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I am honoured to have been invited to address you all today at this important conference 

organised by the European Federation of Public Services Unions (EPSU) in partnership with 

the Federation of Greek Prison Staff Unions. 

 

This conference, of course, is taking place immediately before the 12
th

 Congress of the 

European Trades Union Confederation which will have the theme "Mobilising for Social 

Europe", a theme which is meant to underline the need for increasing efforts to secure more 

employment and quality jobs, equality and social justice. These are very worthy ambitions at 

this time when there is increasing unemployment in many countries in the European region, 

when there is increasing inequality between different groups of citizens and when there is 

evidence of increasing social injustice in many areas. 

 

The theme of this conference is the role which trade unions of prison staff should play in 

ensuring that there are “better prison services in Europe”. This is also a worthy ambition 

because prisons can make an important contribution to public safety and security. My theme 

today is to describe the key role that can be played by a well-trained and professional prison 

staff. Before I do that I would like to make a few introductory remarks.  

 

First of all, I would like to explain my own professional background. For the last 14 years I 

have worked in the International Centre for Prison Studies and until my retirement last year I 

was also professor of Prison Studies in the University of London. But I had another life 

before becoming an academic. For almost 25 years I was a prison director in the United 

Kingdom. During that period I was in charge of two high security prisons in Scotland and for 

six years I was governor of one of the main prisons in London. I was also chairperson of the 

trade union which represented prison governors. So, I have experienced life at the sharp end. 

 

Secondly, I would like to say something about the use of imprisonment today. As we sit here 

this morning there are almost ten million men, women and children in prisons around the 

world. Half of them are in three countries: Russia, China and the United States of America. 
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The United States has less than five per cent of the total population of the world – it has 23%, 

almost a quarter, of all prisoners – with around 2.3 million people in prison. The last thirty or 

so years have seen a massive expansion in the use of imprisonment in many countries. This 

increase has occurred in democratic countries and in totalitarian states; it has happened in rich 

countries and in poor; it has happened in countries in the northern hemisphere, in the south, the 

east and the west.  

 

Let me give you a few examples. Rates of imprisonment are usually quoted per 100,000 of a 

country’s population. The world average is around 145 per 100,000. The average in Western 

Europe is just over 100. I do not wish to overwhelm you with statistics. However, it is worth 

taking just a moment to contrast rates of imprisonment between neighbouring countries. The rate 

of imprisonment in France is 96 per 100,000 of the population, while that in neighbouring Spain 

is 163; so quite a significant difference. The rate in England and Wales is 154, while that in 

Germany, a country which has many similarities, in overall population and in other respects, is 

88; almost half the rate in England. How are we to explain these large differences in 

imprisonment rates? 

 

The first thing to say is that it cannot be explained by reference to crime rates. It is notoriously 

difficult to compare crime rates internationally for a variety of reasons, including the different 

definitions of crime and the different way in which data is collected. However, we can safely say 

that the difference in rates of imprisonment between France and Spain, between Germany and 

England, between Canada and the United States cannot be explained by differences in levels of 

crime. Rather, we have to look for other explanations which are more to do with matters such as 

social equality, social trust, consensus politics and a balanced political economy, a responsible 

media and a set of criminal justice structures which separate law from party politics and 

guarantee a judiciary which is independent from political and populist pressure. 

 

In all countries people who commit serious crimes, murder, rape, other serious crimes of 

violence, invariably go to prison if they are found guilty. But what has happened in recent years 

is that many countries have increasingly used prison as a place to hold all sorts of groups who 

are at the margins of society: the mentally ill, drug addicts, the homeless; and, a recent 

development, foreign nationals and illegal immigrants. This change in the profile of prisoners 

has a significant effect on the way that prisons are managed and on the task of prison staff. Let 

me express that in personal terms. When I was director of the most high security prison in 

Scotland I was very clear what my task was. Everyone who was in that prison had been 

convicted of a very serious crime. There was no argument that each of them required to be 

deprived of their liberty as a punishment for the crimes they had committed and for the 

protection of the public. Working in that prison was very challenging for the staff, but their 

responsibility was clear. It was to hold these men securely in conditions which were as human 

and as decent as possible.  

