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QUESTION OF: Human rights for Prisoners  

COMMITTEE: SOCHUM1  

Introduction

After a man or woman has committed a crime it may seem suitable to deprive these people of their 
human rights due their breaking of the laws we try to live by. Why should a killer's meal be paid for 
by our tax money? This mentality is what leads to many states disregarding the human rights of their 
prisoners. This has led to cruel and inhumane treatment of many prisoners around the world.

Human rights are the rights all human beings have regardless of sex, age, skin color or nationality. 

The issue 

The standards of prisons around the world differs extremely depending on the nation. Prisons, 
particularly those in poor nations, are often lacking in facilities. Prison officers in both wealthier and 
poorer nations alike can be prone to being corrupt which can often have an impact on the human 
rights of prisoners. Countless prisoners are being denied many of their different human rights in 
prisons everyday all over the world. These abuses and denials extend from the right to life where 
prisoners have been unjustly killed by fellow prisoners, prison officers or as a result  of the 
conditions of the prison, to instances of torture in prison which defies the 5th Article of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights. The abuse of the human rights of prisoners is such a rampant issue 
mainly due to the fact that some nations do not prioritise nor care about prison affairs in their 
country at all. In nations that face a lot of problems (economic problems, ongoing conflict, 
epidemics, ect.), the abuse of the human rights of prisoners is often the most rampant as these 
nations are too preoccupied with other matters. These nations may be the ones that need to be 
targeted mainly in possible resolutions. 

The Task at Hand

Delegates who are interested in producing a resolution on this topic should come up with sufficient 
solutions to ensuring the respect of the human rights of prisoners worldwide. It would be 
recommended that delegates familiarise themselves with the UN’s Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights. It is also important that delegates are aware of the way prisoners in their own nation are 
treated in regards to their human rights. Delegates may also benefit by researching into the way 
prisoners are treated in many of the other nations, especially the ones where this issue is very 
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concerning.  As with all issues debated at the conference, the national sovereignty of each state 
must be respected. 

Possible Solutions

Possible solutions to this issue could include;

 • The introduction of new or upgraded monitoring systems in prisons to record possible 
instances of the abuse of the human rights of prisoners, 

 • Informing prisoners of their rights and the possible action they may take if these rights 
are abused,  

 • The adoption or ratification of existing treaties and protocols that deal with this issue, 

 • Informing prison officers on the rights of the prisoners, 

 •  Introducing or updating the training of prison guards,  

States/Organizations involved

 • The Human Rights Watch - This NGO, which works closely with the UN, is heavily 
involved in this issue. A project was set up by this NGO, the Human Rights Watch Prison Project, 
which focused especially on human rights issues and issues regarding prison conditions all over the 
world.  

 • The United Nations Office for the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) - This 
UN organisation aims to promote and protect human rights for all. Any UN body that operates in the 
field of human rights, including in prisons, is overseen by this office.  

 • Amnesty International - This NGO was established in 1961 with the aim of ending dire 
abuses of human rights as well as to seek justice for those whose rights have been abused or 
violated. They conduct extensive research in order to achieve this goal but since its beginning have 
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also been actively involved in the protection of the human rights of prisoners. Methods they have 
used to fight the human rights violation of prisoners include the launch of a 12 point program in 
1984. The program details steps to prevent the human rights violations of prisoners and was revised 
twice until 2005. 

Key events

1949 - The Third Geneva Convention, which replaces the previous Convention that was adopted in 
1929, defines prisoners of war and secures their rights, including the right to humane treatment. This 
forbids different types of torture and violence.

1987 - The Human Rights Watch Prison Project is formed. The aim of the Project is to draw the 
international community’s attention to issues relating to prison conditions worldwide. The Project 
uses the UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners as the guideline they use to 
assess prison conditions in each country. 

1987 - The European Convention for the Prevention of Torture and Inhuman or Degrading Treatment 
or Punishment is ratified and the Committee for the Prevention of Torture is created. The Committee 
has the right to pay unannounced visits to all detention places within the member states of the 
European Council. After each visit they are also allowed to write a report on any findings they come 
across. 

1990 - The General Assembly adopt Resolution 45/111 which outlines the basic principles relating to 
the treatment of prisoners.

2006 - The Optional Protocol against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or 
Punishment is entered into force and creates the Subcommittee on Prevention of Torture. The 
subcommittee which has the warrant  to visit any place where a person or persons are being stripped 
of their freedom. 

2015 - United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (The Mandela Rules) is 
published by the 70th session of the General Assembly (A/C.3/70/L.3)
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Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue

The most noticeable attempt at solving this issue was made in 1990. In 1990 the basic principles for 
the treatment of prisoners was adopted and proclaimed by the General Assembly in resolution 
45/111 of their session the 14th of December 1990. These 10 basic principles where: 

 1.  All prisoners shall be treated with the respect due to their inherent dignity and value 
as human beings. 

 2.  There shall be no discrimination on the grounds of race, colour, sex, language, 
religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status. 

 3.  It is, however, desirable to respect the religious beliefs and cultural precepts of the 
group to which prisoners belong, whenever local conditions so require. 

 4.  The responsibility of prisons for the custody of prisoners and for the protection of 
society against crime shall be discharged in keeping with a State's other social objectives and its 
fundamental responsibilities for promoting the well-being and development of all members of 
society.  

 5. Except for those limitations that are demonstrably necessitated by the fact of 
incarceration, all prisoners shall retain the human rights and fundamental freedoms set out in the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and, where the State concerned is a party, the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, and the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights and the Optional Protocol thereto, as well as such other rights as are set out in other 
United Nations covenants.  

 6.  All prisoners shall have the right to take part in cultural activities and education 
aimed at the full development of the human personality.  

 7.  Efforts addressed to the abolition of solitary confinement as a punishment, or to the 
restriction of its use, should be undertaken and encouraged. 

 8.  Conditions shall be created enabling prisoners to undertake meaningful remunerated 
employment which will facilitate their reintegration into the country's labour market and permit 
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them to contribute to their own financial support and to that of their families. 

 9.  Prisoners shall have access to the health services available in the country without 
discrimination on the grounds of their legal situation. 

 10.  With the participation and help of the community and social institutions, and with 
due regard to the interests of victims, favourable conditions shall be created for the reintegration of 
the ex-prisoner into society under the best possible conditions. 

 11.  The above Principles shall be applied impartially.  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