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The Institutes comprising the Unite Nations Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice Pro-
gramme Network organized a joint workshop on “ World Prison Populations: Facts,
Trends and Solutions”, on 10 May 2001 in connections of the Tenth Session of the United
Nations Commission on Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice.

HEUNI is pleased to publish hereby the general report of the workshop as well as the
Keynote lecture.

The other papers presented at the Workshop are available at UNICRI’s website
http://www.unicri.it/html/digital_publications.htm.
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World Prison Population: Facts, Trends and Solutions
Rapporteur's Report by Brian Tkachuk

Background to the Workshop*

The issue of prisons, and particularly
prison overcrowding and the resulting
financial and inherent human rights
problems, remains of great concern to
many member states as has been repeat-
edly stated at UN Commission meetings,
UN Congresses on the Prevention of
Crime and the Treatment of Offenders
and other international events. The issue
transcends a number of areas addressed
in the Vienna Declaration including
women, juveniles, victims of crime, pro-
tection of witnesses, health, pre trial de-
tention and restorative justice and other
alternatives to incarceration. It also im-
pacts upon other issues relevant to the
Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice
Programme including the management of
prisoners convicted of organized crime,
corruption and bribery as well as the
management and temporary detention of
victims in cases of human smuggling. The
practical workshop "World Prison Popula-
tions: Facts, Trends and Solutions", held on
May 10, 2001 in conjunction with the 10th

Session of the Commission, was part of
the collaborative effort by the UN Pro-
gramme Network Institutes to address
these issues and contribute substantively
to the work of the Programme.

                                                
* Brian Tkachuk, Director Corrections Program - Inter-
national Centre for Criminal Law Reform and Criminal
Justice Policy, Vancouver BC Canada.

Workshop Focus, Presentations and Dis-
cussion

The workshop programme (Appendix)
featured a presentation by Roy Walm-
sley, Consultant to the European Institute
for Crime Prevention and Control, affili-
ated with the United Nations (HEUNI)
and Associate of the International Centre
for Prison Studies (King's College, Uni-
versity of London). Mr. Walmsley pro-
vided an in depth analysis and interpreta-
tion of particular trends and issues rele-
vant to all regions in the world with a fo-
cus on global prison populations and
trends, based on the World Prison Popu-
lation List and the World Prison Brief†.

Mr. Walmsley highlighted the fact that
there are over 8 ½ million prisoners held
in penal institutions throughout the
world, either as pre-trial detainees (re-
mand) prisoners or having been con-
victed and sentenced. With a world
population of 6.1 billion this represents
an average incarceration rate of 140 pris-
oners per 100,000 population. This statis-
tic may not in itself be alarming but the
fact that prison populations grew in most
countries and invariably, in all regions of
the world, throughout the 1990s is. Even
more shocking is that, in some developed
countries, growth during this period was
as high as 40%. This growth cannot alone

                                                
† The World Prison Population List was first published in

1999, the Second Edition appearing in 2000 - Roy
Walmsley, Research Findings Nos 88 and 116. Home
Office Research, Development and Statistics Director-
ate, London UK. The World Prison Brief is a develop-
ment of the above and appears on-line
(www.prisonstudies.org); it is produced at the Inter-
national Centre for Prison Studies, King’s College,
London.
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be explained by increasing crime rates.
Simply, there remains a belief that prison
is preferable to the alternatives.

Of more concern than the increase in im-
prisonment rates themselves are the con-
ditions that have prevailed as a result.
High prison populations have led to
prison overcrowding which invariably
leads to a multitude of other problems.
Decreased living space results in poor
hygiene and sanitation. In some countries
there is insufficient bedding and clothing
and food quality and quantity are com-
promized. Health care is difficult to ad-
minister, there is more tension and vio-
lence amongst prisoners as well as vio-
lence against staff. With overcrowding
staff/prisoner ratios fall leading to less
supervision and the inability to engage in
constructive programs and activities con-
ducive to reintegration. In summarizing
the impact of imprisonment, and par-
ticularly overcrowded prisons, Mr.
Walmsley referred to the often used
phrase that prisons are "universities of
crime" and imprisonment is "an expen-
sive way of making bad people worse".
However, imprisonment in periods of
growth and overcrowding are even more
damaging.

In addressing the measures necessary to
reduce prison populations Mr. Walmsley
cited a number of examples including the
decreased use of pre-trial detention, and
where unavoidable, a pre-trial period that
is kept as short as possible. Where im-
prisonment is required shorter sentences
remain an option. In many countries
there are disproportionate and lengthy
sentences for certain offences. In citing
this measure Mr. Walmsley noted that, in
countries that use lengthy sentences,
there is no evidence of improved rehabili-
tation on release. Other measures to re-
duce the use of imprisonment included

increased use of parole and conditional
release as well as other alternatives to in-
carceration such as community service,
amnesties and restorative justice prac-
tices.

In order to get these measures adopted it
is necessary to convince all of the key
players including policy makers and leg-
islators, the judiciary police and prose-
cuting authorities as well as the media
and the general public. Key people must
be well informed and misinterpretations
challenged.

Mr. Walmsley's world overview was fol-
lowed by interpretations of particular re-
gional issues.

Elías Carranza, Director of the United
Nations Latin American Institute on the
Prevention of Crime and the Treatment of
the Offenders (ILANUD), provided an
analysis for the region of Latin America
and the Caribbean in the form of a paper
entitled Prison Overcrowding in Latin
America and the Caribbean: Situation and
Possible Responses. The paper presented
some basic official data on prison popula-
tions, incarceration rates and prison over-
crowding for 26 countries of Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean. Mr. Carranza
stated that one factor, prison over-
crowding, was present and negatively
affecting all aspects of prison functions
and prison conditions in every country of
the region. The issue of overcrowding af-
fects all sectors including matters of
health, hygiene, nutrition, recreation,
training as well as the work and security
of both inmates and personnel. He sug-
gested that until the problem of over-
crowding is resolved, efforts to improve
other aspects of a prison system were un-
likely to have an impact and may prove
completely futile. Measures to address
the problem of prison overpopulation, by
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building more prisons or reducing the
number of prisoners through alternative
approaches, were presented. Mr. Car-
ranza also stressed the need for effective
action at the political level, at the levels of
correctional systems and at the individual
prison management level.

