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The generous bursary awarded to me by the HRLA allowed me to return to Jamaica to conduct a survey of the prison conditions in the Country on behalf of the Death Penalty Project at Simons Muirhead and Burton. I have worked in the country on two previous occasions, particularly on death penalty cases and Privy Council appeals. However, the last execution on the island took place in 1988, and following the Privy Council decisions in Pratt and Morgan and Lambert Watson, Jamaica can now realistically be described as de facto abolitionist (even as regards the ancillary punishment of death row detention – when I left in September there were only four people still imprisoned there). My previous visits had given me a particular interest in prison conditions, an area which is still relatively legally underdeveloped. And with the death penalty no longer being such necessary a focus of human rights work and campaigns on the island or in the region, I thought perhaps it might be an apposite time to perform an in depth analysis of the Jamaica’s prisons.

I was based at the Independent Jamaica Council for Human Rights, which is the longest standing independent human rights NGO in the Caribbean. I had spent over a year working there previously and so it was a great pleasure to return. The IJCHR has lost none of its dynamism or idealism, although with the restrictions placed on the death penalty it has had to shift much of its legal focus somewhat. Sadly, in a country as violent and troubled as Jamaica, there is no shortage of issues for it to campaign on.

In actual fact, despite attempts to have access organized before I arrived on the island, I spent several weeks locked in bureaucratic wranglings attempting to get permission to visit the institutions – IJCHR representatives are normally merely granted legal visiting rights, whereas I wanted to tour the whole of the institutions and take detailed notes. Eventually, after weeks of phone calls and faxes, and almost out of the blue, I received a fax saying that I had been granted full access to all the island’s institutions.

In the end, due to time constraints, I was only able to tour Jamaica’s high security institutions, St Catherine Adult Correctional Centre, Tower Street Adult Correctional Centre, and the Horizon Remand Centre. However, I was granted full access to each, and it was an incredible, privileged, and humbling experience to see many things that visitors to the institutions are not permitted to see. As mentioned above, there is relatively little law, whether international or domestic, on prison conditions (although it is a growing area). I compared the conditions to the United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners 1955 (which are relatively vague, not legally binding, and in sore need of updating to modern standards), and also the domestic Jamaican prison legislation.

Unsurprisingly, the conditions I witnessed flagrantly breached both the domestic and the international standards. I witnessed some things which were inhuman in the most acute sense of the word: single man cells without light, ventilation, mattresses or sanitation, housing up to five people, where inmates construct makeshift hammocks to enable one man to sleep above the others. Mentally ill inmates, who are often unconvicted but find themselves incarcerated due to a lack of mental health facilities on the island, were housed in particularly disturbing conditions in one prison. At the remand centre, we found prisoners who had been awaiting trial for up to four years, left in squalid conditions, in unlit six man cells.

All this is not to say that the Jamaican Government and Correctional Services should be merely castigated for the lack of standards in the prisons. There are many positive aspects to the institutions – the increased availability of rehabilitative schemes was encouraging, particularly some of the music based ones, I was able to watch part of the annual ‘One Love’ inter-block football tournament at Tower Street (where the inmates normally compete for a television for their block – at the time of my visit however, the tournament was without a sponsor this year), and there seemed to have been a marked improvement in medical facilities since I last worked on the island in 2004. The prison standards have to be seen in the context of a relatively poor island struggling to cope with an unrelenting crime problem and the fall out of the international economic crisis. There are plans for a new prison apparently, to replace the huge inhuman colonial facilities at St Catherine and Tower Street, but these have been shelved due to a lack of funds. To put this development in historical perspective, St Catherine was built in 1677 to house slaves.

My report will be a lengthy document and will be complete by the New Year. I am hopeful that if it is of sufficient quality, it may be published. Certainly whilst touring the institutions, I got the feeling that no-one outside the Correctional Services had seen some of the things I (and at times colleagues from the IJCHR) was witnessing for some years. I am hopeful that exposing them to a wider audience might in some small way contribute towards an improvement of the lot of Jamaican inmates - who display great resilience and pride in circumstances which are unimaginable to us-  even if it were only to provoke constructive debate on a wider level.

I am very grateful to the HRLA for the bursary, without which my work in Jamaica would not have been possible.
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