BURUNDI AFRICA

TACKLING PRISON
OVERCROWDING

BY HELPING TO SPEED UP JUSTICE

A Burundian saldier stands next lo prisoners.

Prisons in Burundi are overcrowded, with negligible and substandard facilities.

There are more than 3,600 people in Mpimba prison in Bujumbura which has the capacity for just
1,000; the prison in Ngozi holds over 1,600 people when there should be no more than 400.
Many defainees have either been arrested illegally — and so never formally charged —
or have served their term of imprisonment, but the authorities have failed to release them.
Brutality by guards is commonplace.
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A former male detainee,

who wished fo remain
anonymous, was arrested with
others on suspicion of being
an armed bandit. There was
not a shred of evidence for
this claim, he says. “l was
beaten up and tortured each
morning by the Intelligence

Service betfore being taken to
Mpimba prison.” The forture
ritual included being clubbed
on the head, legs, chest and
genitals. Prisoners received
one meal per day and were
locked in overcrowded cells
with no access to water. The
fetid toilets were permanently
fouled and never cleaned.

But incarceration also has a destructive effect on life
outside the prison walls. ‘N’, a female prisoner at
Mpimba says that: “when a woman is imprisoned,
her family is destroyed... Our husbands repudiate

us instead of supparting us. Qur children are left to
themselves. | have three children between the ages of
five and twelve and they have become sfreet children.
| have ncone fo take care of them and they can't
even come fo see me in prison because they have no
means fo pay for the transport to arrive here.”
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Prisoners gather at Ngozi prison, Burundi,

The consequences are so farreaching, therefore, that
even the rights of the family fo protection by society
and the State fall away to nothing.

The role of the UN Human Rights office in ameliorating
these condifions has been twotold. Firstly, we monitored
the eleven prisons in Burundi on a monthly and
sometimes weekly basis. We recorded all aspects

that fell short of human rights standards, submitting our
findings to prison directors so that they could take the
necessary steps to improve conditions. 5econd|y, we
advocated to governments for systemic change. Our
report fo the Ministry of Justice recommended the full
implementation of international human rights standards,
including the Bangkok Rules on the Detention of
Women. As a result, the Minister established a census
of the prison population, of both women and men.

The census enabled us to identify a number of prisoners
who were being held beyond the legally prescribed
limit because the court had not speedily expedited
their cases. In some circumstances, prison staff rnight
have prevented the release of individual prisoners if
they were unable fo pay a bribe. Furthermore, the
census also helped us to identify individuals who had
'disappeared’ in the system. Many detainees had
been fransferred from one prison to another and were
without the means to contact loved ones or friends.
Overall, hundreds of prisoners were released after the
census was published.

The government
also created mobile courts,

another recommendation

of UN Human Rights.
These courts accelerated

procedures and consequently
relieved overcrowding
in prisons.

Conditional release measures were implemented for
elderly women and those living with their children in
prison. Moreover, 65 per cent of the female prison
population gained access fo legal assistance.

The funding for both the mobile courts and the legal
aid came from the Central Emergency Aid Fund
(CERF). As we are unable to pursue individual cases,
CERF enabled us to hire lawyers to assist prisoners.
The lawyers ensure that defendants receive a fair frial
and that procedures are properly respected, including
visitation rights.
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