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EPSU/KY meeting on prison services, Oslo 12-13 April 2012 

DRAFT report for adoption on 25-26 September 2013 
 

The  meeting of the EPSU prison services network was hosted by the Norwegian prison staff union 

KY, affiliated to YS, on 12-13 April 2012 in Oslo, Norway.  

 

It was attended by 21 delegates from 11 EU and non EU countries as well as  Mr Norman Bishop, 

researcher in prison detention conditions in Sweden and  former head of the penal crime 

committee of the Council of Europe and Mrs Vuellanthe, Director General charged with prison 

administration in Norway (list of participants is attached).  

 

Sadly,  Greek colleagues of OSYE, who hosted the previous meeting in 2011,  were unable to 

attend as 11 members of the executive board of the union had just started a hunger strike to 

protest at the worsening working conditions in prisons including further  cuts in pay and abuse of 

overtime. A message of solidarity was sent by the EPSU secretariat and members of the  network 

were encouraged to do likewise. 

As it has become  common practice, the meeting was preceded by a visit to a local prison in the 
country hosting the meeting. It was one of the oldest prisons in Norway built in 1850 and the 
largest prison in the county holding about 400 inmates in a variety of categories from remand to 
lifers.  

Report of EPSU activities  

 

The meeting started with a presentation of EPSU’s activities since the last meeting in April 2011 

with an emphasis on the ongoing campaign against budgetary austerity coordinated at EU level in 

the broader context of the new economic governance ( also called European semester). 

 

A summary of the scale and extent of cuts or freezes in jobs and pay in the public sector as 

provided. Amongst the trade union alternatives to austerity, EPSU was currently pushing for  the 

introduction of a Tax on Financial transactions to make the financial sector pay its share of the cost 

of the crisis, curb financial speculation and contribute to a fairer and more progressive tax regime 

and to the funding  of public services. It was underlined that the austerity measures were often 

accompanied by regressive reforms of labour law and trade union rights, especially in the so-called 

“Troika Programme countries”. These attacks had sparked a series of trade union protest and 

industrial action. 

 

It was reminded that the EPSU prison services network, established in 2004,   came under the 

umbrella of the EPSU standing committee on National and EU administrations (NEA) that held 

meetings  twice a year. The chair of the Committee was Jean-paul Devos, CSC services publics, 

Belgium, who was elected last May replacing Charles Cochrane, PCS,UK.  The prison services 

consisted of prison officers’ unions and generalist unions organising all staff in prison services from 

health care to probation services. The twin objective was, and still is, to defend better working 

conditions for staff and better detention conditions and to ensure that concerns of prison staff are 
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well integrated in EPSU’s general policy work . The network also contributes to give more visibility 

of  the diversity of jobs and services within the sector of central government, one of the four main 

sectors of EPSU. 

 

With regard to the EPSU activities relating to prisons, since the meeting in Athens in 2011,  the 

EPSU secretariat, in cooperation with the network members  responded to a Commission’s 

Green Paper (a consultation paper) relating to detention conditions with an emphasis on pre-trial 

detention please see http://www.epsu.org/a/8356. Our main message was to draw attention to the 

importance of good working conditions and sufficient staffing that are critical to  good detention 

conditions, the need to invest more in rehabilitation support measures as well as sound 

alternatives to imprisonment. The extremely difficult economic and social context was also much 

stressed especially as the Green Paper failed to make any mention of it.   The  extremely worrying 

impact of prison overcrowding on detention conditions as well as working conditions in prisons was 

also reiterated. It was also underlined that the crisis might well lead to an increase of the prison 

population, as found in some countries increasing pressure on already stretched prison services 

and mental health services . 

 

The European Commission was now expected to prepare an analysis of the responses by June 

2012  on the basis of which it will decide or not to take legislative initiatives. The consultation paper 

was also addressed to national prison administrations in the European Union. 

