Civil Society Hearing
Achieving consensus on prison reform
States hold extraordinary power over prisoners, placing them in a vulnerable and dependent position. For this reason, it is vital that systems exist to monitor conditions and treatment, and to encourage states to improve prisons. A prisoner in South Africa said, “A person must not break the law, but the law must not break a person.”
I represent the Friends World Committee for Consultation (Quakers) and I am privileged to speak to you today about prisoners, the duties of governments to maintain decent conditions and humane treatment, and the way UNODC and NGOs can work together in pursuit of these aims. 

Major obstacles facing prison systems throughout the world arise from the fact that most prisoners are drawn from the poorest sections of society, with the deepest needs for a healthy life, such as inadequate housing, unemployment, abusive relationships, drug dependency and mental illness.  I do not know of a jurisdiction in the world where the prison population is comprised mostly of wealthy and powerful members of society.

But perhaps the greatest obstacle to fair and humane prison systems is overcrowding. Piera Barzano, who is Senior Regional Advisor of the Justice Section at UNODC, stated in Doha: “Prison overcrowding impacts the quality of nutrition, sanitation, prisoner-activities, health care services and the care of vulnerable groups. It affects the physical, mental health and well-being of all prisoners. It generates prisoner tension, violence, exacerbates existing mental and physical health problems.”
It is sometimes difficult to convince correctional practitioners that they have much to gain from civil society organisations. Let me explain.
In the United Kingdom, there was an increase in self-inflicted deaths.  Prison staff recognised that they lacked expertise in working with people in acute distress. A voluntary sector agency, Samaritans, had one mission, which was to support people at risk of suicide. The prisons consulted Samaritans, and together they decided to train prisoners to support people in crisis. This peer support reduces the risk of self-inflicted deaths, but it depends on the special expertise of a voluntary sector organisation.
As governments and NGOs work together to make justice systems fair and decent, two tools are the Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners, and the series of handbooks, published by UNODC, covering themes such as restorative justice; prisoners with special needs; and measures to relieve overcrowding.

The Bangkok Rules provide a framework for meeting the specific needs of women offenders. Member states, UNODC and civil society also collaborated in the production, by UNODC of the Handbook on Women and Imprisonment, which describes the gender-specific aspects of women in prison – their previous victimisation, their MH needs, their roles as primary carers of children.

The FWCC, working with Prison Fellowship International and other NGOs, introduced the Commission to the concept of restorative justice in 1992. At the 2005 Congress, a session was dedicated to the topic and the UN convened a group of experts to draw up a code of standards. I would add that restorative justice can inform operations within prisons, for example, in how the prison deals with disciplinary infractions.
In the process of revising the standard minimum rules for the treatment of prisoners, the UNODC has played an enabling role. The first few expert group meetings tried to revise the rules from a blank sheet. There was very little progress and some deep divisions surfaced. Then states and NGOs were invited to submit written proposals for revised rules. The proposals reflected profound cultural differences and priorities that were often in conflict. The dozens of suggestions needed to be organised thematically, harmonised and combined into a single unified draft. It was a very demanding task – requiring sensitivity, wide-ranging expertise and long-term dedication. But as support for the revision builds, the achievement of the sponsoring governments and the UNODC staff becomes clear. 

The 1955 SMR contained no requirement on states to ensure that prisons were safe. FWCC, with Penal Reform International, proposed new rules to ensure that prisons are safe. The draft SMR, agreed in Cape Town, declares, in the first Basic Principle:
“The safety and security of prisoners, staff, service providers and visitors shall be ensured at all times.”

A final illustration of collaboration among member states, NGOs and the UNODC is the treatment in prison of persons with disabilities. There is a UN Handbook on the treatment of prisoners with special needs which includes prisoners with disabilities. This is a good illustration of the way the handbooks bring together policies and practices which enable prison managers to meet UN standards. 

In Cape Town, NGOs advocated that the revised SMR should reflect the duty to facilitate the needs of prisoners with disabilities. They worked with a number of member states to draft a suitable text for the SMR:

Prison administrations shall make all reasonable accommodation and adjustments to ensure that prisoners with physical, mental or other disabilities have full and effective access to prison life on an equitable basis.

The Standard Minimum Rules need to be achievable, or implementation will suffer. They must also be challenging, to drive progress in correctional practice. But the most important quality of standard minimum rules is that they must describe what is required to respect the dignity of every prisoner.

To sum up, while states, NGOs and UNODC each approach criminal justice from a different perspective, their work is complementary. In working to build consensus on the priorities for reforming prisons, each is needed. Reforms cannot be grounded in practice without the input of civil society. They cannot be implemented in prisons unless governments turn the ideals into reality. And an international consensus on prison reform is made possible by the expertise and tireless efforts of UNODC staff.
Looking ahead, the FWCC encourage this Commission to accept the draft revised standard minimum rules for the treatment of prisoners; we hope that the SMR will be relevant and useful in improving prison conditions and treatment; and we challenge non-governmental organisations to continue to provide expertise, research-based evidence, and practical assistance to governments in the implementation of the revised rules.
Thank you.
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