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Introduction

Welcome Delegates. 

The United Nations Human Rights Council is a wonderful melting pot of ideas which aims 
to find solutions to human rights issues around the world on the basis of the United Nations 
Declaration of Human Rights. In this committee, you would see discussions as diverse as 
that of LGBT rights, war crimes, and violence against women. 

In this committee, we shall be hoping to see constructive and meaningful debate on an issue 
that concerns every country in the world: Prisons. The committee must decide what is to be 
done about the problem and even address if it is a problem at all. Using their various 
domestic and foreign policies, delegates must derive solutions which one might see in the 
real-life UN.  

The discussion should focus on the social aspects of imprisonment and its effect on society 
and also the technical aspects which deal with the implementation of the decisions taken by 
the committee. We shall expect a degree of complexity in the arguments and expect healthy 
debate focused on specific issues. Also, the delegates must strictly adhere to the topic and 
avoid straying as this often escapes the mandates of the committee and dilutes the debate. 

As mentioned in the guide, there have been multiple resolutions passed by the UN. The 
delegates should use these past actions to form their future plans in both implementation and 
ideation.  

Also, the guide provides the philosophy of prisons, definitions of common terms and a 
special section for the treatment of detainees. Delegates must find use guide to find sections 
that they find important.  
It is recommended that the delegates use the Background Guide simply as a starting 
platform which would be followed up by references in the guide itself and also external 
sources and the delegate’s own knowledge and logic. 

Good Luck. 

The Executive Board 



The Philosophy of Prisons

Every region in the world has their own philosophy as to why prisons exist and this 
manifests in the way countries run their systems and treat their prisoners. 

1. Rehabilitation: The philosophy that prisons are built to allow prisoners to better 
themselves and become functioning members of society. This is usually facilitated 
through good education and occupational training provided to the imprisoned. It believes 
that people must be allowed to become functioning members of society once they leave 
the prison and prison must not serve as a sort of punishment but as a school or correction 
facility. 

2. Punishment: The philosophy that prisons should act as a deterrent to crime by acting as 
a punishment. The belief is that if there is a threat of going to prison, people would stop 
committing crimes.  

3. Retaliation: The philosophy that anyone who commits a crime must suffer the crimes 
and the family and friends of the victim have a right to see the criminal suffer and pay 
for his crimes. This is often tied to the theory of punishment and the punishment serves 
as revenge. 

4. Removal from society: The philosophy that criminals must be kept away from people to 
make the country safer and avoid crimes. It is done to make the citizens of a country 
safer as criminals would not be near them. 



Definitions and Important Terms
5. Pre-Trial Detainee: Any accused person, who is detained before being given a fair trial 

6. Prison Population Rate: Also called incarceration rate, it refers to number of detainees 
per 100,000 citizens 

7. Occupancy Level: It is the ratio detainees present to the total amount of detainees that 
the system was designed for.  

8. Fair Trial: Any trial where there are no biases held against or towards the parties 
involved, the defendants status innocent until proven guilty is maintained, and rule of 
law is upheld, is a fair trial.  

9. Recidivism: It is the tendency of a convicted criminal to reoffend. A high recidivism rate 
is a sign of an ineffective prison system.  

10. Beijing Rules: Also referred to as the United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the 
Administration of Juvenile Justice, the Beijing Rules seek, “to further the well-being of 
the juvenile and her or his family.”. The main aim of these rules is to lay down a 
comprehensive social policy that ensures that a juvenile receives the correct kind of help, 
while also minimising any sort of negative emotional or physical impact on the juvenile.  

11. Basic Principles for the Treatment of Detainees (BPT): Much like the SMR(see point 
15), the BPT lays down the minimum requirement for treatment of detainees. It instructs 
that, “All detainees shall be treated with the respect due to their inherent dignity and 
value as human beings” and also calls for equal treatment of all detainees. Principles in 
the BPT are universal and “shall be applied impartially”.  

12. Convention Against Torture: Adopted by the UNGA in 1984, CAT is a human rights 
treaty that defines terms such as torture and lays down guidelines to prevent torture, or 
any other inhumane and degrading punishments. 

13. Code of Conduct: UN Code of Conduct for Law enforcement Officials covers the 
accountability of law enforcement officials, through their representation and response to 
the whole community. The code was first introduced in 1979 and supplemented a decade 
later. It is the overarching standard for global policing. 

14. Declaration on Enforced Disappearances: Also called the International Convention 
for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance (ICPPED),its main aim 



is to prevent secret abductions or imprisonment by governments, political organisations 
and state sponsored organisations. 

15. Principles on - Detention: Also known as The Body of Principles for the Protection of 
All Persons under Any Form of Detention or Imprisonment, it contains detailed 
provisions for the protection of persons held in any type of detention. 