Analysis of issues in Asia was presented
by Mikinao Kitada, Director of the
United Nations Asia and Far East Insti-
tute for the Prevention of Crime and
Treatment of Offenders (UNAFEI).

For most Asian countries, prison over-
crowding poses a major challenge and is
a serious concern for the relevant criminal
justice systems. The observation of vari-
ous provisions contained within the
United Nations Standard Minimum Rules
for the Treatment of Prisoners is often ab-
sent. There is an over reliance on impris-
onment and plans to implement and alle-
viate overcrowding are urgently re-
quired.

Using an illustration of prison situations
in a country without overcrowded pris-
ons and a typical country with over-
crowded prisons, Mr. Kitada concluded
that adequate controls over the intake
and release procedures of prisons are re-
quired to maintain appropriate levels in
the prison population. Measures neces-
sary to alleviate overcrowding in the
Asia-Pacific region included innovative
planning, the implementation of alterna-
tives to imprisonment and collaboration
at all levels of the criminal justice system.

Eric Kibuka, Director of the United Na-
tions African Institute for the Prevention
of Crime and the Treatment of Offenders
(UNAFRI) provided a startling account of
prison conditions in Africa where, in
most countries, imprisonment and the
apparent punitive element characterised

by such sanctions remains the corner-
stone of correctional penal systems. He
also pointed out that, in many African
countries, there is evidence abound of
harsher penalties being imposed in the
form of lengthening periods of impris-
onment. Notwithstanding noticeable
rapid growth rates in national popula-
tions over the past twenty years and in-
creased crime rates leading to more indi-
viduals being sent to prisons, there is
hardly evidence of new penal institutions
being constructed in that period. The re-
sult of this is overcrowded prison popula-
tions affecting thirteen of the fifteen Afri-
can countries mentioned in the study.
This issue combined with inadequate re-
sourcing results in non-observance of
most international and regional stan-
dards. In many cases prison overcrowd-
ing aggravates and precipitates the in-
creasing indignities and suffering on the
part of inmates. In some situations in-
mates not only lack adequate clothing,
food and basic hygiene requirements, but
worse, they are denied space to lie or
even sit.

The issue of women is also of particular
concern in Africa. In some countries fa-
cilities are lacking to make provisions for
women who are mothers to remain with
their children, even while nursing. In
other cases the lack of resources make it
difficult to establish the necessary physi-
cal arrangements for preventing the
abuse of woman and children prisoners
by other prisoners or prison officials.

In addition to increasing populations and
an overall increase in crimes, the absence
of viable alternatives, including bail
where appropriate, are virtually non exis-
tent. As a consequence, pre-trial detainees
constitute a high percentage of prisoners
in most countries. Consequently, deliber-
ate measures towards reducing the prison
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population by, inter alia, speeding up the
trial process could lead to a decrease in
these populations. Other solutions in-
clude the adoption and use of other alter-
native measures such as diversion, com-
munity service, fines, compensation
schemes, suspended sentences, binding
over, police supervision and non custo-
dial measures for children.

Mr. Kibuka concluded by stating that
there are no easy solutions but what
clearly emerges is the need for technical
assistance to assist respective jurisdictions
in addressing this issue. UNAFRI is man-
dated to assist member states in their ef-
forts in this regard but its intentions and
endeavours are seriously constrained by
its weak financial position.

Following the overview of prison popula-
tions, both word-wide as well as through
the regional analyses, the workshop fea-
tured several technical presentations
highlighting initiatives and practical solu-
tions to address a number of issues con-
fronting correctional jurisdictions around
the world.

Jan van Dijk, Director of the United Na-
tions Centre for International Crime Pre-
vention - Office for Drug Control and
Crime Prevention (CICP), highlighted ac-
tivities of a project aimed at strengthen-
ing the legislative and institutional ca-
pacities of Lebanon's juvenile justice sys-
tem to effectively improve the prison
conditions of juveniles in that country.
Activities of this project included:

� Setting up a new harmonized and
standardized format for the reports to
be completed by clerks of the courts
and prison personnel dealing with ju-
veniles.

� Setting up new training curricula in
the field of juvenile offenders in their
respective training schools.

� Reforming the prison system for juve-
nile males detained and improving
detention conditions at the central
prison of Roumich.

� Technical Assistance for the Govern-
ment to build a new rehabilitation and
observation centre for juveniles con-
victed or on remand.

The objective and activities of the project
were essentially aimed to take up the
challenge of juvenile delinquency and as
a priority, among others, to ensure that
detention conditions for juveniles in con-
flict with the law were improved.

Future activities of the project will ad-
dress the issue of minor female detention
and to pursue the prevention of delin-
quency and recidivism.

Doris Layton MacKenzie, Ph.D., Profes-
sor of Criminology and Criminal Justice
and Director of the Evaluation Research
Group, University of Maryland, USA.
presented a paper entitled "Sentencing
and Corrections in the 21st Century: Set-
ting the Stage for the Future".

Dr. MacKenzie pointed out that in the last
thirty years, dramatic changes have oc-
curred in the United States in the phi-
losophy and practice of sentencing and
corrections. The emphasis on rehabilita-
tion and the use of an indeterminate
model of sentencing changed to a focus
on determinate sentencing. Determinate
sentencing was first supported in the in-
terest of fairness and justice but later it
became the keystone of the crime control
model of corrections. The increasing
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crime rates of the late 1970s and early
1980s led many to advocate for changes
in corrections and sentencing policies to
help control crime. Determinate sentences
as well as intermediate sanctions, a war
on drugs, three-strikes and correctional
boot camps were instituted as part of this
control.

In her presentation Dr. MacKenzie ex-
amined the changes that occurred, the
impacts of the changes and the emerging
paradigms in U.S. sentencing and correc-
tions. At this point there is growing rec-
ognition that the crime control policy has
had an unintended result (disproportion-
ately high percentage of the population
incarcerated) and there appears to be
movement to the return to the rehabilita-
tion model.

Drugs in prison establishments have been
a serious, realistic issue for quite a while
in a vast majority of countries around the
globe. In most countries it took a long
time before the responsible parts of ad-
ministration admitted to the existence of
such a problem.

Alfred W. Steinacher, head of the penal
service at Hirtenberg Prison (Austria),
shared his experience in the establish-
ment and creation of a drug free area in
Austrian prisons.