 

Last year, we also made some comments to a draft European code of ethics for prison staff 

prepared by the Council of Europe’s Penal Committee. These comments were also drafted in 

cooperation with  some members of the prison network notably, Greek, Norwegian, Romanian and 

UK colleagues ( as well as a contribution in writing from PSI’s South African union). Our main 

message was to make the case for social dialogue and staff involvement  and better training of 

staff. There was alse a sense that the code of ethics was attempting to put staff and management 

on the same level of responsibilities, which was not acceptable. 

 

Attention was drawn to the recent setting up of a European organisation called EUROPRIS, that 

sought to  represent the interest of prison administrations at EU level. At the time of the meeting, 

Europris membership consisted of 19 national prison administrations ( and the  regional authorities 

of  Scotland and Northern Ireland). The list of Europris board was provided to the meeting 

participants so that contacts could  be made at national elvel. It was said that it could be useful to 

explore possible areas of cooperation with Europris.   

 

Last, it  was announced that a draft statement on behalf of the EPSU prison services  network 

would be presented and discussed later during the meeting with a view to submitting it to the 

Council of Justice Ministers meeting to remind of the strong trade union concerns on the state of 

prison services in Europe and the impact of the crisis. The final statement is attached to this report. 

 

Social dialogue in Norway’s prison services  

 

The presentation was made jointly by KY President and the  DG for prison administration who were 

currently involved in a new round of collective bargaining as the meeting was taking place.  

It was reminded that  the trial of Anders Behring Breivik, the perpetrator of the 2011 attacks who 

led to the mass murder of  69 young people and 8 government employees, had just started. It was 

said this was one of the most traumatic experiences in the history of the country.    

http://www.epsu.org/a/8356
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A brief introduction to the prison system in Norway was made. The country held  a total of  3800 

prison places, the smallest prison has 50 places and the largest 400.  It is one of the few countries  

where overcrowding is less of a feature as inmates can, by law, delay their incarceration if there is 

no space to accommodate them.   A central  challenge, however,  is  the high rate of people on 

remand. 

 

The current capacity is filled at  95% which is deemed by the trade unions as nearing overcrowding. 

An ideal situation is below 90%  to carry out  one’s job in the best possible fashion 

Since 2008,  prison staff have increased, almost unlike in many other European countries. 

Mrs Vollan  has work experience at international level  and a supporter of a good  collective 

bargaining system  to help improve prisons.  She said that governments benefit from social 

partnership in two ways, it allows to tap into well proven expertise and to lower conflicts. 

 It is based upon both formal social dialogue, underpinned by legislation and trade union rights, 

and informal discussions between social partners. 

 

The social dialogue system is based on “codecision” as far as working conditions are concerned 

whereby trade unions and employers are deemed equal partners. There are also information 

mechanisms in place to discuss  the  financing  of prison administrations. In addition, an 

employment council  consisting  of 3 employers and 2 trade union representatives deal with 

recruitment of new employees. The trade union can object to a recruitment. 

 

Initial training at degree level has been crucial to ensure recruitment of quality staff and improve 

the standing of prison work in society There is strong consensus between the unions and 

management that prison must be seen as  a social investment.To  conclude, both management 

and trade unions in Norway consider a good social dialogue is even more important  in  times of 

crisis. 

 

During the discussion, it was said that in the UK, the system used to be close to the Norwegian 

situation at the time of  Witleyism after the second World War when a system of information and 

consultation was established in the civil service. The situation has now  evolved towards a more 

adversarial system, with no strong legal underpinning, an atomisation of collective bargaining units, 

which overall led to a lack of trust and confidence between the unions and the employers. 

 

It was also underlined that in Norway, the trade union density  was  up to 90% and helped explain 

a lot  the good quality of social dialogue. It would be unconceivable to take a unilateral decision 

such as the closing of a prison.  In that very unlikely event,  prison employees would in any case 

keep their wages and rights and be supported until they found another job either in another prison 

or another public service 

 

It was said that in Belgium the social dialogue system was  close to the one described in Norway 

but the persistence of prison overcrowding which was now exacerbated by the European  

economic context  was causing  rather than reducing conflicts.  

