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Introduction

As part of its prison reform programme, the Commonwealth Human Rights Initiative [CHRI] has been organising training workshops for non-official prison visitors to prisons in Madhya Pradesh since November 2000. The third workshop in this series was organised by the CHRI for non-official prison visitors to prisons in the Indore, Ujjain and Bhopal circles of Madhya Pradesh at Ujjain from the 23rd to 24th of July, 2001. The total number of prisons in these circles is 44 where about 45 prison visitors are appointed.

The demand for training was received by the CHRI from a majority of the non-official prison visitors themselves when they attended a state level workshop on the Prison Visiting System in Madhya Pradesh organised by us in July 2000 in collaboration with the Madhya Pradesh Human Rights Commission [MPHRC]. We have already organised two such programmes in Gwalior [November 2000] and Jabalpur [February 2001] for prison visitors in the Gwalior, Jabalpur, Rewa, Satna, Sagar and Narsingpur circles.

The objectives of the training programme:
1. To educate the non-official visitors on the national and international standards on prisoners’ rights and redressal mechanisms.

2. Provide training on the role, duties and powers of prison visitors to take care of prisoners’ rights and help in their reformation and rehabilitation.

3. Educate them about the ways and means of discharging their duties and help them in developing advocacy skills to deal with authorities and officers in the field.
4. Build the confidence of the visitors to face the overbearing atmosphere of a prison and improve the system by drawing out the best from the prison officers and the other agencies in the state.
5. Increase the knowledge of participants by sharing instances of best practices in prison reform as carried out elsewhere in the country.
6. Mobilise community participation for the betterment of prisons by bringing together prisoners, their custodians, the outside society and other members of the criminal justice system together on one platform.

7. Promote and develop a culture of cooperation among the prison visitors and prison officers to achieve the much needed reforms.

The training manual

To achieve the above mentioned objectives and to help the prison visitors in discharging their duties in a better manner, we had developed a training manual for them in advance. The manual had chapters on prisoners’ rights, importance of prison visitors in improving the prison administration, rules governing the visiting system in the state, guidelines on conducting their visits, involving the ex-officio visitors in their work, understanding the working conditions of the prison staff, working for women prisoners, acting on complaints made by prisoners, working with other organisations and individuals in the area, examples of good practices in other prisons. We also supplied a list of individuals and organisations whose help could be enlisted by the prison visitors.
The objective was to empower the visitors with information so that they do not feel crippled by lack of information and knowledge.

Profile of participants and invitees other than prison visitors
In addition to visitors, we invited prison officers from prisons situated in the circles mentioned above. Primary among them were Mr. G.P. Tamrakar, Superintendent, Ujjain Central jail. He also acted as one of our key resource persons. Other officers ranked from Assistant jailors to Deputy jailors, Jailors, Probation Officers and Welfare Officers. Preference was given to officers who had not attended any seminar or workshop on prison related issues. The objective of inviting prison officers was to breakdown the apparently confrontational perceptions held by the visitors and the officers about each other and open a communication channel between them so that constructive solutions to problems in the prison could be found.

We had two participants from the state of Rajasthan. We had invited Mr. R.K. Saxena, a retired Inspector General of Prisons
 to be one of our resource persons. We had also invited one Sister Mariola from Ajmer.
 In her correspondence with CHRI she had expressed the desire to attend one such programme and learn from the same.

Access to legal aid is the fundamental right of prisoners and to help the prison visitors in knowing more about the schemes in the state, we had extended an invitation to members of the district legal services authorities in the circles mentioned above. One legal aid officer and two advocates from the Ujjain district legal services authority came to attend the final session of the programme.

Actual proceedings of the workshop
· Prison visiting system as a mechanism to protect prisoners’ rights
The programme began with a group discussion between prison visitors and officers on the importance of the prison visiting system as a mechanism of protecting prisoners’ rights. The fact that the prisoners too have rights was stressed and an understanding of the major rights of prisoners was provided to participants during this session. The manual prepared by CHRI covers almost all the substantive and procedural rights of prisoners alongwith information on protection and redressal mechanisms.