Before the implementation of the Drug
Free Zone (DFZ) at Hirtenberg Prison the
internal situation was constantly de-
grading. In terms of productivity, in-
mates' health conditions and professional
morale as well as lack of motivation
amongst inmates and officers reached a
point where it was terrifying to be in
Hirtenberg. The situation simply could
not deteriorate any further.

The project was launched on October 10,
1995 with approximately 20 inmates in-
volved. Within 3 months the number of
participants increased to 150 and now en-
compasses 176 inmates, i.e. equivalent to
72% of the inmate population.

The process requires inmates sign a con-
tract on a voluntary basis that obligates
them to complete abstinence with regard
to alcohol and addictive drugs. At the
same time, they enjoy certain privileges
(phone calls with their families, less re-
strictive visit regulations, etc.) as long as
they adhere to their commitment.

Apart from a considerably less violent
environment, productivity has increased
dramatically, drug abuse has decreased
accordingly and inmates enjoy more
privileges than usual under such circum-
stances. Likewise, the drop out rate due
to the consumption of illicit substances is
negligible. As a consequence, inmates
stand a much better chance of being rein-
tegrated into society upon their release
and display less hate and resentment to-
ward the "system" for having caused ad-
verse long term effects on their personal-
ity and/or health.

In his presentation Jon Klaus visiting
fellow at the United Nations Interregional
Crime and Justice Research Institute
(UNICRI) looked at the issue of organ-
ized crime from the perspective of pris-
ons.

It would appear that both the political,
police and judicial authorities believe that
once an organised crime figure / criminal
is sent to jail, the problem is solved. Mr.
Klaus indicated that recent reports, stud-
ies and experiences suggest that the insti-
tutional menu of privileges and treatment
for the "privileged" may only serve as a
new base of operations. Ill-informed and



HEUNI Paper No.15 9 Tkachuk

naïve presumptions, assumptions, poli-
cies and conditions only create a more
fertile base for organised crime to con-
tinue to exist and, in fact, to grow under
even more protected conditions.

In several countries, organised crime fig-
ures all but run the institutions. Worse
still, the institutional conditions and
power base for such "protected" indi-
viduals create a strong incentive for the
recruitment of the less fortunate and
younger prisoners. Clearly, such an envi-
ronment is not conducive to rehabilitative
treatment plans where they might exist.

Having such an alternative power struc-
ture with virtually unfettered influence
within a correctional environment, cre-
ates tremendous pressure on staff and
management to co-operate either through
threat or corruption. Thus, when at-
tempts to regain control are initiated, the
results are often violent and end up by
creating negative prisoner-staff relations
that last for years.

Without adequate support and re-
sourcing, corrections are forced to rely on
police resources (which are usually al-
ready strained) to deal with the problems
caused by organised crime and corrup-
tion and thus cannot, under such condi-
tions, develop the expertise required to
aid and assist external law enforcement.
Given the lack of political and interna-
tional profiling and attention, reports of
agencies such as Amnesty International
and Prison Reform International are vir-
tually ignored. The magnitude of what is
required to address the problem simply
makes inattention a useful response.

There are few links with other potential
partners, even within the new UN and
European Rules for dealing with Corrup-
tion and Organized Crime. In the Proto-

cols, judges, prosecutors, police and cus-
toms are all mentioned - but the "Correc-
tional Profession" (probation, parole and
prisons) is ignored. Strangely enough, it
is these front line workers with more
education and experience that seem to be
marginalized from the global thrusts.
Law enforcement around the world,
without fully engaging and involving its
partners in the fight against organised
crime and corruption, can have the oppo-
site outcome and de facto become a frac-
tional and divisive force. Given the tal-
ents of correctional staff, it could become
a potential "windfall" if utilised / har-
vested appropriately. Corrections have
been, and hopefully will become a
meaningful partner in the global war
against crime.

In the final technical presentation Gary
Hill, representing the International Scien-
tific and Professional Advisory Council of
the United Nations Crime Prevention and
Criminal Justice Programme (ISPAC) ad-
dressed the issue of prison management
and provided some practical solutions to
managing prisons in overcrowded situa-
tions without an increase in resources.

Mr. Hill indicated that some people see
management in terms of a strong person-
ality who is able to inspire and get others
to accomplish tasks. Others see manage-
ment as an unemotional, unseen group
that receives and weighs all the relevant
information and somehow makes the
proper decision. In reality, management
is not any one thing. Rather, it is all of the
policies, methods and procedures used in
the operation of an enterprise and the
way they are carried out, co-ordinated
and administered.

When government officials, politicians
and citizens of a nation are confronted
with sights of prisons that are holding
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two, three or more times the number of
prisoners they were designed to hold, the
initial reaction is to talk of ways to reduce
the crime rate or of using alternatives to
reduce the prison population. These are
important topics and need to be explored.
However, while these talks are going on,
the truth is that the directors of individ-
ual prisons and their staff must try to
provide humane treatment for those they
have been ordered to hold. For those in
charge of managing the prisons, their
choices of who or how many come to
them are generally limited. Often, as
more prisoners are sent to their facilities,
requests for additional food, personnel,
equipment and/or funds are denied.
Usually, the overcrowded prisons exist
where resources for non-convicted citi-
zens also are scarce. Increased resources
for the prisons could mean fewer re-
sources for schools, public housing, pub-
lic medical care, sanitation services or the
handicapped. In these environments, the
head of each facility must find the meth-
ods, internal policies, procedures and re-
sources to run the prison.

In his presentation Mr. Hill provided
some basic methods that those in charge
of managing overcrowded facilities could
use to keep staff morale at an acceptable
level, provide inmates with on-going
programs and services and find innova-
tive methods to keep the prison a hu-
mane environment. Specific activities
dealing with prison sanitation, adequate
feeding, security, protecting inmate
rights, inmate labour, visiting and staff
morale were covered. However the re-
sounding message of his presentation
was that one must be motivated, imagina-
tive and creative to find appropriate solu-
tions to the day to day problems con-
fronting correctional managers.

Opportunities for discussion followed
both the sessions, the first of which pro-
vided world-wide and regional overview
of prison populations and the second
which featured the technical presenta-
tions. These provided opportunities for
specific questions and elaboration of key
aspects of the earlier presentations.

Emerging from the presentations, discus-
sion and comments was consensus of the
need for the issue of prisons to remain at
the forefront of the crime prevention and
criminal justice agenda. The issue of pris-
ons is all too often ignored and afforded
low priority in relation to other criminal
justice priorities. It comes as no surprise
that prison overcrowding and escalating
prison populations remains as one of the
most significant challenges that confront
countries world-wide.

