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Introduction:
Increasing pressure on national prison systems, most of which suffer from severe overcrowding, lack of resources, limited staff, poor management, and inadequate health care, is a critical issue in many countries worldwide, especially countries in the Middle East region that are going through periods of political and security instability and armed conflict. Similarly, in the case of Yemen, the Houthi group, an armed group operating outside the control of the state, controls a number of official and unofficial prisons and detention centers in the governorates under its control, such as the capital, Sanaa. Additionally, Iran, whose prisons are filled with political opposition, human rights defenders, individuals belonging to ethnic and religious minority communities; as well as Israel, whose prisons are crowded with Palestinian prisoners and detainees. Due to the increasing pressure on these prisons, these countries have failed to comply with international legal standards and rules that guarantee the rights, dignity, and humane treatment of prisoners and detainees. As Maat noted that prisoners and detainees in a wide range of prisons in the Middle East region suffer from basic challenges related to prison management. These challenges make them more vulnerable to torture, cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment, including challenges related to prison overcrowding, lack of trained staff, inadequate health care, and the use of prolonged solitary confinement. These factors have negatively affected the violation of prisoners' and detainees' human rights and have contributed to a wide range of human rights abuses in prisons and detention centers.
In light of the above, Maat for Peace, Development and Human Rights provides in this contribution an overview and detailed observations on the most important current issues and challenges in prison administration that may contribute to the exacerbation of practices of torture and other forms of ill-treatment, and the most important good practices in prison management that may help Preventing and responding to torture and other forms of ill-treatment, with a particular focus on some countries in the Middle East.
First: Current issues and challenges in prison management that contribute to exacerbation of torture and ill-treatment practices
In several countries in the Middle East region, the management of prisons and detention centers is plagued by numerous significant challenges and issues. These challenges are contributing to the escalation of torture and mistreatment of prisoners and detainees. Some of the essential problems include prison overcrowding, a shortage of trained personnel, inadequate healthcare, and the excessive use of solitary confinement. These are the primary concerns that prisoners and detainees face in many prisons and detention centers in the region, which are at the forefront of the Maat's efforts and concerns.
1. Prison Overcrowding
Prison overcrowding is a challenging and intricate issue in numerous countries in the Middle East, particularly in nations with high crime rates, undergoing political and security instability, and facing conflicts or armed disputes. For instance, in Yemen, since the beginning of the Yemeni conflict in September 2014, the Houthi group has continued to kidnap civilians, political opposition, human rights defenders, journalists, and members of minorities and detain them in extremely overcrowded prisons. According to information obtained by Maat, since the beginning of the conflict in Yemen, the Houthi group has kidnapped more than 16 people, of whom about 4 thousand are currently being held in Houthi prisons in inhumane conditions[footnoteRef:1]. In Israel, prisons and detention centers suffer from severe overcrowding, due to the expansion of the Israeli occupation authorities in arresting civilians from the occupied Palestinian territories. According to the latest official statistics issued in this context, the Israeli authorities are currently detaining about 16,000 people in the facilities of the Israeli Prison Service, although the maximum operating capacity of all these facilities, according to the courts in Israel, is only 14,500 people. This means that some 1,500 are a burden on the needs of these prisons[footnoteRef:2]. [1:  Houthi militia kidnapped 16,804 civilians in 8 years: Report, Siasat, November 2022, link: https://bit.ly/3o3Qzow]  [2:  Prisons in crisis with overcrowding, abject conditions - public defender, The Jerusalem Post, AUGUST 9, 2023, link: https://bit.ly/3QDoboD] 

2. Inadequate Medical Care
In many countries in the Middle East, prisoners and detainees often face challenges in obtaining necessary medical care and are sometimes deprived of it, especially in countries witnessing armed conflicts. In Yemen, for example, Maat reviewed reliable local reports indicating that prisoners and detainees held by parties to the conflict are subjected to medical neglect and denied access to appropriate medical care and the necessary treatment, which led to the death of hundreds of them in prisons and detention centers. According to reliable local statistics, 92 prisoners died in the prisons of the Houthi group from the beginning of the conflict in Yemen until April 2022, as a result of Medical neglect and denial of access to necessary medical treatment[footnoteRef:3]. Also, hundreds of detainees in Houthi prisons are currently suffering from a lack of access to medical care. In Israel, the Israeli occupation authorities detain Palestinian prisoners in prisons that lack proper medical care, which puts them at risk of death. According to reliable statistics, about 700 Palestinian prisoners currently suffer from health problems and lack of access to medical care in Israeli prisons, including 24 Cancer patients, and other patients who need medical operations. The same statistics indicate the death of about 75 Palestinian prisoners inside Israeli occupation prisons as a result of deliberate medical negligence[footnoteRef:4]. [3:  Statement of Abductees’ Mothers Association and the American Center for Justice (ACJ) in Conjunction with Yemeni Abductees Day , Abductees’ Mothers Association, April 17, 2022, link: https://bit.ly/3tOHvpL]  [4:  Palestinian detainees die due to 'medical negligence' in Israel prisons, Anadolu, May 5, 2023, link: https://bit.ly/3FAVNwW] 