· Duties and responsibilities of prison visitors

After lunch, we organised an interactive session on the duties and responsibilities of prison visitors. We divided the session into two parts. In the first part, we explained the duties of visitors and issues to be looked into by them as given in the Madhya Pradesh Jail Manual. For this session we used a booklet prepared by Dr. Lalji Mishra
. In this booklet, Dr. Mishra has classified the duties of official and non-official visitors, their individual responsibilities and expectations of the prison staff from them. He has spelt out the duties of ex-officio visitors on the basis of their status and administrative capabilities. These duties are nowhere specified in the manual but are nevertheless important for the non-official visitors to know so that they can approach the official visitors, persuade and advocate with them to make the visiting system more effective in achieving its objectives.

Dr. Mishra has tabulated all the 29 items which the non-official prison visitors are supposed to look into during their jail visit. He has suggested how to raise the points and give constructive suggestions in the visitors’ notes. He has also explained the practical difficulties faced by the prison officers in implementing some of the suggestions given by the visitors. This booklet contains information on how a prison officer visualises the benefits of the prison visiting system, suggestions on writing the visitors’ notes, Dos’ and Don’ts’ for visitors, etc. This helped the visitors to get a thorough understanding of their role and responsibilities.

In the second part, we took up issues which were lacking in the checklist given in the Madhya Pradesh manual. These issues were identified and developed by the CHRI. Some of the issues were problems of women prisoners and their children, families of prisoners, solitary confinement, mentally ill prisoners, segregation of prisoners, medical facilities, etc. The visitors were trained on how to address these issues.

· How to act on receiving a complaint from a prisoner

We had come across instances where allegations made by non official visitors against prison staff were found to be false on inquiry. We therefore considered it necessary to train the visitors in the proper procedure of reacting to complaints made by prisoners. The training involved explaining to the participants how to gather facts, verify the same and sort out the issue within the prison premises itself if it did not require the intervention of external institutions.

· Powers of prison visitors and their Self-Accountability
Knowledge about one’s legitimate power enhances the confidence of visitors. It was however pointed out to the participants that they must use their knowledge in a responsible manner.

Mr. G.P. Tamrakar drew from his experience as a prison officer and explained to the trainees how unscrupulous prison visitors had abused their power by engaging in un-ethical practices and thereby threatened the security and discipline in the jail. He spelt out the powers of the visitors as mentioned in the jail manual along with Dos and Don’ts for the prison visitors to ensure that while the system acted as a check on the malpractices, the security of the prison and the discipline therein is not threatened.

· Working conditions of prison staff
Our expectations from prison officers are many a times not commensurate with their inherent capacities and systemic limitations to deliver. Hence we considered it necessary for the participants to have a clear understanding about the working and living conditions of prison staff. Based on Dr. Mishra’s manual, the trainees were given information about the administrative set-up of Prisons in Madhya Pradesh, duties and functions of the prison staff and individual burden on certain types of prison officers and consequences thereof.

Mr. Tamrakar and Mr. R.K. Saxena took the sessions on ‘Mobilisation of resources from the outside community’ and ‘How to get the ex-officio visitors associated with prison reforms’. Mr. Tamrakar gave a personal example as to how he managed to raise about Rs. Five and a half lakhs for initiating many a welfare schemes and repairs in the jail during his year and half long tenure in Ujjain by contacting the local member of the legislative assembly [MLA], member of parliament [MP] and also from the district magistrate [DM]. During his earlier posting in Sagar he had organised meetings of Coordination Committees where he managed to get the official visitors and other important officials of the district administration to participate and address all the relevant problems in the jail. The problems were identified and submitted with proposed solutions and orders were passed instantaneously. He requested the visitors to follow up this scheme with the prison officers in their respective jails to achieve better results.

Jail visit
An important feature of the training programme was the jail visit conducted after the theoretical sessions. This enables the participants to test and practice what they have learnt. It serves as a good beginning for the newly appointed visitors and helps the other visitors to improve the quality of their visits by planning and systematizing their visits.