In many parts of the developing world
the issue of prison overcrowding has led
to conditions where, not only are coun-
tries unable to meet international stan-
dards for the treatment of offenders, but
they are all too often unable to provide
for the most basic of human needs in-
cluding the provision of food, clean wa-
ter, blankets and shelter and basic health
care. Not only men but women, juveniles
and in some cases children are subject to
abuse, either directly or as an unintended
consequence of severely overcrowded fa-
cilities. The fact remains that blatant hu-
man rights violations in prisons, whether
intentional or as an unintended conse-
quence of severely overcrowded prisons,
continues to occur.

For developed nations the challenge re-
lated to the exorbitant amount of re-
sources spent on imprisonment as well as
the social stigmatization of a society who
is seen as locking up too many of its citi-
zens.
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Throughout the discussion consensus
emerged of the need for stronger political
will, both domestically and internation-
ally, to tackle this issue. These are not
merely domestic issues and there is a
need for a concerted effort by the global
community to assist states requiring same
to seek and implement alternatives to
imprisonment world-wide in order to
address the overriding issue of prison
overcrowding.

The final element of discussion was with
respect to the issue of prisons and other
crime prevention matters in relation to
the current priorities and work program
of the Commission. In this regard it was
emphasized that prisons must remain as
an activity to be addressed within the
context of the program. This is supported
by the fact that the Vienna Declaration
makes specific commitment and calls for
efforts to contain prison growth and
prison overcrowding, contain the use of
pre-trial detention and to promote effec-
tive alternatives to incarceration. It also
encourages the development of restora-
tive justice policies, procedures and pro-
grammes that are respectful of the rights
and needs of victims, offenders and
commuties.

The issue also transcends a number of ar-
eas and proposed actions called for in the
Vienna Declaration including women, ju-
veniles, protection of witnesses, health,
pre trial detention and restorative justice
and other alternatives to incarceration. It
also impacts upon other issues relevant to
the Programme including the manage-
ment of prisoners convicted of organized
crime, corruption and bribery as well as
the management and temporary deten-
tion of victims in cases of human smug-
gling.

To conclude, a commitment was made by
the Network Institutes to continue their
technical assistance activities and pro-
gramme efforts in support of the Com-
mission, including activities that will
benefit worldwide prison reform initia-
tives to address this most challenging is-
sue of prison overcrowding.

∗  ∗  ∗  ∗  ∗  ∗

The Programme Network Institutes
would like to express their appreciation
to the CICP and its staff for their support
and assistance in holding this first col-
laborative technical assistance workshop.
The network also expresses its utmost
gratitude to Sergio Viaggio who facili-
tated and the student volunteers who
provided the translation services to all
participants during the workshop.
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APPENDIX

World Prison Population
Facts, Trends and Solutions

Vienna, 10 May 2001

Programme

10:00 a.m. Chair: Alberto Bradanini, Director of UNICRI
Appointment of Rapporteur: (Brian Tkachuk, Director, Sentencing and Corrections
Program, ICCLR&CJP)

10:10 a.m. Opening Remarks and Overview of the Day
Speaker: Anna Alvazzi del Frate, Research Officer, UNICRI

10:20 a.m. Statement by Jan van Dijk, Director of CICP

10:30 a.m. Statistical Overview of World Imprisonment
Roy Walmsley, Consultant to HEUNI and Associate of the International Centre for
Prison Studies (King’s College, University of London)

11:00 a.m. Regional Interpretations

- Latin America and Caribbean
Speaker: Elias Carranza, Director of ILANUD

- Prison Population in Asian Countries: Facts, Trends and Solutions
Speaker: Mikinao Kitada, Director of UNAFEI

- Africa
Speaker: Eric Kibuka, Acting Director of UNAFRI

12:20 p.m. Discussion
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3:00 p.m. Round Table on World Prison Population: Facts, Trends and Solutions: Chair:
Roy Walmsley

"Sentencing and Corrections in the 21st Century: Setting the Global Stage for the Future”,
paper by Doris L. MacKenzie, Director of the Evaluation Research Group and Pro-
fessor, Department of Criminology and Criminal Justice at the University of Mary-
land, USA (presentation sponsored by NIJ)

"Strengthening the Legislative and Institutional Capacities of Lebanon's Juvenile Justice
System", Jan van Dijk, Director of the United Nations Centre for International
Crime Prevention - Office for Drug Control and Crime Prevention (CICP)

“The Creation of a Drug-free Area in Austrian Prisons”, Mr. Alfred Steinacher, Prison De-
partment, Ministry of Justice of Austria (presentation sponsored by ISISC)

“Imprisonment and Alternatives to Imprisonment: Organised Crime Effects in the Devel-
oping World”, Jon Klaus, UNICRI Visiting Fellow

“Prison Management” Mr. Gary Hill, Chair of the ISPAC Functional Committee

5:00 p.m. Discussion

5:30 p.m. Concluding Remarks by the Rapporteur
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World Prison Population: Facts, Trends and Solutions
Keynote Paper by Roy Walmsley

Introduction

On the occasion of its first session, the
United Nations Commission on Crime
Prevention and Criminal Justice man-
dated the Institutes comprising the Crime
Prevention and Criminal Justice Pro-
gramme Network* to provide technical
assistance to Member States on issues
relevant to the Programme (ECOSOC
Resolution 1992/22). In recent years, the
role of the Institutes and their contribu-
tions to the work of the Commission and
the Centre for International Crime Pre-
vention (CICP) in the implementation of
the Programme have been repeatedly ac-
knowledged.

In their effort to further contribute to the
work of the Programme, the Network In-
stitutes, at their Fifteenth Co-ordination
Meeting, agreed to collaborate in the or-
ganisation of practical workshops and
events in support of the work of the
Commission. These activities, to be or-
ganised on an ongoing basis, would be in

                                                
* During the preparation of this paper the Author con-

sulted Brian Tkachuk, Director, Sentencing and Cor-
rections Programme, the International Centre for
Criminal Law Reform and Criminal Justice Policy,
and Anna Alvazzi del Frate, United Nations
Interregional Crime and Justice Research Institute.