3. Use of Prolonged Solitary Confinement
The use of prolonged solitary confinement against activists, political opposition, and human rights defenders is a growing source of concern in many countries in the Middle East, as authorities in a wide range of these countries usually resort to imprisoning political opposition and activists in solitary confinement cells in isolation from the outside world for very long periods, which amounts to torture and other forms of cruel punishment. In Iran, for example, although there are no accurate statistics on the number of individuals subjected to solitary confinement in Iranian prisons, Maat has reviewed a number of local reports indicating a number of activists, protesters and demonstrators have been subjected to prolonged solitary confinement in Iranian prisons, including a demonstrator called “V.A”, who has been held by the Iranian authorities in solitary confinement in Shiraz Central Prison since September 5, 2020 for his participation in the protests that spread across the country in August 2018, which means he spent more than 1,000 days in solitary confinement[footnoteRef:5]. [5:  Iran prisoner spends 1,000 days in solitary confinement, BBC , June 2, 2023, link: https://bbc.in/46QeFE1] 

In Israel, the Israeli occupation authorities continued to detain Palestinian prisoners in solitary confinement, isolated from the outside world. According to reports obtained by Maat in this context, the Israeli authorities are currently detaining thousands of Palestinian prisoners in solitary confinement. The number of Palestinian prisoners in solitary confinement, according to figures published by the Israeli Prison Service, was 1587 during the first 10 months of 2021[footnoteRef:6]. The prolonged solitary confinement policies followed by the Israeli occupation authorities against Palestinian prisoners have caused some of them to suffer from serious psychological and mental illnesses. For example, the Palestinian prisoner A.M., who has been held in solitary confinement by the Israeli authorities for two years, suffers from serious mental health problems, including schizophrenia and severe depression[footnoteRef:7]. [6:  Israel detains thousands in solitary confinement despite health risks, study finds, MIDDLE EAST,  February 24, 2022, link: https://bit.ly/47adBuH]  [7:  Grave human rights concerns regarding Ahmad Manasra's Case, American Muslims for Palestine, September 21, 2023, link: https://bit.ly/3MlEmUM] 

Second: Good practices and efforts in prison management that help prevent torture and ill-treatment
Some countries in the Middle East region have made positive efforts to address the challenges and issues that contribute to the exacerbation of torture and ill-treatment practices in prisons and detention centers. These efforts have succeeded in addressing and preventing some forms of cruel, abusive, and degrading treatment that prisoners have suffered for long periods inside prisons. The following are the most important: Good practices and positive efforts taken in this regard:
1. Human rights training for law enforcement officials and prison guards:
Some countries in the Middle East region have made some positive efforts and implemented some good practices to address the challenges related to prison management that face prisoners and detainees and make them vulnerable to some form of torture and ill-treatment, including efforts and good practices related to the implementation of human rights education and training programs and courses and the fight against torture to all law enforcement officials, prison officials, judges, and prosecutors to ensure that they are fully aware of the provisions of the Convention against Torture and its absolute prohibition of all forms of torture and cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment. In Egypt, for example, the Egyptian authorities have implemented over the past years, multiple training and educational initiatives as part of the fourth axis of the National Human Rights Strategy. These programs aim to educate law enforcement officials, prison staff, judges, and prosecutors about human rights and the fight against torture to ensure that they are aware of their obligations under international law, especially the United Nations Convention Against Torture; and to provide them with the necessary skills and knowledge to support the human rights of prisoners and detainees and reduce the number of cases of torture and ill-treatment. During September 2021 and August 2022, the Ministry of the Interior organized more than (100) lectures, seminars, and a training program for the Ministry’s employees to spread the culture of human rights among police personnel, honing their skills in dealing with all individuals, including prisoners, detainees, and suspects, and deepening their knowledge about human rights and combating torture. Judicial authorities also organized a number of seminars and training in human rights and combating torture for their members, from April 2021 to June 2022, about (18) training courses were organized for prosecutors on “Protecting Human Rights in the Context of Criminal Justice” in cooperation with the United Nations Office on Drugs and to train them on a wide range of topics that support the human rights of prisoners, detainees and suspects in the context of Criminal justice, including methods of investigating human rights violations, especially torture and ill-treatment; methods of verifying the admissibility of confessions; and methods of protecting witnesses and victims[footnoteRef:8]. [8:  The National Human Rights Strategy...a year of implementation...September 2021 - August 2022, Permanent Supreme Committee for Human Rights, link: https://bit.ly/40xAV2H ] 

