1
6

TRAINING PROGRAMME FOR NON OFFICIAL VISITORS TO 

PRISONS OF THE GWALIOR RANGE
Introduction:

The opaque and impenetrable walls of prisons, the concealed method of functioning of the prison authorities, and the indifference of the community outside towards the inmates, make prisons a fertile breeding ground for human rights abuses. Despite its apparent monolithic character, the Commonwealth Human Rights Initiative [CHRI] believes that there is a ray of hope within the system for bringing about a change. 

To increase monitoring and scrutiny of the system from within, CHRI over the past few years has focused on prison visitors and prison doctors. Beginning with an international conference on prison conditions and the need for more attention to prison reform in South Asia five years ago, CHRI has held a series of workshops to catalyse action in this area. Each of these repeatedly identified prison visitors and prison doctors as the key change agents within the system. 

Background:

Working with the Human Rights Commission of Madhya Pradesh – the then largest state in India - CHRI began to study the functioning of the prison visiting system. At the outset, the study revealed the paucity of information and research in the field. The understanding of the concept of prison visiting system as a means of scrutiny of a closed system was itself meager even amongst the jail staff and inmates for whose benefit the system was set up. The prison manual and a few Supreme Court cases that make passing reference to the importance of the system, merely provided an indication of the broad standards. Experiments and innovations of prison visiting in other countries provided ideas but there was virtually no indication of how the system in place was working. 

We were repeatedly told that the prison visiting system existed only on paper. Official visitors are too overburdened with other more pressing business to do more than make ceremonial and perfunctory visits. Non-official visitors [NOVs] are discounted as credible functionaries because of the method of their appointment which is predominantly on the grounds of their political affiliation. We were told that so ineffectual had this system of visiting become that it was unworthy of official attention or research.

Yet our interactions with the non-official visitors allowed us to discern early, the entrapped human potential that existed amongst the NOVs and the possibility of reviving the system and improving its functioning through simple interventions. To understand the problem and craft our intervention, CHRI began by collecting first hand data from several prisons across the state, on the actual performance of the official and non-official prison visitors.

Having collected our data, analysed the infirmities and gaps, and deconstructed some areas of the complex prison manual, CHRI held a state level workshop in collaboration with the Madhya Pradesh Human Rights Commission [MPHRC] in Bhopal in July 2000. The workshop brought together members of the judiciary, prison authorities, members of the MPHRC, NGO groups, and most importantly a majority of the NOVs of the state, who participated and presented their views.

The CHRI presented its findings with the objective of advocating for better recruitment and selection criteria for visitors, creating space for credible NGOs to be appointed as visitors and advocating accountability of both the official and NOVs. The workshop covered the infirmities of the prison system and brought home its realities.

The most valuable outcome of the workshop was the enthusiasm with which information about their own role was received by the visitors who had never before had the opportunity to understand this. There was a strong demand for future studies, training and assistance in getting exposure to good practices elsewhere since the State government had no such schemes for the NOVs at the time of their appointment or thereafter. There was also a demand to equip the visitors with skills to initiate community involvement in prisons without substituting the primary responsibilities of the State. 

The Gwalior Training Programme:

The NOVs from the Gwalior central jail were particularly keen on getting trained. They approached CHRI and it was on their initiative that we organised the first training programme of our series in Gwalior on November 6 and 7, 2000. This was in keeping with our strategy of dividing this large state with approximately 120 jails into smaller regions and holding training workshops in each. The broad objective, apart from information dissemination, was to encourage NOVs to form their own associations that meet regularly and work together to make improvements in the situation of prisoners and who will eventually prompt official visitors, bar associations and other civil society groups to do more for prison inmates.

The NOVs of Gwalior central jail made the local arrangements, while the CHRI team acted as resource people. The jail superintendent of the Gwalior central jail also actively participated both in the organisation as well as the actual training programme. He insisted on having the programme at a regional level and was keen that visitors to each of the 17 prisons in the Gwalior range benefited from it, especially since the state government offers no such training at the time of appointment of the visitors or later. 

A majority of the NOVs (about 25) who participated in this training programme were those who had attended the CHRI workshop in Bhopal in July. The feedback given by them was overwhelming. Visitors told us that they had benefited immensely from the workshop, and had therefore made particular efforts in participating in this training programme. An example was that of a visitor from Morena sub jail:

This visitor reported that when he received the letter of appointment from the State government, he felt that he had suddenly become omnipotent. From what he could decipher out of the term ‘non – official visitor to prison’, he imagined that he could now visit the prison at his own will, that the jail staff would be scared of him and will try to make all efforts to appease him. But it was in his very first visit to the prison that the hard reality hit him.

The jailor told him that he had only been appointed to check the overall cleanliness and the quality of food in the jail. He was told that he could visit the prison not more than once in three months. Since the visitor had not been provided with a copy of the prison manual, nor intimated about his duties by the state government, he simply believed what was told to him by the jailor.