* The United Nations Crime Prevention and Criminal
Justice Programme Network consists of the Centre
for International Crime Prevention and a number of
interregional and regional institutes around the
world, as well as specialized centres. The network
was developed to assist the international community
in strengthening international cooperation in the cru-
cial area of crime prevention and criminal justice. Its
components provide a variety of services, including
exchange of information, research, training and pub-
lic education.

fulfilment of the mandates given to the
Institutes by the Commission to provide
technical assistance to Member States on
relevant issues of the Programme.

During this first collaborative event, be-
ing held on the occasion of this 10th Ses-
sion of the Commission, it was agreed
that these efforts would build upon the
success of the ancillary meetings and
workshops organised by the Institutes
and held during the 10th and earlier
United Nations Congresses on the Pre-
vention of Crime and the Treatment of
Offenders. Consideration was also given
to the current Work Programme of the
Commission, particularly the implemen-
tation of the Vienna Declaration adopted
at the 10th Congress. Following extensive
discussion and consultation amongst
members of the Institutes, and having ob-
tained the support of CICP, the issue of
“prisons” was selected as the topic for
this first event.

Prison overcrowding, and the resulting
financial and human rights problems re-
lated to this phenomenon, remain one of
the paramount concerns to Member
States, as has been repeatedly expressed
by developed and developing countries
at Commission meetings and other inter-
national fora. Although it is not feasible
to address all of these related issues
within a one day workshop, it is a topic
which includes a number of issues con-
tained within the Vienna Declaration
such as women, juveniles, victims of
crime, witness protection, restorative jus-
tice, health implications, pre-trial deten-
tion and alternatives to incarceration. The
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sentencing and management of prisoners
convicted of organised crime, as well as
the corruption and bribery of prison offi-
cials, are among the issues requiring at-
tention. The question of implementation
and adherence to the relevant UN stan-
dards and norms, as well as other inter-
national statutes, must also be addressed.

The workshop will feature a presentation
focusing on global prison populations
and trends, based on the World Prison
Population List and the World Prison
Brief*. In depth analysis and interpreta-
tion of particular trends and issues rele-
vant to world regions will follow. A
roundtable format will then focus on
practical discussion and exchange of
ideas on these most challenging issues.
The objective of the workshop is to ex-
amine the problems caused by escalating
prison populations that cannot be ad-
dressed by correctional officials alone.
This problem connects with all compo-
nents of the criminal justice system and
requires a concerted effort by political
leaders and criminal justice officials at the
national and international levels.

It is the intent of this paper to introduce
the key aspects of the workshop and the
issues that will be discussed.

World Prison Population - Overview

In order to fully understand the magni-
tude of the problem, it is important first
of all to have an appreciation of the num-
ber of prisoners incarcerated world-wide.

                                                
* The World Population List was first published in 1999,

the Second Edition appearing in 2000 - Roy Walm-
sley, Research Findings Nos 88 and 116. Home Office
Research, Development and Statistics Directorate,
London UK. The World Prison Brief is a develop-
ment of the above and appears on-line
(www.prisonstudies.org); it is produced at the Inter-
national Centre for Prison Studies, King’s College,
London.

The second edition (2000) of the World
Prison Population List shows that over 8
½ million people are held in penal institu-
tions throughout the world, either as pre-
trial detainees (remand prisoners) or
having been convicted and sentenced.
Half of these are in the United States,
Russia and China, and the first two coun-
tries also exhibit the highest prison
population rates.

At the beginning of the year 2000, Russia
had the highest prison population rate in
the world, some 730 per 100,000 of the
national population, followed by the USA
(690). After these two countries come Be-
larus and Kazakhstan, and four small ter-
ritories in the central America/Caribbean
region whose high rates owe much to the
imprisonment of drug smugglers who are
not nationals of the countries in question
- Belize, the Bahamas, the Cayman Is-
lands and the US Virgin Islands. All these
countries have rates of at least 460 per
100,000. It needs to be emphasised that
their rates of between 460 and 730 per
100,000 are vastly greater than what is to
be found in most parts of the world, since
two thirds of countries have rates of 150
per 100,000 or below.

Another important aspect of the world
prison population situation is the fact that
prison population rates vary considerably
between different regions of the world,
and between different parts of the same
continent. For example, in Africa the me-
dian rate for southern African countries is
more than five times that in central and
west Africa; in the Americas the median
rate for the Caribbean countries is nearly
three times the rate for South American
countries; in Asia the median rate for the
central Asian countries is about six times
the rate for south-central Asia (mainly the
Indian sub-continent). In Europe, the me-
dian rate for central and eastern Euro-
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pean countries is more than three times
that for southern European countries. The
countries of Oceania (including Australia
and New Zealand) have a median rate
just below the world average.

The variations in prison population rates
across the world deserve close study by
criminologists in order to examine the
reasons for such diversity, and by policy
makers and other criminal justice experts
who may wish to consider whether there
is scope for reducing the size of the
prison population in their country, given
the huge costs and the disputed efficacy
of imprisonment. The reasons for this di-
versity and the possibility of reducing the
size of prison populations are addressed
later in this paper.

Growth and Trends in Prison Popula-
tions

Prison populations have grown during
the 1990s in many parts of the world. In
western Europe, and also in central and
eastern Europe, the growth has been over
20% almost everywhere and at least 40%
in half the countries. Out of the 33 Euro-
pean countries (leaving aside the very
small states) there has been growth in 28.
In the six most populous countries in the
Americas, the growth has been 12% only
in Canada, but between 60 and 85% in the
US, Mexico, Argentina, Brazil and Co-
lombia. Elsewhere, the growth has been,
for example, over 50% in Australia, 38%
in New Zealand, 33% in South Africa and
10% in Japan. The general trend during
the 90s, at least in many of the developed
countries, has been for a rise in prison
populations, often with a 40% growth
over the decade.

Considering the current trend over the
last three years, there has been growth in
24 of the European countries, and growth

of over 10% in more than half of these. In
the Americas, there has been growth in
the last three years in all six countries
mentioned - over 50% in Colombia, 30%
in Mexico, 26% in Brazil, 13% in the US,
9% in Argentina and 1% in Canada. There
has also been continued growth in Aus-
tralia and South Africa, New Zealand and
Japan. There is no sign of the growth that
has occurred during the 1990s slowing
down or reversing itself. Only in two of
the 43 countries observed - Sweden and
Finland - has there been a consistent
downward trend in the last three years.
Finland is the only country that has had a
downward trend throughout the decade.

