirement of the previous Director General of the Prison Service of England & Wales, the Home Secretary in the United Kingdom government described the task of running a prison system as the most difficult in any public service. Similar comments have been made elsewhere about the task of directing individual prisons and indeed of working as a front-line prison officer. These realities have been reinforced for those of us from ICPS who have been working with prison staff in many regions of the world, attempting to improve standards of professional prison management and to show that an awareness of human rights can result in prisons being better managed and safer places.

In managerial terms it is important that processes and outputs in prisons should be run efficiently and effectively so as to meet the legitimate expectations of governments, of civil society, of victims and of staff, prisoners and their families. If it is true that prisons reflect the most central values of a society, it is even more important that those with responsibility for prisons and prison systems should look beyond technical and managerial considerations. They also have to be leaders who are capable of enthusing the staff for whom they are responsible with a sense of decency in the way they carry out their difficult daily tasks. If this happens it is more possible that the “outcomes” from the prison will be of benefit to all members of society.
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