It was only after the workshop in Bhopal that he realised that he too possessed legal powers and had a role to play in the smooth and transparent functioning of the prison system. It was here that he got to know that he could in fact visit the jail atleast twice a month.

The very next day after his return from the workshop he visited the jail. But this time the jailor was not able to veer him off from the gate itself. The visitor knew that he could visit the jail as a matter of right and that he could inquire into any prison-related issue he thought fit. 

He has begun to do this on a regular basis now and finds that his knowledge has made the jail authorities more cooperative. His own attitude he said was now less combative and his observations more effective based in the knowledge of the law.
Objectives of the training programme:

At this training programme, CHRI aimed to:

1. Educate the NOVs on the importance of human rights, national and international standards on prisoners’ rights and redressal mechanisms;

2. Provide training on the role, duties and powers of the prison visitors as given in the Madhya Pradesh Prison Manual;

3. Build up the confidence of NOVs to face the overbearing atmosphere of a prison;

4. Create solidarity and networking between the visitors to a prison as well as all visitors in the district;

5. Share instances of best practices in prison reform as carried out elsewhere in the country.

Participants:

Out of 33 NOVs appointed in the prisons of the Gwalior range, 31 participated in our programme which included two lady visitors. Some jail staff of the Gwalior central jail, media people and socially aware individuals and NGO groups, who had read about the programme in the newspapers, also participated.

Programme Agenda:

The training programme was divided into two main segments. The first day focused on theoretical inputs, while the following day concentrated on practical implementation of what was taught the previous day. The emphasis of the entire programme was on participatory-discussion and it constantly sought participation of the NOVs.

Session I began with first establishing the need for human rights in prisons. This is always necessary because often visitors carry within themselves the common belief that all prisoners are felons and deserve ill – treatment. Rights of prisoners in accordance with the domestic standards, Supreme Court judgements and the United Nations Standards on Prisoners Rights were presented to the participants. The knowledge that these august institutions have laid down standards and that they assure visitors a status and reaffirm prisoners’ rights, reduces the visitor’s sense of being an isolated contender in an unresponsive and non-welcoming system.

The prison visitors inevitably articulate their helplessness and the obstacles to their being able to fulfill their duties. The objective of our training programme was to strengthen the confidence of these visitors. The first session concluded with the presentation of a film titled ‘Barred From Life’
 that depicts what can be done by sensitive individuals to improve the situation of prisoners.   

Session II focused entirely on the importance, functions, and powers of the prison visitors. Each relevant section of the Madhya Pradesh Prison Manual relating to prison visiting was discussed threadbare. These duties had been encapsulated in transparencies and the prepared background materials reinforced the learning. 

The second day of the workshop started with a visit to the Gwalior central jail made by all the participants. Prior to the visit, the group was divided into sub-groups and each of these was allotted and asked to take note of five or more issues, such as quantity and quality of food, medical facilities, hygiene, undue delay in cases etc. On return the visitors wrote out practice notes that they would now write and leave behind for follow up by the jail staff. The problems of the visitors were also discussed here and solutions to these were sought from the participants themselves.

The concluding session was chaired by speakers from the ‘AIDS Awareness Group’ [AAG], an NGO working in the Tihar Jail of Delhi. Methods of removing feelings of mutual suspicion (between the jail staff and prison visitors and amongst the visitors themselves), animosity, and resolving confrontational situations normally experienced by visitors were discussed and emulated through role-plays. The philosophy and method adopted by AAG, which has worked well in Tihar, was presented as an example of good practice. 

Issues Discussed:

The programme served as a forum of constructive interaction between the prison authorities and the visitors who for the first time sat together seeking solutions to prison related problems. The visitors, who earlier constantly criticised the prison staff and were extremely critical of their working, now understood the practical difficulties of the prison administration as well. They assured that from now on their approach would be that of cooperation with the staff, rather than confrontation. One such example was that of the Gwalior jail. The comment made by one of the visitors from the jail at the end of the programme was:

‘I now realise that I have wasted the first six months of my tenure by simply being suspicious and wary of the superintendent. I now feel able to understand his limitations as well. I must admit that he is playing a very difficult role and that his profession is not an easy one.’ 
The meeting touched upon the conditions of acute shortage of resources and systemic neglect under which the jail staff functions. It also brought out the existing levels of corruption in the prison administration. It was observed that though the manual clearly stipulates that no staff could be posted in a jail beyond a certain period, this was not being followed. The staff therefore had developed their own interests and illegal collaborations with certain prisoners. This was more true of those who were serving home postings in their native district for long periods of time, where they were especially afraid of harm being caused to their families by prison inmates on their release or by their associates.

The visitors deliberated on the importance of the Board of Visitors [BOV] and the role that can be played by it. No such board has been set up in the entire Gwalior range. The NOVs resolved to approach the Commissioner of Divisions to ensure the constitution of a board at an early date. In the meanwhile they decided that they would set up a parallel board of non-official visitors, till a formal BOV was constituted.