16. Principles of Force and Firearms: The Basic Principles on the Use of Force and 
Firearms by Law Enforcement Official seeks to further clarify aspects of the Code of 
Conduct for Law Enforcement Officials. The goal of the Basic Principles is to “…assist 
Member States in their task of ensuring and promoting the proper role of law 
enforcement officials…” and to provide more detail concerning Article 3 of the Code of 
Conduct for Law Enforcement Officials, which handles the use of force by law 
enforcement officials. 

17.  Principles on - Summary Executions: The Principles on the Effective Prevention and 
investigations of Extra-legal, Arbitrary and Summary Executions lays down basic rules, 
with the aim of preventing any summary executions (an execution in which a person is 
accused of a crime and immediately killed without benefit of a full and fair trial.). It also 
specifies that exceptional circumstances such as a state of war, threat of war, internal 
political emergency or any other public emergencies are not valid excuses for practicing 
summary executions.  

18. Robben Island - Guidelines: The Robben Island Guidelines (RIG), the result of a 
collaboration between the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights and the 
Association for the Prevention of Torture, aim to provide a regional instrument for the 
prevention of torture and cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment in Africa. The RIG, 
provide for  definitions of both torture and cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment; these 
definitions afford a strong basis for prosecuting those who violate the prohibition of 
torture and other ill-treatment. The RIG also include a number of detailed procedural 
safeguards that address the conditions that increase the likelihood of torture and other ill-
treatment. 

19. Standard Minimum Rules: The United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the 
Treatment of Detainees also called the Nelson Mandela Rules, constitute the universally 
acknowledged minimum standards for the treatment of detainees. Although not legally 
binding, the Minimum Standards provide guidelines for international and domestic law 
for citizens held in prisons and other forms of custody. The basic principle described in 
the standards is that "There shall be no discrimination on grounds of race, color, sex, 
language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or 
other status". 

20. Tokyo Rules: The United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for Non-custodial 
Measures (The Tokyo Rules) ,sets forth the principles to be followed by member nations 
in order to promote the use of non-custodial measures, and minimum safeguards for 



persons subject to alternatives to imprisonment.  Creation of Tokyo Rules took its 
inspiration from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the International Covenant 
on Civil and Political Rights, and many other international human rights instruments 
relating to rights of persons in conflict with the law. In addition to adopting the rules, 
member nations are also required to report the implementation of Tokyo Rules every five 
years.  The United Nations Secretary-General is required to prepare a report every five 
years on the implementation of the Tokyo Rules for submission to the Committee on 
Crime Prevention and Control. 

21. Universal Declaration of Human Rights: A declaration that arose from the experiences 
of the second world war, the UDHR is a set of 30 articles, which (although not legally 
binding) specify rights, to which all human beings are inherently entitled.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Treatment of Detainees

The United Nations Basic Principles for the Treatment of Detainees (BPT), The Nelson 
Mandela Rules(SMR) along with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) lay 
down the basic rules when it comes to the treatment of persons convicted of crime.  

The rules explicitly state that “all detainees shall be treated with the respect due to their 
inherent dignity and value as human beings”. Moreover, in accordance with the UDHR, 
every prisoner, regardless of the severity of the crime committed by them has certain 
inalienable rights, that a prison has to respect, including but not limited to, “No one shall be 
subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment” 

Principles on summary executions also state the importance of a trial before detention and 
classify summary execution, extrajudicial killings as illegal acts.  

However, despite these regulations and declarations, cases where detainees are treated as 
second class citizens rather than citizens that need help are quite common.  

Being used as places to keep political detainees and rebels to being used as torture 
chambers, prisons in several countries have become a means for the government to further 
push its own personal agendas, rather rehabilitate criminals and help them back to a life of 
normalcy. This has resulted in the violation of basic human rights by several states.  
It must be noted however that in some cases, countries, despite international criticism, have 
refused to bring and end to their torture programs and have even given reasons for their 
existence. Such is the case with the CIA and its black sites. Despite coming under heavy 
international criticism, and even being asked to “recover their moral high ground” , the CIA 1

continues to torture the detainees in its black sites, reasoning that they are “the worst of the 
worst”  and possess sensitive information, important to bringing down armed insurgents and 2

other third party actors in areas of conflict.  

Use of torture techniques to extract information from detainees is not only a direct violation 
of the human rights of the person, but in many cases it is also a violation of the national law 
of the country as torture is illegal in most countries. However, many states still sponsor such 
practices. Examples of this include, torture of Kashmiri prisoners by the Indian 

 http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=49578#.WGF1wXdh1Z11

 http://www.nbcnews.com/id/31052241/ns/world_news-terrorism/t/cheney-gitmo-holds-worst-2

worst/



Government . Torture of anyone suspected of opposing the Syrian government  . Torture of 3 4 5

Palestinian prisoners by the state of Israel . Torture of suspected drug dealers in Philippines  6 7

.  These are just some examples, and there are many more instances of state sponsored 8

torture. Delegates are expected to read up on them as a part of their research.  