Reasons for Prison Population Growth

It is well established that crime rates
alone cannot explain the movements in
prison populations. In many countries
crime rates, including rates for the more
serious crimes, have been stable or even
decreasing while the prison populations
have risen steadily. Part of this rise in the
prison population is attributed by many
experts to an increasing belief in a num-
ber of countries that prison is preferable
to the alternatives.

As Kuhn (1997) pointed out, an increased
fear of crime, a loss of confidence in the
criminal justice system, disillusionment
with positive treatment measures, the
strength of retributionist philosophies of
punishment, all lie behind this belief.
Loss of confidence in the system may lead
to more draconian legislation being
passed, and harsher sentences may be
used as emergency remedies to keep so-
ciety integrated. Retributionist philoso-
phies can readily be translated into
popular demands for longer, tougher sen-
tences.
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Such factors do appear to have led to a
change in attitudes in some parts of
Europe and North America among key
groups (policy-makers, members of the
judiciary, prosecutors and the media) as
well as the general public.

Attitudes can also be influenced in the
short-term by isolated dramatic events
such as the 1993 Bulger incident in Eng-
land (the killing of a young child by two
other children) and the 1996 Dutroux case
in Belgium (involving kidnapping, pae-
dophilia and murder). The United States
has seen an increase in random shootings
of young people by strangers. Such
events can generate public demands for a
more punitive response to certain crimes
and offenders, demands which may be
accepted by policy makers and courts
alike. Even after the focus in the media
has moved on to other matters, more pu-
nitive policy responses tend to remain in
place.

Getting down to specifics, here are some
examples of factors that seem to have re-
cently affected the growth in the prison
population in specific countries.

Consider Portugal, the country with the
highest prison population rate in Western
Europe. Portugal entered the 1990s with
an average rate for Western Europe. The
main reason for the growth is increased
sentence lengths. Amnesties had short-
term effects but made no lasting impact.
In addition, a revision of the penal code
led to more restrictive conditions in re-
spect of the granting of parole.

Consider England and Wales where the
prison population is now more than 50%
higher than it was in the early 1990s, pro-
ducing the second highest rate in Western
Europe. In the opinion of many, the rise is
attributable to public anxiety, aggravated

by media reaction to one particularly se-
rious murder and to crime in general. The
use of custodial sentences rose by 40%,
sentence lengths rose by more than 10%,
and now seven or eight years later the
prison population remains at the level
that it reached after this event (the Bulger
case). Consider the Netherlands, which
has long been renowned for its low
prison population rate. In the 1990s, it has
had the largest rise of any west European
country, and its prison population has
almost doubled. The increase is again at-
tributable to a rise in the use of custody
and in the length of the sentences im-
posed.

Consider the countries of central and
eastern Europe. Throughout the region,
there was a marked rise in criminality at
least until 1992/3, as the barriers of the
previous repressive regimes were re-
moved, and this seems to have been re-
flected in increasing use of imprisonment.
Why, then, the continued rise in the fol-
lowing four or five years when crime
rates were generally fairly stable? The
most commonly believed explanation is
that although the overall crime rates were
not rising, the public, the media and the
politicians were all alarmed by the
changes in the nature of crime, with the
emergence of new and previously un-
heard of forms of criminality, such as
transnational organised crime, economic
crime and, in some countries, contract
killings. This climate of fear in countries
where the legal provisions had not yet
caught up with these new forms of crimi-
nality, led to crime in general being more
likely to result in pre-trial detention, sub-
sequent imprisonment, longer terms of
imprisonment and conditional release
being more sparingly allowed.

Next, consider the United States. The
state of prison growth in the US, accord-
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ing to Tonry (1999), “arises partly from
American moralism and partly from
structural characteristics of American
government that provide little insulation
from emotions generated by moral panics
and long-term cycles of tolerance and in-
tolerance”. He argues that “America’s
unprecedented and unmatched taste for
imprisonment and harsh criminal justice
policies” has little to do with the offend-
ers and everything to do with the public.
“The anomaly that public receptivity to
proposals for harsh crime and drug poli-
cies remained high in the late 1990s even
in the face of substantial and long-term
drops in crime rates and in drug use” is
explained by, first: “conservative politi-
cians found it in their interest to keep
voters’ attention focussed on an issue
about which liberals are reluctant to dis-
agree”; second: “the mass media has
learned that crime pays in terms of public
fascination with the darker sides of life
and that fears vicariously enjoyed in front
of the television or the movie screen are
generalised to life outside the home”; and
third, “in the 1990s people don’t really
care about the effectiveness of crime and
drug abuse policies” but instead support
harsh policies for ‘expressive’ reasons,
because at this time they “value the de-
nunciatory qualities of harsh laws”.

In consideration of the above, it seems
that the growth in prison populations in
these European and North American
countries is mainly policy-driven. In spe-
cific terms it is because of more use of
prison, longer sentences and, in many
European countries at least, because of
more restricted use of parole or condi-
tional release.

Why Do High Prison Populations Mat-
ter?

Often one will hear people say: why does
it matter if you have large prison popula-
tions? The more criminals you lock up the
less crime they can commit. But research
has shown that to have a significant effect
on crime levels you would have to lock
up far more people and for longer peri-
ods - at great public expense - than even
the countries who are most enthusiastic
about imprisonment have been willing to
do.

Again, what does it say about the nature
of a country when it finds it necessary to
lock up a high proportion of its people?
Russia and the US are locking up more
than 1 in 80 of their male citizens - and
the proportion is of course much higher if
you recalculate excluding boys too young
to be imprisoned and older men, of
whom very few are included in prison
populations. What does this say about the
crime prevention in these countries? Does
social cohesion matter? Should the em-
phasis be more on promoting social inte-
gration and less on locking people up?