 

A few years later I found myself in charge of one of the main prisons in London. There, the 

challenge was quite different. A small number of the 1,200 men in that prison required to be 

held in high security conditions. But there were also large numbers of other people. There were 

over 300 men who were mentally ill; people who should have been in secure hospitals rather 

than in a prison. There were many people who had chaotic lifestyles caused by drug or alcohol 

abuse or simply an inability to cope with our highly pressurised modern, materialistic society. In 

a way, the challenges facing staff in that prison were much more complex than that in the high 

security prison. Staff were being asked to deal with men who were being ignored by other 
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institutions in civil society and had ended up in prison by default. I imagine that Dr Lars Moeller 

of the WHO will tell us more about these issues when he speaks later. 

 

What this implies is that in many countries prison are being used in an inappropriate manner. 

They are being used as the safety net for civil society, into which are cast a wide variety of 

people who would be dealt with much more appropriately in other settings. One immediate 

consequence of this increased use of prison is that in many countries there is gross overcrowding 

in many prisons. The latest available figures for Greece, for example, show that prison capacity 

is overcrowded by 30 per cent; in Belgium it is 20%; in Spain overcrowding is at 38% and in 

Cyprus it is 48%. 

 

All of these factors have grave consequences for prisoners and they way they are treated. They 

also have grave consequences for prison staff and the way they carry out their responsibilities. 

And that brings me to my main topic for today, which is the role and the responsibility of prison 

staff. Let us be quite clear from the outset that you as prison staff carry out one of the most 

important of public services. You are charged with protecting society from the actions of some 

of its most dangerous and difficult members. In all countries in the region of greater Europe 

imprisonment is the most severe penalty that can be imposed by any court. To be responsible for 

the custody and care of those whom courts have deprived of their liberty is a heavy public duty. 

 

Unfortunately in many countries the public does not recognise the work which prison staff carry 

out on their behalf. Prison staff do not have the high public profile of other players in the world 

of criminal justice, such as the police, prosecutors and judges. The high walls of our prisons do 

not only shield prisoners from public view, they also mean that the work which staff do is 

hidden and not understood. In many jurisdictions prison staff are badly paid, they are 

inadequately trained and they are given little public respect. 

 

So, how can we begin to change those perceptions? How can we set about increasing the respect 

that the public has for the difficult task that prison staff carry out on their behalf? How can we 

improve the professional standing of prison staff and ensure that they are properly trained and 

supported and given the resources that they need. Obviously your trade unions and staff 

associations have a key role to play in these matters and you will be discussing some of these 

issues this afternoon. What I would like to do now is to suggest to you some important features 

which set you apart from all others who work in public services, features which underpin the 

work which you do on a daily basis and which demand of you high levels of professionalism.  

 

The first is the need to remember at all times the particular context within which you are 

working. Let me explain what I mean. When people talk about prisons they generally start from 

their physical aspects: walls, fences, buildings with locked doors and windows with bars. 

However, the reality is that the most important aspect of a prison is its human dimension, and 

the two most important groups of people within it, who are the prisoners and the staff who 

look after them. The daily experience of life for prisoners is determined by their relationship 

with first line prison staff, the men and women who unlock them first thing in the morning, 

who will be with them throughout the day, and who will lock them up at the end of the day. 

The dynamics of a prison are defined by the relationship between prisoners and front line 

staff.  

 

I have already referred to the demanding nature of prison work and to the way that has 

changed in recent years. Prisoners are not a homogenous group. Some will be a threat to the 

public; some will be dangerous and aggressive; others may try very hard to escape. Others are 
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likely to be mentally disturbed, to suffer from addictions, to have poor social and educational 

skills and to come from the minority groups in society. The vast majority of prisoners will be 

adult males and national prison regulations are generally drafted with this majority in mind. 

However, there are other groups who have specific and different needs; they include, for 

example, women and young prisoners. In many European jurisdictions the traditional profiles 

of prisoners have been changing in recent years. For example, foreign nationals now 

constitute a significant proportion in several member states, in some instances making up 

over half of the entire prisoner population. Another new challenge relates to the management 

of prisoners who require to be held in conditions of very high security. 

 

As they go about their daily work prison staff must always bear in mind that all prisoners are 

persons. No matter what crime they may be accused or convicted of, they remain human 

beings, entitled to respect. This principle is articulated in the United Nations International 

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Article Ten: 

 

All persons deprived of their liberty shall be treated with humanity and with respect for 

the inherent dignity of the human person. 