One part of the visit is for the visitors to identify the problems and practice what they are supposed to do in those circumstances. Another aspect of the visit is for both the visitors and officers to learn from some of the good practices in the jail and try to match up in their respective jails when they go back. Hence we keep our training programme in a place which not only presents sufficient number of problems for the visitors to practice what they have learnt but also where the Superintendent has improved the prison conditions by improving the discipline and by bringing in innovative reforms. This always serves as a good model for the visitors to learn from.

The first day concluded with division of the participants into teams. The teams consisted of both visitors and officers. Each team was assigned one important issue concerning the Ujjain Central jail. Each team was given the broad outlines of the issue to be inquired into during it’s visit and was required to pinpoint the institution or individual in that institution who is responsible for the problem. For example, if a complaint is received that prisoners are not being produced before courts on time, then the problem may lie in adequate police escort not being made available rather than with the prison officers only. Once the problem was identified, both the visitors and officers were required to identify tangible solutions and also prepare a plan of action. Officers, and the visitors in particular were required to identify the role they would play in addressing the problems and also to name the institutions and organisations they were to contact for the resolution of the problems. They were also required to prepare advocacy strategies to be used with officials in the district administration and members of the judiciary.

We had divided the participants into five teams and assigned the following topics.

· Condition of women prisoners and their children- Socio-economic problems faced by them in the prosecution of their cases, facilities being made available to them for the purpose, facilities available in the jail for proper care and development of children, efforts being made to re-integrate the women prisoners upon their release, etc.

· The problem of overcrowding, if it existed in the prison. If so, the problems faced by prisoners and the prison administration due to overcrowding, the structural and systemic factors responsible for overcrowding. Another issue given to this team was to identify the problems faced by undertrial prisoners in the prosecution of their cases and to suggest measures to deal with the problem.

· Status of convicts and the peculiar problems faced by them particularly relating to the prosecution of their appeals, etc.

· Status of legal aid and service provision by the district legal services authority. The quality of the services provided by the authority.

· Various reformatory and industrial training programmes running in the jail.

A coordinator was appointed for each team to manage all the divergent participants, prepare for their jail visit and prepare the team presentations. It was the coordinator’s responsibility to ensure that each team member participated actively since it was made clear in the beginning itself that anyone from the team could be picked randomly to make the presentations. Having a mixed team helped the freshly appointed visitors to locate different kinds of data in the jail with the help of the officers.

On the second day before the actual jail visit, each team was asked to spell out it’s blueprint of action, methodology proposed, sources from where it will get the data etc. Loopholes or shortcomings were plugged then and there. At the end of the review, we visited the Bhairugarh central jail in Ujjain by which time all the routine formalities of the jail such as sending undertrial prisoners to courts, meetings between the prisoners and their relatives were over. This was necessary to avoid any inconvenience for the already over stretched prison officers.

The Superintendent also accompanied us during the visit and pointed out some of the schemes that were started in his tenure and the difficulties faced in certain other aspects of administering a prison like the one in Ujjain. He took us to the jail kitchen and pointed out the exhaust fans that were installed and also the other facilities that were provided as per the standard minimum requirements. We also went to the loom, screen-printing unit and other industrial units in the jail and came to know about the difficulties faced in terms of procuring raw material and finding a profitable market. He mentioned that individual bank account of each and every earning prisoner was opened in the extension counter of the State bank. We were also taken to the barrack where prisoners were performing Yoga and were told that most of the prisoners not only got cured of many of the diseases but also were able to keep their vulnerable and volatile emotions under control.

At the end of the visit, we had a meeting in the office of the Superintendent where he answered the queries raised by the visitors on different aspects of prison administration and initiating reformatory schemes in one’s own jail.

Presentations by the participants

In the post lunch session, the teams made their presentations. The findings and presentations of the teams in brief are as follows.

The team that visited women prisoners reported that satisfactory arrangements were made for women prisoners and that a number of rehabilitatory programmes were being run for them. They did not find any major problem being faced by the women prisoners in the prosecution of their cases and were told by the prisoners that the superintendent personally took up any delay in their matters.