Whatever one might think about these
broader issues, it is the practical consid-
erations that are the most powerful in
demonstrating that high prison popula-
tions really do matter. Above all, high
prison populations and growth in prison
populations invariably lead to over-
crowding. The better off countries man-
age to build more prisons as the numbers
rise, but overcrowding still persists.
Overcrowded prisons are a breach of
United Nations and other international
standards which require that all prisoners
shall be treated with the respect due to
their inherent dignity and value as hu-
man beings including being accorded a
reasonable amount of space.
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High prison populations and growth in
numbers do not only bring overcrowd-
ing. They usually bring with them a host
of other major problems - not only re-
stricted living space, but also poorer con-
ditions of hygiene and poorer sanitation
arrangements and less time for outdoor
exercise. In many countries, there is insuf-
ficient bedding and clothing for prisoners
when there is significant prison popula-
tion growth, and the food is less satisfac-
tory in terms of quality and quantity.
Health care is more difficult to administer
effectively. There is more tension, more
violence between prisoners, more vio-
lence against staff. Risks of self-injury and
suicide increase.

When there is growth in prison numbers
the staff-prisoner ratio invariably falls.
Reduced staff-prisoner ratios are likely to
mean less effective supervision by staff
and less time for them to organise activi-
ties to ensure that there is a positive re-
gime which maximises the chances of
successful reintegration into the commu-
nity. In particular, treatment pro-
grammes, including pre-release courses,
are likely to be negatively affected. Fur-
thermore, there are likely to be harmful
effects on staff in terms of increased stress
and sickness levels. There are also likely
to be harmful effects on families and
friends outside the prisons, because they
rapidly become aware of the increased
levels of tension and stress affecting pris-
oners and staff.

It has been said that prisons are
”universities of crime” and imprisonment
is ”an expensive way of making bad peo-
ple worse”. It is clear that imprisonment
in conditions of growth in numbers and
overcrowding is even more damaging.

Reducing High Prison Populations: The
Measures Necessary

So what needs to be done to reduce high
prison populations and to combat the
growth? Indeed, if it is accepted that im-
prisonment should be used as sparingly
as possible, then prison population totals
that are not necessarily among the very
highest may also need to be reduced.
Even when the overall prison population
in a country is not particularly high, there
will often be overcrowding, at least in
some of the pre-trial prisons.

First of all, less use can be made of pre-
trial (or remand) imprisonment. In many
countries, suspects are detained in prison
almost automatically once they are ar-
rested. Others know that pre-trial impris-
onment is often unnecessary. Legislation
needs to be in place to ensure that there
are appropriate restrictions on the cir-
cumstances in which pre-trial imprison-
ment can be used, so that it is limited to
cases where offences are particularly se-
rious or where for some other reason it is
clearly not in the public interest to allow
the suspect to remain in the community.

Second, when a person is held in pre-trial
imprisonment the period should be as
short as possible. In many countries, the
investigation procedures are long and
even when a decision has been taken to
prosecute there are delays in arranging
the court hearing because of a backlog of
cases. Legislation can be introduced to
shorten investigation procedures and can
also be used to tackle the factors that cre-
ate the backlog of cases.

Next, it is important to increase the avail-
ability of alternatives to prison sentences.
The existence of alternatives certainly
does not guarantee that prison popula-
tions will not be high, but in many coun-
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tries there are limited options for courts,
just fines, imprisonment and sometimes
suspended imprisonment. Probation and
community service have been introduced
in a number of countries and are planned
for more. Community service is showing
signs of reducing prison population to-
tals, for example in sub-Saharan Africa.
Then there is the question of ensuring
that there are actual reductions in the use
of prison sentences for convicted offend-
ers. In many countries, large numbers of
people are held in prison although they
are not regarded by anyone either as a
danger to society, or as having committed
so serious a crime that only imprison-
ment could reflect its gravity. In other
countries, such people are not imprisoned
and prison population levels are lower. A
wider application of the Tokyo rules on
alternatives to imprisonment is recom-
mended.*

Next, where prison sentences are un-
avoidable, they can be made as short as
possible. Again, there are vast disparities
between the length of sentence that of-
fenders are likely to get for a particular
crime in one country and the length they
would get in another. Although such dis-
parities can be explained by differences in
legislation and public opinion, it does not
mean that longer sentences provide for
more security of citizens.

Again, high prison populations can be
reduced by increasing the use of early
release procedures - parole and condi-
tional release. Contrary to this, many
countries have become more restrictive in
granting early release. But there are a
number of advantages, from the point of

                                                
* United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for Non-

Custodial Measures (The Tokyo Rules), adopted by
the Eighth UN Congress on the Prevention of Crime
and the Treatment of Offenders, Havana, Cuba, 1990
(A.Conf.144.28/Rev.1).

view of the public - from the point of
view of the potential victims - of increas-
ing the use of parole. The most obvious
must be the assistance that parole can
give to the reintegration of the offender
into the community.

If the above measures are ineffective in
bringing prison populations down, or
cannot be applied (because they have not
been legislated for or because they would
not be acceptable in a particular country),
then consideration can be given to the use
of amnesties for less serious offenders
who are approaching the end of their sen-
tences. Amnesties are essentially a meas-
ure of short-term value, but if high prison
population levels and overcrowding can-
not be effectively combated in any other
way, amnesties can play a useful role.

Finally, one must consider a measure
which can be an alternative not only to
the use of imprisonment but to the use of
the criminal justice system itself. Restora-
tive justice is recognised increasingly as
the way forward in a number of circum-
stances, not all of them involving minor
offences. Although there is no concrete
evidence that restorative justice has led to
the reduction of prison populations it is
believed that it will play an increasing
role in doing so, as it is used more and
more instead of criminal justice proce-
dures, instead of imprisonment, and during
imprisonment as a measure which is
likely to create the conditions in which
earlier release becomes possible.

Reducing High Prison Populations: Get-
ting the Measures Accepted

It is one thing to identify the measures
that need to be taken to reduce high
prison populations and to combat the
growth in numbers, it is another to per-
suade those concerned actually to take
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them. Merely changing laws and creating
possibilities of new non-custodial sanc-
tions is obviously not enough.

To get these measures accepted it is nec-
essary to convince all the key players in
the criminal justice world. The policy
makers (including government ministers)
and legislators must be convinced; so
must the judiciary and also the police and
prosecutors. And it is vitally important to
convince the media and the general pub-
lic.

Policy makers and legislators must be
helped to understand what imprisonment
can achieve, what its limits are and what
its dangers are. They must also fully un-
derstand the financial costs entailed by a
high level of imprisonment. If they are
not impressed by the arguments for
greater humanity and social reintegration
they will sometimes be impressed by the
expense of imprisoning so many people.