The typical level of knowledge of the visitors may be illustrated as below:

Amongst the NOVs there were two women NOVs who had been serving in the Gwalior jail for over six months now and had been especially appointed to inquire into the welfare of women inmates. The two visitors were not even aware of the existence of another ward housing women inmates apart from the one outside the main prison complex!
But armed with a new legal awareness, the jail visit assumed a different quality. Specific cases of inmates and prison conditions became immediately evident. The visitors recognised that these were typical problems faced in almost all the jails. Some related to conditions and required humanitarian intervention, while others related to the failure of the criminal justice system. The latter required advocacy and solutions to be designed with the bar, the bench and the police.

The visit threw open the issues of work and remuneration, legal aid, long pendency in the admission and decision of appeals and women inmates:

· Though the prison had a sanctioned capacity for 1036, it actually houses 2009 inmates.

· The jail had lifers serving over 20 years of imprisonment, whose cases could be taken up for appropriate action by the higher authorities.

· There were some inmates who had filed appeals with the High Court over 10 years ago and were still awaiting a response.

· The jail did not have even a single full time woman doctor sanctioned by the State government. 

· Though the State government requires that prison wages be paid to convicts (Rs. 12/- for skilled work, Rs. 10/- for semi – skilled work and Rs. 8/- for unskilled work), not a single inmate in the prison industry was aware of any such amount being paid into their accounts.

· Their place of work did not have proper lighting, adequate amounts of fresh air or exhaust fans.

At the end of the programme, the Superintendent also was less sceptical about the potential of the NOVs in bringing in community resources to rejuvenate prison industries and engaging the prisoners in constructive work which would keep them away from conspiring and prevent accentuation of psychological stress.

At the conclusion of the training programme, the NOVs emphasised the value of legal awareness of their own role and powers, which they had gained. Without this, they could not have been forceful and effective in their endeavours. They felt intellectually prepared and mentally empowered to take on their role. 

Strategy for future work:

1. Knowing the legal provisions and the complaint redressal procedures.

2. Planning their visits either singly or jointly with official visitors to take up specific issues for each visit.

3. Implementing various schemes in tandem with the prison authorities.

The visitors identified the following means of accomplishing their tasks:

a. By developing friendly and mutually complimentary relations with the staff without in any way aiding or being partners in corruption.

b. By endeavouring to set up ‘Prisoners’ Panchayats’ [elected councils of prisoners]
 for handling different problems such as medical, legal, recreational facilities, adult education etc.

c. By involving official visitors and members of the state legislative assembly [MLAs] since they have greater powers.

d. By forming their own NOV association.

Action Plan:

The training programme concluded with the NOVs deciding that they were now going to form their own association. They decided that would meet once every three months to resolve prison problems collectively. The NOVs of the Morena sub-jail offered to arrange the first meeting, which has been fixed for January 6, 2001 at Morena. The main issues to be discussed there would be as follows:

1. Review of work done by the visitors after the Gwalior programme.

2. Formulation of the Board of Visitors.

3. Transfer of prison staff in accordance with the prescribed rules (para 202, MP Jail Manual).

The NOVs also identified the role of CHRI in their future work. They suggested that CHRI organise more such training programmes for visitors of other regions of the state as well. Through this particular training programme, CHRI was also able to identify a few NOVs who could serve as resource people for future training programmes. These programmes could be followed up with a state level meeting with the Jail Minister, DG and IG Prisons, Official Visitors and the MPHRC, to whom the collected submissions by the NOVs of the entire state could be submitted.

CHRI would also serve as a clearinghouse where the NOVs could send their visitors notes, prison data, minutes of their association’s meetings, copies of letters written to higher authorities etc. CHRI would collate these and feed them back to the visitors for appropriate action. The jail superintendent also promised that he would send data through the NOVs on postings and transfers of jail staff to CHRI for detailed analysis.

Resolution Adopted by the Non – Official Visitors, Gwalior Range

At the training programme for non – official visitors (NOVs) organised by the Commonwealth Human Rights Initiative in Gwalior, Madhya Pradesh, on November 6 and 7, 2000, attended by 31 NOVs of the 17 jails in the Gwalior region, it was resolved that:
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The NOVs would form their own NOV Association 





The Association would meet once every three months to resolve prison problems collectively





The first meeting will be held at Morena and will be organised by the NOVs of the Morena jail on January 6, 2001





The two main issues to be discussed at the meeting would be:


Formulation of the Board of Visitors


Transfers of prison staff in accordance with paragraph 202 of the MP Jail Manual.











� Barred From Life, produced by Ms. Raman Mann for the British Council, New Delhi. A film based on the story of  33 women lifers of the Nari Bandi Niketan, Lucknow 


� This is done by identifying prisoners who have had a good track record in the prison and also have some knowledge about the issues concerned. For example, if one of the inmates is well versed with legal matters, then he can help other prisoners draft their bail applications, appeals, applications etc. Similarly, the educated ones could be motivated to teach the illiterate inmates.