As mentioned above, we had the legal aid officer and two other officers from the district legal services authority in Ujjain who came to participate in this particular session. At the end of the first presentation itself they informed the prison visitors about the legal aid schemes being run by the Madhya Pradesh Legal Services Authority and the offices of the Authority at district and tehsil levels.

Overall, the other teams also found that the arrangements in the Ujjain jail were quite satisfactory. There were certain problems, but these were beyond the control of the jail authorities. One such was the problem of overcrowding. The place was not built as a jail but was converted into from the fortress of a dacoit named Bhairon Singh. It’s capacity was to accommodate just 480 prisoners, whereas the jail was holding about 1600 prisoners. Thus it was overcrowded by nearly four times and we were informed by the Superintendent that it was the most overcrowded jail in the state.

They also found that the district legal services authorities were holding legal literacy and legal aid camps for both undertrials and convicts.

The visitors and prison officers from other circles were expected to learn from the good initiatives in Ujjain jail. They were required to identify the reform and rehabilitation programmes that were being implemented in the jail along with the modalities of starting, implementing and sustaining such programmes. This helped the visitors in learning about the various programmes that were being run in Ujjain central jail, their objectives, results, profits, difficulties faced etc. Some of the visitors promised to go back and draw up suitable plans for their jails with their prison officers and then contact the relevant authorities to get the schemes started. For example, on coming to know that the cloth manufacturing unit of the jail and other units dependant on it were going out of business due to non availability of raw material, one of the prison visitors to the Indore central jail, Mr. Bhagwati Prasad Mihsra promised to provide the raw material through the cooperatives movement of the state. He was the vice-president of the national cooperatives union. He also promised to send his people for starting computer classes in the Ujjain central jail. He had arranged for the same in the Indore central jail. Mr. Tamrakar gladly accepted his offer. He also promised to arrange for raw material for other industries in the jail in case the administration faced any procurement problem. This would ensure that such programmes continue to train prisoners and bring in precious monetary resources for making the prisons economically self-sufficient.
Some of the issues for which we had collected material in the training manual were- Jail adalats for petty offences, video conferencing between jails and courts, alternatives to imprisonment and restorative justice, rehabilitation, after care and follow up, working with other organisations and institutions in the area. We had also planned a session on getting the visitors and officers to draw up a list of activities they were to undertake in the next 3 months, 6 months, one year and for the remaining portion of his tenure. This would have helped in actually getting the prison visitors and officers started in an organised way after having generated a good amount of enthusiasm and good will. We could not discuss these issues in detail due to paucity of time.

Feedback from the participants
Following responses were received from the participants. 

· The best part of the workshop for the prison visitors:

· Interaction with the prison officers to find solutions to prison problems and information given in the workshop.

· Visiting the jail as a team and having an interactive discussion on the information collected.

· Sessions on improving the condition of prisoners and particularly that of women prisoners.

· The best part of the workshop for the prison officers:

· Information on Prison visiting system.

· Session on obtaining the help and cooperation from local institutions by interacting and discussing the matter with prison visitors.

· Dos and Don’ts to be kept in mind by prison visitors.

· Mutual interactions and discussion between officers and visitors during the jail visit to find solutions to problems.

· Open and interactive discussion on all topics during the workshop.

· Orientation of the visitors to the prison set up and the session on importance of welfare of prisoners.

· Tips and guidance given by the prison superintendent on managing various situations.

· Session for prison visitors on knowing the limitations of the prison officers and thereafter drawing the best out of them.

· Sessions on improvement of the conditions of prisoners, speedy trial & timely justice and community participation in prison reforms.

· About other issues to be taken up:
The prison visitors and officers wanted some other issues also to be taken up in future workshops. The issues raised by visitors and officers are as follows:

· Detailed review of problems at district and sub jails.

· After care, rehabilitation and employment of prisoners on their release.

· Inclusion of ex-officio visitors and members from the police and judiciary in workshops like these.

· Getting the district administration to recognise the people already working in prisons as formal prison visitors.