 

This principle should influence prison staff in the way they carry out all their duties. It is also 

the foundation stone of good prison management. The need to operate within the context 

enshrined in Article 10 of the ICCPR is universal and is one of the defining features of good 

prison management. By observing this there can be an assurance that torture and inhuman or 

degrading treatment under any form will always be prohibited and that staff will give priority 

to treating all prisoners and detainees with humanity and respect. 

 

Another way of expressing this is to say that prison staff must always carry out their work 

within an ethical context. This principle applies to all those who work in the public sector and 

especially those who work within the field of criminal justice. All of us here come from 

countries which are members of the Council of Europe, a body which has taken the lead in 

advocating that that all public servants should observe the highest standards in their 

professional work. In the year 2000 the Council adopted a recommendation on Codes of 

conduct for public officials and since then it has been particularly active with regard to public 

officials who are involved in the criminal justice field, most commonly in encouraging 

individual member states to develop codes of ethics for specific groups, such as prosecutors, 

the judiciary and the police. It is currently drafting a Code of Ethics for Prison Staff.  

 

This Code will be based on European Prison Rule 72, which states as follows: 

 

1. Prisons shall be managed within an ethical context which recognises the 

obligation to treat all prisoners with humanity and with respect for the inherent 

dignity of the human person.  

2. Staff shall manifest a clear sense of the purpose of the prison system. Management 

shall provide leadership on how the purpose shall best be achieved.  

3. The duties of staff go beyond those required of mere guards and shall take account 

of the need to facilitate the reintegration of prisoners into society after their 

sentence has been completed through a programme of positive care and assistance.  

4. Staff shall operate to high professional and personal standards.  

 

The Commentary which accompanies the European Prison Rules includes the following 

explanation for Rule 72: 
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 This Rule underlines the ethical context of prison management. Without a strong 

ethical context the situation where one group of people is given considerable 

power over another can easily become an abuse of power. This ethical context is 

not just a matter of the behaviour of individual members of staff towards 

prisoners.  

 Those with responsibility for prisons and prison systems need to be persons who 

have a clear vision and a determination to maintain the highest standards in prison 

management.  

 Working in prison therefore requires a unique combination of personal qualities 

and technical skills. Prison staff need personal qualities which enable them to deal 

with all prisoners in an even-handed, humane and just manner.  

 

It is important to note that these rules and regulations stress not only the obligations of front 

line prison staff. They also require that those who manage prison systems must show strong 

leadership and have a clear sense of purpose. They also stress that prison staff need to be 

given proper levels of support, of training and of development. 

 

The European Prison Rules follow on from an earlier recommendation of the Council of 

Europe in 1997 about what were called “Staff concerned with the implementation of 

sanctions and measures”, that is prison staff. This Recommendation confirms the key role 

played by prison staff at all levels. The Explanatory Memorandum which accompanies the 

Recommendation lays out general principles: 

 

 In every prison system there should be a formal set of regulations covering all aspects of 

recruitment and selection, training, status, management responsibilities, conditions of 

employment and mobility. 

 This policy should emphasise the ethical nature of corporate and individual 

responsibilities and particular reference should be made to national adherence to human 

rights instruments. 

 The policy should be formulated in consultation with the staff and their professional 

representatives. 

 And finally, that adequate financial resources should be allocated in the budget of the 

service for the carrying out of these policies.  

 

So, this is very much a two way process. There are obligations on prison staff and there are 

obligations on prison management. 

 

Let me now turn briefly to the work which prison staff do and to their responsibilities to the 

public and civil society. I have already suggested that in some respects the prison system can 

be described as the most forgotten element of criminal justice. Very few members of the 

public know, or indeed care very much, about what goes on behind the high walls of its 

prisons. Yet prison work is a very important part of the public service. Prison staff have three 

main responsibilities and the relationship between each of them can be complex. 

 

The first responsibility is the safety and security of the public. Prison staff contribute to 

public safety by detaining large numbers of persons who have broken the criminal law, some 

of whom pose a real danger to other people. This means that security must always be an 

important consideration.  Staff have a duty to make sure that prisoners, especially those who 

are dangerous, do not escape. 
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The second responsibility of prison staff is to ensure that there is good order within prisons. 

Prisons should be safe places for everyone who is involved in them. This includes prisoners, 

prison staff and everyone else who has reason to visit a prison. Most prisons are large, 

anonymous establishments, where groups of people, mostly young men, many of them with 

mental health or social problems, are held against their will with limited opportunities to take 

part in positive activities. In this sort of environment it is a challenging responsibility to 

maintain a positive atmosphere and to prevent sporadic unrest or even violence. 

