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DISCUSSION NOTE 
 

EPSU Prison network working group meeting  
14 September 2007, Brussels, EPSU offices  

 
Europe Action Day(s) on Europe’s overcrowded prisons  

 
Background and relevance 
 
The EPSU Prison Services Action Plan, as adopted by the EPSU Executive Committee on 
04 June 2007, commits, among other things, EPSU and its affiliates to organise a Europe 
Action Day on the issue of overcrowding in prison services.  
 
The reason for this is that a majority of EU prisons face an overcrowding problem (25% on 
average) with serious risks for the health and safety of staff and detainees. Overcrowding 
in prisons is in breach of fundamental human rights. It is often used as a pro-privatization 
argument.   
 
Data from the Council of Europe show that the prison population in the EU27 has been 
increasing in most countries to currently stand at about 610 000, if we include all countries 
covered by EPSU it is near 700 0001. About 4 to 6% of inmates are women.  Some 300 
000 people are employed by prison authorities (EPSU constituencies). The number of 
prisoners per custodian varies a lot from one country to another (or indeed within 
countries), for instance from 1.6 in Iceland to more than 1000 in Germany, Poland or 
England and Wales (please see Annex for further data). 
 
Common causes for overcrowding are the excessive use and length2 of pre-trial detention, 
tougher sentencing regimes (e.g foreign residents, drug offenders), and lack of investment 
in decent prison facilities, prevention, social and mental health care, and non-custodial 
measures. 
 
The action plan recognises that building new prisons and/or resorting to privateers is not 
the answer. Instead, our aim is to improve the working and living conditions in prisons and 
reduce the numbers of prisoners by improving and investing in prevention, legal protection, 
alternatives to imprisonment and reinsertion.  

 
Objectives 
 
1. to raise awareness of the human and financial cost of overcrowding, underlining its 

European ( and global) nature and the human right angle    
2. to promote common trade union demands (see below) at national and EU levels  
                                                 
1 Council of Europe, survey 2005,  
http://www.coe.int/t/e/legal_affairs/legal_co-operation/prisons_and_alternatives/Statistics_SPACE_I/List_Space_I.asp#TopOfPage 
2 EU16 average length of pre-trial detention is 167 days, it is up to 1 year in Greece, Hungary and Latvia 
(Commission’s data,  29.8.2006SEC(2006)1079) 
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3. to underline the role of social dialogue and importance of trade union rights  
4. to reinforce the rights to liberty and the presumption of innocence, equal treatment of 

all citizens in the EU common area of freedom, security and justice, and EPSU 
campaign for an EU framework on public services. 

 
Trade union demands on tackling overcrowding (based on prison action plan) 
 
• 1 detainee 1 cell 
• Minimum worker/detainee ratio (at least 1) 
• Right to work and live in a  healthy and harmless environment 
• Stop increase of detainees by introducing or applying non-custodial measures  
• Reduce numbers of pre-tried detainees (1 out of 5 detainees) 
• Oppose privatisation 
• Application of the  European Convention on Human rights and EU charter of 

fundamental rights (due to become legally binding, except for the UK,  as part of the 
reform of the EU Treaty at the end of 2007) 

• recognition of the positive role trade unions and social dialogue play to improve 
working and living conditions in prisons 

• sufficient and even distribution of resources for all prison-related services to avoid 
competition between different public services (e.g. psychiatric hospitals treating 
offenders, people with mental illness or drug addicts being treated as offenders) 

 
How  
 
• Mailing of a short EPSU pamphlet -4/5 pages- explaining the issue, its causes, 

European relevance and our demands (including data and vivid examples) to a 
targeted audience on a selected day + 1 page press release announcing the action 
day(s) 

• Coordinated demo/picketing in at least 10 countries on the selected day  
• Other ideas? 
 
Depending on the country situation, affiliates can highlight different angles. 
 
Target audiences  
• EPSU affiliates involved in prison services (EPSU NEA and HSS committees) 
• National policy makers 
• EU Parliament  
• EU commission’s DG Justice and home affairs (legal initiatives on mutual recognition in 

criminal proceedings) DG employment and social affairs ( social dialogue, working 
conditions); DG internal market  

• Council of Europe:  Prison rules and prison inspectors; 
• Employers 
• Press (EU and national) 
 
Slogan: 30 mns brainstorming session at the meeting 
 
Example: Halting/stopping/curbing Europe’s prison overcrowding; Reference to 
privatisation risks? 
 
Calendar 
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Duration         14-09-2007-end 2008 
Date of action day:  Nov or Dec 2007 and/or first quarter 2008. We need to tie 

in with a national event around the issue + another EU-
related (e.g. “reform  treaty”3; debate in council on a 
Decision related to pre-trial detention)  
or Council of Europe event e.g. 25 October European 
Day of Civil Justice ;  25-26 October: 28th Conference of 
Justice Ministers, Spain, Lanzarote ;  5-6 December, 
10th meeting of the European committee for an efficient 
justice (CEPEJ), Strasbourg  

 
Conference End 2008: EPSU affiliate to host the conference 
 
Press material and pamphlet should be finalised by end of October 2007 
 
EPSU network: task allocation at the meeting 
 
• Final decision on number of  affiliates who will be involved 
• 1 or 2 contact persons per country involved in the action: contacts with press; event 

hosting  
• Pamphlet drafting team (English-speaking): 3 or 4 affiliates to provide 

comments/changes  to EPSU secretariat via emails 
• EPSU can cover 2 or 3 language versions of the pamphlet and  press release, EPSU 

affiliates will be invited to provide other languages 
 
Funding 
 
NEA and HSS committee budgets 
 
Partners 
 
• Penal Reform International (involved in Prague); 
• The EU network of fundamental rights experts 

http://ec.europa.eu/justice_home/cfr_cdf/index_en.htm (charged with drafting an 
annual monitoring report on fundamental rights)  

• EU Agency on fundamental human rights (based in Vienna) 
• The EIPA-European Centre for the Regions (European Institute of Public 

Administration) may also be interested to cooperate as it will run a series of workshops 
on prison services in 2007-2008 (please see related email). 

• Prison Privatisation Report International (PSIRU) 
• others 

                                                 
3  Reform of the EC Treaty will be relevant in 3 areas 

- Application of the EU charter of fundamental rights 
- Chapters on judicial cooperation in criminal matters and on police cooperation: in the Articles on 

mutual recognition of judgments, minimum rules on definition of criminal offences and sanctions, the 
European Public Prosecutor, and police  cooperation, a new mechanism will be inserted enabling 
Member States to go forward with adopting measures in this field while allowing others not to 
participate 

- Protocol on Services of General Interest 