It should be considered, that there are also cases where prison sentences which might be 
considered inhumane by the UDHRs standards, are completely legal and in accordance with 
the laws of a country. Since national law is of a higher priority than international law, the 
governments of these countries cannot be convicted of committing crimes against its own 
population, however internationally they can be boycotted. An example of this would be the 
DPRK, a country who’s interrogation procedure, according to a UN report, has torture as an 
“established feature” . In the DPRK, “three generations of punishment” is a program, where 9

anyone convicted of a crime maybe given a lifetime sentence and sent to prison along with 
their families , and subsequent two generations. Despite the international community’s 10

condemnation of this practice, DPRK cannot legally be forced to stop it as it does not 
violate their national law. There are many more factors at play here, and as delegates you 
would be expected to analyse those factors as well.  

One must also consider that in the vast majority of cases, inhumane treatment does not stem 
from regular torture techniques being practiced on the detainees. It stems from denial of 
basic services such as food, water, space, clothing etc.  

Gitarama, Rwanda . This city is home to a prison designed for 400 detainees. However, it 11

now is home to 7000 detainees. It is reported that in the prison, there is no place to sit down, 
let alone lie down. Toes of prisoners have become infected with gangrene due to lack of 
sanitation and basic services like electricity, running water and communications are not 
present.  

It is interesting to note however, that prison systems where a detainee is given the same 
basic rights as any other citizen and given access to all basic facilities such as proper 
clothing, lodging, food etc. are much more successful at rehabilitating offenders and enjoy 
the lower recidivism rate.  

 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-south-asia-120147343

 https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/campaigns/2016/08/syria-torture-prisons/4

 http://tinyurl.com/zvbjlr5

 http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/637293.stm6

 https://worldwithouttorture.org/tag/prison-torture-philippines/7

 http://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/philippines-duterte-police/8

 http://www.reuters.com/article/us-korea-north-un-excerpts-idUSBREA1G0OF201402179

 http://www.bbnpov.com/?p=90410

 http://www.nytimes.com/1995/04/15/world/rwanda-jails-no-space-no-food-no-justice.html11



Norway not only has the lowest incarceration rate (75/100,000), but also one of the lowest 
recidivism rates, at just 20% . Norway aims to maintain normalcy inside their prisons, so 12

that when a detainee is finally release, their integration into society is as smooth as possible. 
Torture is also unheard of in Norwegian prisons. Norway firmly believes in the principle 
that a detainee has the same rights as any other citizen, with the exception of right to liberty.  

That being said, one must also consider that the situations Norway has faced in its history 
are very different from what many other countries have faced. Norway is not an active 
participant in any war, there is no internal conflict in the country, and crime rates in the 
nation are also one of the lowest. This is in contrast to many countries accused of torturing 
their inmates which are usually involved in some sort of internal or external conflict.  
When comparing two or more prison systems, it is also important to consider and compare 
the situations and state of affairs in those countries, as what’s possible for one nation may 
not be possible for another. 

The above is just a simple summary of the treatment that detainees may receive in prisons 
and there are many more example other than the ones mentioned above. Delegates are 
expected to thoroughly research the topic and also read about more specific examples of 
inhumane treatment of prisoners around the world. While one should be well versed with 
the situation regarding treatment of inmates in different countries all around the world, it is 
of utmost that you are well researched about your own country.  

 http://www.prisonstudies.org/country/norway12



References

A guide to research

Delegates must be careful of what sources they use once they start researching outside the 
Background Guide. Reliable sources tend to be the UN website, official state websites and 
Reuters. While other sources ares sometimes acceptable, they might be rejected by the 
Secretariat and have incorrect information.
Links given below are to be used as reference points and might be rejected by other delegates.

Past UN Actions

Basic Principles for the Treatment of Prisoners (Adopted and proclaimed by General 
Assembly resolution 45/111 of 14 December 1990)  

The Nelson Mandela Rules-The United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the 
Treatment of Prisoners - Adopted in December 2015 

The Bangkok Rules- United Nations Rules for the Treatment of Women Prisoners and Non-
custodial Measures for Women Offenders- Resolution 2010/16

Resolution 1997/36- International cooperation for the improvement of prison conditions

Other Sources:

un.org  

http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk

http://www.pbs.org/pov/whatiwant/prison-to-punish-or-reform/

http://www.jblearning.com/samples/0763729043/Chapter_01.pdf

https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/justice-and-prison-reform/prison-reform-and-alternatives-to-
imprisonment.html

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/nov/03/the-guardian-view-on-prison-reform-a-
welcome-start

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2572576

https://www.justice.gov/prison-reform
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