 

Norman Bishop, Council of Europe ex officio 

 

Norman Bishop, former head of Council of Europe’s head of penal crime committee and former 

prison governor in the UK, spoke in a personal capacity. He centered  his presentation upon the 

importance of the European Prison Rules of the Council of Europe, the  relationship EPSU could 

develop with the Council of Europe that represents 47 European countries and made suggestions 

on how to  improve  prison systems – his speech is attached. 
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On EPSU’s comments to the draft code of ethics for prison staff which was being finalised by the 
Council of Europe at the time of the meeting, he said that EPSU should  apply for participatory 
observer status as an International NGO so that its views can be taken into account.   
 
He said that  the EPSU-backed  KY complaint to the Council of Europe’s Committee on prevention 
of torture (CPT) on the ground that the Norwegian government was resorting too frequently to the 
recruitment of untrained staff, was very useful as this was the type of initiatives that could help 
broaden the criteria of the  Committee when assessing mistreatment in prisons. It was a fact that 
the Committee failed to take into account broader policies that affect  detention conditions  
including issues relating to working conditions and sufficient staffing. 
 
He  emphasised the need for better training not only of staff but of leadership. He pledged for more 
trade union support for prisoners’ consultation on prison matters, alongside consultation of trade 
unions.   
  
On the latest meetings at the Council of Europe relating to prison, he mentioned  the conference of 
directors of prisons on social reintegration although sadly  the importance of  well prepared 
conditional release to help reduce prison population was dismissed in the end. Yet in his view this 
was  a well proven measure to combat prison overpopulation. In Sweden, the automatic release 
after two third of the sentence had proven to be  positive providing this was supported by well 
resourced probation services, so that the released detainee was not left on his/her own. 
 
He added that community sanctions did not reduce prison population as  they were used for short 
sentences, what works best  was  reducing long sentences, if these were  reduced by 10% it would 
reduce by the same proportion prison population. 
It was very critical to develop further risk assessments of detainees, was not against electronic 
tagging for short  sentencing. 
In the discussion, it was said that electronic monitoring remains underdeveloped due to a lack of 
staffing, that training of managers was indeed an issue as well as short-termism in prison services 
whereby politicians tended to focus on the symptoms rather than the root causes of prison 
overcrowding. 
 
Conclusions and follow-up  – training and working time 

 

After the above plenary presentations and discussions, two working groups took place one on 

training and the other on working time. 

On training, the lack or insufficient  initial training as well as vocational training remained a 
concern in many countries with big differences from one to another. The key recommendation was 
that EPSU should do some work on this,  possibly outlining common training standards to press for 
with EU institutions.  

This was agreed. The upshot of this was that EPSU will co-ordinate the  work on training as the 
key  priority of the network in the  next 12 months which could be some gains across the piece. 
PCS agreed to  participate and have already forwarded  details of the UK  Sector Skills Council 
(Skills for Justice).  

All members are invited to forward information relating to training  including demands for improving 
take up and quality of both initial and vocational training 

On working time , a key problem was the use and abuse of  overtime which seemed to be on the 
increase in a number of countries, clearly in many cases  in connection with pay cut or freeze. As  
the Working Time Directive was subject to European cross-sectoral negotiations between the 
ETUC and business Europe, it  was said that it was important to oppose  a broader application of 
the individual opt-out.  
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The draft statement “ Austerity is like salt on wound in prison services”  was finalised and agreed 
with another 2 weeks for internal consultation before sending it  to Justice Ministers in view of the 
EU council of Justice meeting at the end of the month. 

Next meeting 

 

There might be a chance that the next meeting in 2013  be hosted in Bucharest, Romania, in 

cooperation with EPSU’s affiliate SNLP ( Publisind)   

 

Also, to note a meeting will be arranged in London, in cooperation with the UK Nurses union, RCN, 

to start a discussion on furthering cooperation between prison inspectors  and the EPSU prison 

services network. The meeting would take place before summer. 

 

Participants were thanked for their contribution and the meeting was closed.  

 


