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Director’s Introduction

The annual report which follows presents a picture of how the work of the International Centre for Prison Studies developed in the year 2001. The tradition of involvement in long term projects aimed at assisting governments and prison administrators to manage prisons in a safe, secure and just manner has continued. These projects have taken place in some of the most problematic prison systems in the world which have one or more of the following features: the worst overcrowding, the greatest incidence of violence, the highest levels of disease and ill-health among prisoners, a crying need for training and support of staff, the greatest shortage of resources. The common feature in all of the countries in which the Centre has worked has been a desire on the part of the authorities to improve the situation.

Working in a human rights context

The Centre has a small group of core staff and its projects are led by part-time Associates from a number of countries, most of whom have long experience in the management of prisons or other sectors of criminal justice. This background allows them to bring a unique authority to their work. Their contribution is based on sound principles but it is also steeped in practical knowledge. This latter feature reinforces the Centre’s constant message that human rights is an integral part of good prison management. In the course of its project work the Centre finds repeatedly that staff who deal with prisoners on a daily basis do not take long to be convinced of the relevance of the international human rights instruments to their everyday work. This has been the reaction of prison staff from Central Asia to Latin America, who have never before had their difficult task explained to them in such a context.

All persons deprived of their liberty shall be treated with humanity and with respect for the inherent dignity of the human person.
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Article 10
The principles in the major international human rights covenants and treaties, such as the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the Convention against Torture and other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women and the Convention on the Rights of the Child apply also to prisoners. They also include some principles which apply directly to prisoners, such as Article 10 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. All of these covenants have the force of law in countries which have signed and ratified them. In addition there are a number of human rights instruments which refer specifically to prisoners. These are presented as sets of principles, minimum rules or declarations. They do not have the force of law but they have been approved by the United Nations or by regional bodies such as the Council of Europe and are therefore internationally recognised as carrying great weight. 

UN Human Rights Instruments relating to the treatment of prisoners

Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners 

Standard Minimum Rules for the Administration of Juvenile Justice

Basic Principles for the Treatment of Prisoners 

Body of Principles for the Protection of All Persons under Any Form of Detention or Imprisonment 

Rules for the Protection of Juveniles Deprived of the Liberty 

Principles of Medical Ethics relevant to the Role of Health Personnel, particularly Physicians, in the Protection of Prisoners and Detainees against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment 
Safeguards guaranteeing protection of the rights of those facing the death penalty 

Code of Conduct for Law Enforcement Officials 

Basic Principles on the Use of Force and Firearms by Law Enforcement Officials 

These covenants and instruments are the basic tools which are used by the Centre in all its work for prison reform and the introduction of good management practices. There are two main benefits in using this material which has been approved by the international community. The first is that it underlines the Centre’s determination not to introduce Western models of imprisonment in cultures and situations where they would be inappropriate. The second benefit, which is even more important, is that it helps to underline that the same principles of good prison management apply in all jurisdictions. The majority of countries in the world have signed up to the relevant covenants and treaties and few would argue with the instruments which have been adopted by the United Nations.

A change of attitude

When embarking on a new project with a prison system the Centre will typically begin by asking its partners in the host country to consider all the relevant international instruments and to investigate the extent to which their content is reflected in national legislation. There will then be an analysis of the implications for the daily management of prisons. The project partners will be invited to identify the gaps which exist between the international standards and operational practice. There will then be a large piece of work to diagnose how these gaps can be filled and to develop a plan to make this happen. Without exception the prison staff involved, whatever their level in the organisation, have responded to this approach.

An important outcome of this way of working is the recognition that prison reform does not necessarily require a significant increase in resources. In many countries prison systems are badly under funded. In some there is a clear need for material help to provide prisoners with the basic essentials of food and care. However, this is not always the case. Nor are the problems of even the most poverty stricken system likely to be resolved simply by an injection of funding to meet immediate needs. Real and lasting change within a prison system will come about only when there is a change of attitude at various levels: on the part of senior politicians and government officials, on the part of senior administrators and on the part of first line prison staff. The model of working used by ICPS helps to begin this process of change.

Learning from good practice

In order to help spread this approach to prison reform the Centre has now begun a series of initiatives with the intention of disseminating the principles which should underpin this kind of work. In 1998, working in collaboration with Penal Reform International, it completed a draft manual on Human Rights and Prisons for the Office of the High Commissioner of Human Rights in Geneva. This manual has now been circulated by the United Nations in a pilot edition and is being increasingly used around the world. ICPS is currently preparing a handbook which will present a more detailed model of good prison management and practice within the context of the international instruments. When published, this handbook will give prison administrations and others a tool which can be used in the operational management of prisons and for training prison staff.

In parallel with this initiative, the Centre is developing a series of guidance notes for use in prison reform projects. The aim of this project is to provide organisations involved in this work and potential funders with a set of basic documents which can be used to design and structure prison reform activities which are based on a human-rights approach to prison reform, which support culturally sensitive ways of working and which are likely to be effective and sustainable. These short documents will be of assistance to:

· Government ministers who make policy and the officials who implement it 

· Prison staff, who will become more professional in their work

· Prisoners, who will be treated more humanely

· The families of prisoners 

· Human rights and other activists, who will have an efficient set of tools which they can use for prison reform activities

· Civil society, which will benefit from its improved links with prisons and the possibility that prisoners will be better prepared to return to it. 

Reform cannot be imposed

There are many intergovernmental organisations involved in penal reform on a global basis. They include the United Nations, the Council of Europe, the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe, the African Commission on Human and People’s Rights and the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights. In addition there are a host of non-statutory and non-governmental international organisations working assiduously in this field in many countries.

Many of them now recognise that there is little long term benefit in sending experts into a country for a short period to deliver seminars or to try to transplant ways of working from another culture. Similarly, sending senior personnel for short periods to other prison systems is of little worth unless such visits are focussed on a particular issue and are related to other longer term initiatives.

The only possibility of real change comes at the point when the various players within a country decide that they want it to happen. Ideally, these players would include the government, the prison administration and groups in civil society. It is also crucially important that the prison staff working directly with prisoners are involved in the process of change and feel that they have a commitment to it. Sometimes there may be a particular starting point for the reform; this may be a need to deal with overcrowding, with the number of juveniles in prison or with health problems. The role of experts from other countries will be to work alongside the local experts in the manner described above. This will never be a “quick fix”. It is much more likely to be a long process, during which the external and local partners will learn to work with and to trust each other. The role of the external partners will be to act as catalysts to allow change to happen from within  and to use their experience in other countries to give the local partners the opportunity to build on similar work which has already been done elsewhere, “to stand on the shoulders of giants”.

There are indications in a number of countries that this is starting to happen. In some countries prison numbers have begun to fall or have at least stabilised. In others conditions for prisoners are slowly improving. Elsewhere training programmes for staff are being introduced. In a number of countries prison reform is part of wider reform of the whole justice system. After 1997 the UK Foreign & Commonwealth Office decided to make penal reform an integral part of its human rights policy. At the same time the Department for International Development began to develop a policy which it called Safety, Security and Access to Justice. This acknowledged that in many developing countries issues of justice are linked closely to good governance and are an integral part of attempts to eradicate poverty. Within this context penal reform has an important part to play in creating societies which are more secure. The fruits of these policies are now taking shape. The commitment to real prison reform is now more obvious in some developing and transitional countries than it is in developed countries. There is much yet to be done.
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Director
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