2. Improving and upgrading prison conditions:
A number of countries have made some positive efforts and implemented some good practices to address the challenges related to poor conditions of detention. In the Philippines, UNESCO, in cooperation with the National Bureau of Jail Management and Penology (BJMP), launched the “Read Your Way Out: Advancing Prison Reform through Libraries” project, managed by the UNESCO criminal justice team, it can help improve conditions of detention in the Philippines[footnoteRef:9]. In Egypt, over the past years, the authorities have made vigorous efforts to improve detention conditions in places of deprivation of liberty, especially in terms of reducing overcrowding in prisons. In this context, Maat noted the Egyptian Government has developed a new strategy for the establishment and modernization of Egyptian prisons and other deprivation of liberty centers intending to reduce overcrowding and improve conditions of detention. Based on this strategy, the Egyptian Ministry of Interior has established new prisons in several areas including Wadi El-Natroun, Badr, and 10th of Ramadan, Akhmim, and May 15. These prisons were established according to the latest international models, and in accordance with international human rights standards in terms of sanitary capacity of rooms, lighting, quality of ventilation, natural lighting, and medical centers equipped with the latest equipment and medical devices and various medical specialties, and entertainment places, stadiums, and vocational and technical training centers. On the other hand, the Egyptian Ministry of Interior closed about (15) traditional prisons that did not meet international human rights standards, equivalent to 25 % of the total public prisons in Egypt[footnoteRef:10]. [9:  UIL supports launch of prison library project in the Philippines, https://www.uil.unesco.org/en/articles/uil-supports-launch-prison-library-project-philippines]  [10:  Assistant Minister of Interior: 15 prisons closed after opening new correctional and rehabilitation centers, Sada El Balad, March 21, 2023, link: https://bit.ly/3DSmJay ] 

3. Providing Adequate Medical and Health Care:
Some countries in the Middle East region have made some positive efforts and implemented some good practices to ensure that all prisoners and detainees have access to adequate medical care to address the challenges and shortcomings related to the lack of access to medical care that prisoners and detainees suffer from in many prisons in countries in the Middle East region. Egypt, for example, over the past years, the authorities have made commendable efforts to ensure that all prisoners and detainees have access to the necessary health care. In this regard, the Ministry of Interior, from December 2021 to June 2022, launched medical convoys to some prisons and detention centers in various governorates. Medical examinations were conducted on approximately 7,027 prisoners and detainees, and the necessary treatment was provided to them free of charge, in addition to conducting a medical survey to detect cases of diabetes for approximately 23,824 prisoners and detainees. The integrated and equipped medical centers established in the new prisons in the Wadi Natrun and Badr regions have also contributed to the provision of numerous medical services to prisoners and detainees. Some 1,270 surgeries and 27,088 analyses and x-rays were carried out on prisoners in these prisons during 2022[footnoteRef:11]. [11:  Assistant Minister of Interior: Closing 15 prisons after opening new correctional and rehabilitation centres, previously mentioned reference. 
] 

Third: Recommendations on measures that should be taken to address current problems, challenges and issues in prison management
Maat believes that addressing the current problems, challenges and issues in prison management, including severe overcrowding, lack of training for staff, inadequate health care, and the use of solitary confinement, calls for a comprehensive human rights-based approach. Below are some recommendations that can be made to address these issues. Problems and challenges in a way that contributes to the prevention of all forms of torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment:
1. Reducing overcrowding in prisons:
· Working to build new prisons and expand existing prisons.
· Expanding the application of alternative sentencing options in the case of non-violent offenders, such as probation, parole, and community release.
· Conducting a periodic review of the cases of non-violent criminals to determine whether it is possible to release them before the end of their sentence.

2. Strengthening health care services:
· Ensuring that there is a sufficient number of healthcare professionals to provide adequate and timely medical care to inmates.
· Conducting regular health checks for inmates, especially regarding mental health problems and chronic diseases.
· Working to provide rapid access to specialists and medical facilities when necessary for critical medical cases.
3. Reforming solitary confinement practices:
· Limiting the use of solitary confinement and restricting its use only in serious cases, such as where a prisoner poses a direct threat to others.
· Establishing clear time limits for the duration of solitary confinement, not exceeding 15 consecutive days.
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