· Standards for the selection and appointment of prison visitors.

· Human rights of prison officers.

· Welfare of guards posted at the jails by human rights commissions.

Other than the issues mentioned above, they also requested for more such workshops at the district and tehsil levels where other official visitors and officers of the district administration are invited to participate actively.

Advantages of involving prison officers in the training programme

As in Jabalpur, in Ujjain also this worked out really well in the sense that at the end of the programme, visitors realised that not all prison officers are born with horns on their head and the officers in turn realised the invaluable help the visitors could bring in as influential members in the community outside. We hope that the experience and information gained by these officers will prove useful to them.
Though we were successful in bringing the prison officers, we have not been very successful in ensuring the presence of the official visitors due to their busy engagements. But we do plan to address them in our next round of activities.

Some special acknowledgements

Here we would like to thank some of the people who helped us with the workshop. Firstly, Mr. G.P. Tamrakar, for helping us with the field logistics and sharing information with the participants. Secondly, Mr. R.K. Saxena for sharing information and his experiences as the senior most resource person. All officers and other staff members of Ujjain central jail who helped us out in one way or the other and who ensured that the functioning of their jail was adjusted according to our needs to train the visitors.

We also thank Mr. R.R. Khanna, Superintendent Indore Central Jail and Mr. P.D. Somkunwar, Superintendent Bhopal Central jail for helping us out by ensuring that the prison visitors in their circles get the message about our training programme and also by sending some of their officers to attend the programme.

Annexure - I

Agenda for Training programme for non-official prison visitors in Bhopal, Indore and Ujjain circles, 23rd, 24th July, 2001

Day I: 23rd July
1. Registration

2. Welcome Address

· Background history.

· Objectives of the workshop.

3. Introduction, Rule setting

· Introduction to the agenda of the programme.

· Introduction to the contents of the training packet.

· Presentation of rules of the training programme and further addition thereto if necessary.

4. Prisoners’ Rights

· Prison officers view on prisoners’ rights.

· Prison visitors view on prisoners’ rights.

· Why rights for prisoners.

· Presentation of some of the rights and protection cum redressal mechanisms.

· Discussion.

5. Prison Visitors

· The traditional objectives of prison visiting and limitations thereof.

· Brief introduction to the Modern concept of prison visiting.

· Prison visitors in Madhya Pradesh.

· Official and non-official visitors and others.

· Legal provisions governing their appointment, etc.

6. Composition and role of Board of Visitors

· Formal board of visitors and informal board of visitors.

· Division of labor between visitors according to individual expertise.

---------------------------------------------| Lunch Break |----------------------------------------

7. Number of visits to be made by visitors

8. Duties and powers of visitors

· Duties of official visitors

· Duties of non-official visitors generally

· Difficulties faced by prison staff in implementing the suggestions

· How to begin your visit.

· Duties of prison visitors in addition to that given in the manual

· Powers and responsibilities of visitors.

9. Acting on complaints made by prisoners

10. Understanding the working conditions of prison staff

· Administrative set-up of Madhya Pradesh Prisons.

· Duties and functions of the prison staff.

· Individual burden on certain types of prison officers and consequences thereof.

12. Division of teams and allocation of issues for prison visit

Day II: 24th July
1. Orientation to the jail visit

2. Jail visit

3. Visitors’ notes

---------------------------------------------| Lunch Break |----------------------------------------

4. Preparation of presentations by teams and presentations

· Problems identified by the visitors

· Identification of responsibility for the problems

· Advocacy and follow up strategies to be adopted for redressals

· Planning out the strategies.

5. Involvement of the Sessions judge in prison reforms.

· For problems faced in the jail visit.

· Jail adalats.

· Video conferencing.

· Alternatives to imprisonment and restorative justice.

6. Working for women prisoners

7. Working with other agencies in your area, state and country.







� Formerly Director of the All India Committee on Jail reforms [Mulla Committee].


� She is teaching at the Sophiya College and doing volunteer work in the Ajmer jail.


� Superintendent, Jabalpur Central jail, Madhya Pradesh.