The judiciary obviously have a key role to
play. They too must become fully aware
of what imprisonment can and cannot
achieve, and of the harm it can do. All
judges ought to be familiar with prison
conditions and well informed about the
opinions of prison experts, especially in-
cluding those who work in prisons and
with prisoners. They should also receive
information concerning the impact of
their sentences on prison population lev-
els, and where possible, on the future
criminal careers of those they sentence.
Furthermore, they should be informed
about sentencing disparities although
they may regard disparities between their
own practice and that of others merely as
a result of the difference in individual
cases. Some judges are well known to be
resistant to anything which they see as a
restriction on their discretion and indeed
there is a possibility of information on

disparities leading as much to a levelling
up of lower sentencing levels as to a lev-
elling down of higher levels. But the
broader the picture they receive of prac-
tice in other jurisdictions for example,
and the better they are able to accept it
through improved judicial training, the
less of a risk this may be. But clearly, any
policy of reducing the use of imprison-
ment and the length of sentences must
win the hearts and minds of the judges.
The police and prosecuting authorities
often exercise a major filtering influence
in the criminal justice system, and not just
in respect of offenders whose crimes are
so minor that they would be unlikely to
receive sentences of imprisonment. In-
deed, in some countries prosecutors have
a significant role in determining the sen-
tences imposed. Efforts to provide crimi-
nal justice officials with balanced infor-
mation about imprisonment should cer-
tainly extend to the police and prosecut-
ing authorities.

However, it is not just the criminal justice
professionals that need to be won over.
The media and the general public play a
crucial role in many developed countries.
The media are the source of much infor-
mation, both true and false. It has been
argued (by Mathiesen, 1997) that, inten-
tionally or not, the media exert pressure
on policy-makers to make decisions
based less on principles than on what will
be readily acceptable to the prejudices of
the average voter, who is not well-
informed in such matters. Mathiesen
suggests that this weakens the impor-
tance of national debate on fundamental
issues of criminal policy. The media im-
age is thus selective, simplified and
skewed, and drives discussion down to
the level of the sound-bite. If this analysis
is accepted, it may well be that the pub-
lic’s fear of crime and hostility towards
offenders in general needs to be counter-
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acted by providing more accurate de-
scriptions of offenders and the circum-
stances from which they commit their of-
fences and by providing information on
the functions of punishment, on the rela-
tive effectiveness of custodial and non-
custodial measures and on the reality of
prisons. The public is not generally aware
of the problems faced in prisons, nor of
the dangers of the uncontrolled use of
imprisonment, nor of its human and fi-
nancial costs. Representatives of the me-
dia who are receptive to these issues can
be drawn into a debate on how criminal
justice should be reported. The basic re-
quirement is for more responsible media
coverage. Media watchdogs could be re-
quired to ensure that coverage of sensa-
tional and rare offences and incidents is
balanced; at the very least such coverage
should point out how rare such incidents
are.

The International Crime Victim Survey
(ICVS, see van Kesteren et al., 2000) in-
cludes a question on public attitudes to
punishment, asking the respondents what
sentence they considered most appropri-
ate for a recidivist burglar - a man aged
21 who is found guilty of burglary for the
second time, having stolen a colour tele-
vision. A community service order was
seen as the most appropriate sentence in
the 16 industrialised countries providing
results in the 2000 ICVS: 41% of respon-
dents recommended it. Imprisonment
was recommended by 34% of respon-
dents and was the first choice in eight
countries. Support was highest in the
USA, where 56% opted for it. In the UK
and Japan too over 50% favoured impris-
onment.

How successful can anyone hope to be in
significantly influencing policy-makers,
judges, the media and the public in this
way? Maybe we can’t expect many dra-

matic turnarounds, but every little helps
and dramatic turnarounds are certainly
not impossible. The example of Finland is
instructive. Finland is the country which
has had a steady downward trend in its
prison population during the 1990s. This
trend started in the 1970s, since when the
numbers have been halved. Törnudd
(1997) argues that specific law reforms,
expressly designed to reduce the prison
population were introduced (for example
redefining laws and penalties concerning
theft and increasing the use of suspended
sentences and parole). But he stresses that
the decisive factor was not the reforms
themselves but the readiness of civil ser-
vants, the judiciary and the prison
authorities to use all available means to
bring down the number of prisoners.
They had noticed that their Scandinavian
neighbours had much lower numbers in
prison and that their own figure was a
legacy of Soviet influence on the country.
This led a group of key individuals to de-
fine Finland’s prison population rate as a
problem and hence to produce a number
of measures, not only law reforms and
alterations to sentencing practice, but also
low-level day to day decisions, which all
contributed to the desired result. Ac-
cording to the ICVS findings, public sup-
port for a community service order in
Finland increased markedly after 1989,
when this sanction was introduced in
Finland, suggesting that formal sentenc-
ing change can increase support for alter-
natives to imprisonment. So it can be
done, if the determination can be created
in the right quarters.

To do this there is a requirement for
criminal justice experts to:

� ensure that the key people are well-
informed;
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� provide information to, and stimulate
discussion among, opinion formers,
the media and the general public;

� challenge media misrepresentations;

� draw attention to how similar coun-
tries or jurisdictions cope differently;

� bring the key people together to pro-
mote policy discussions, leading to
decisions as to the direction in which
policy ought to move.

If steps are not taken to reduce high
prison population rates and stem the
growth, then the current 8 ½ million in
prison will soon become 10 million or
more and we will be creating a world
where a significant minority are locked
away, at a great cost in human as well as
financial resources, despite the fact that
there is only a need to incarcerate, either
to register our abhorrence at what has
been committed or to protect ourselves
from further serious crime, a far smaller
number.

What this paper has not covered is the
possibility of tackling the social causes of
crime by supporting families, by early
identification of vulnerable children, by
promoting social cohesion and by making
more citizens feel that they have a stake
in the welfare of their community. The
conclusions of this paper are as follows:

� prison populations in some countries
are very high and in many countries
they are growing;

� there are vast disparities between
countries, including neighbouring
countries;

� the growth is mainly policy-driven
and attributable to more use of im-
prisonment, longer sentences and less
use of parole and conditional release;

� high prison populations and growth
in numbers are harmful to prisoners
and to staff; they lead to breaches of
recognised international standards
and they decrease the chances of pris-
oners, when released, being satisfacto-
rily re-integrated into the community;

� a number of workable measures
needed to tackle these problems are
indicated;

� the main challenge is to set about con-
vincing the key people to apply them.
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