 

Thirdly, prison staff have a responsibility to assist prisoners to reintegrate into society after 

they have completed their sentences. Prisons should not be places merely of detention. 

Instead, while they are detained prisoners should be given every opportunity to develop their 

skills and personal relationships in a way which will make it less likely that they will re-

offend again after they are released. Helping prisoners to achieve these aims demands great 

commitment from prison staff. 

 

Maintaining a proper balance between these three sets of responsibilities presents a 

professional challenge to prison staff. The three duties of ensuring public safety, maintaining 

good order and encouraging rehabilitation can be regarded as the three legs of a stool. If the 

balance is not maintained, the stool of good prison management will topple over. For 

example, this is liable to happen if there is not enough control and also if control is too 

repressive. It is the achievement of this balance which makes the task of the prison officer 

one of the most important of public services. It takes a very special person to be a 

professional prison officer. 

 

Let me now say a few words about the recruitment, training and support of prison staff. In the 

first place prison administrations must have a clear understanding of the role which they want 

prison staff to undertake and then to set standards which will ensure that they recruit staff 

who have the potential to carry out this public service. It is not sufficient, as still happens in 

some regions of the world, to use conscripts who are undertaking one or two years of 

compulsory military service as prison guards. The same care should be exercised in recruiting 

prison staff as is taken in recruiting other public servants such as policemen, teachers and 

nurses. 

 

Having made sure that the staff who are recruited are of proper quality, the next requirement 

is to give them appropriate training. It is not sufficient to send them immediately to work in a 

prison and to expect them to learn on the job from more experienced staff. Most European 

prison administrations now have some form of training for new recruits, although the length 

and quality of this training varies significantly. The length of initial training varies from a few 

weeks, as in England and Wales, to two years, as in Denmark. In some jurisdictions, 

particularly in Eastern Europe, training for junior prison staff is still linked very closely with 

that of the police and often concentrates on military matters such as drilling and use of 

weapons. In other countries, in contrast, the curriculum for training prison staff is linked 

closely to that of other institutional workers, such as those in psychiatric hospitals and youth 

care centres. 

  

In undertaking their difficult work, prison staff need to have ongoing support from senior 

management. Throughout the course of their career, staff should be given regular 

opportunities to enhance their skills and to learn about new professional developments, 

technical advances and comparative international experiences. For example, in recent years 
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staff have had to learn more about how to manage prisoners who require to be held in 

conditions of very high security, about how to manage the increasing number of prisoners 

who are foreign nationals and who may speak a wide variety of languages. In the European 

context, staff now have to be aware of reports, findings and judgements of bodies such as the 

European Court of Human Rights and the Committee for the Prevention of Torture and 

Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment. There is an increasing amount of case law 

about prisons emanating from the European Court of Human Rights. In addition, the 

Committee for the Prevention of Torture, the CPT, has now developed a comprehensive set 

of standards which it expects to be observed in all the prisons which it visits. In respect of 

Greece, the CPT took the very unusual step in March of this year of issuing a public 

statement expressing concern about what it considered to be “persistent lack of action” on the 

part of the Greek authorities to deal with unacceptable conditions in prisons. Prison staff need 

to be given regular development training about all of these matters.  

 

Let me draw to a conclusion. I have emphasised that prison staff are key public servants, that 

they are entitled to respect by the public and by their employers for the difficult public duty 

which they carry out. I have emphasised that government and prison management have a duty 

to respect prison staff, to ensure that they are properly remunerated and that they are properly 

trained and support. 

 

My final word is to you as trade union leaders, who represent your members. Your primary 

duty, as with any trade union leadership is to represent your members and to ensure that they 

have proper conditions of employment. However, I would like respectfully to suggest to you 

that your duty goes further than that. It is also your duty to make sure that the public is aware 

of the public service which your members undertake. It is your duty to participate in and to 

encourage public debate about the use of imprisonment and to speak out when you think it is 

being overused or is being used inappropriately. It is your duty to ensure that the professional 

status which your members deserve is reflected in the way that they and you go about your 

work. It is your duty to support all attempts to ensure that the ethical context of the work 

involved in depriving other human beings of their liberty is always in the minds of your 

members as they go about their daily work. 

 

I wish you every success in your difficult and important work. 


