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Abbreviations

OPCAT – the United Nations Optional Pro-
tocol to the Convention against Torture and 
other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treat-
ment or Punishment

SPT – the Sub-Committee of the Committee 
against Torture on Prevention of Torture and 
Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treat-
ment or Punishment 

NPM – National Preventive Mechanism, 
a body of experts empowered under the OP-
CAT to regularly visit places of detention and 
monitor the conditions there, as well as treat-
ment of persons deprived of their liberty; 
with a view to strengthening their protection 
against torture and other cruel, inhuman or 
degrading treatment or punishment

CPT – the European Committee for the Pre-
vention of Torture and Inhuman or Degrading 
Treatment or Punishment

POCs – Public Oversight Commissions, vol-
untary bodies created in Russia to monitor 
places of detention 

UNCRPD – the United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities

NGOs – Non-Governmental Organisations
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Introduction

What is this publication?
It is a practical guide for monitoring places of 

detention to prevent torture and other cruel, inhu-
man or degrading treatment or punishment  The 
guide is presented in the form of general ques-
tions and answers with examples of local prac-
tices in four countries: Russia, Lithuania, Norway 
and Sweden  The guide is intended to be easy 
to use and cover the basics  For more details on 
specific subjects, please refer to the useful links 
section provided in the last part of the guide 

The guide is divided into three parts as follows: 

• the main part is presented in the form of fre-
quently asked questions and answers about 
visiting and monitoring places of detention;

• the second part (the list of practical ques-
tions) contains examples of potential ques-
tions to be posed to the administration of 
places of detention and persons deprived 
of their liberty during monitoring visits, and 
which a monitor can ask him/herself, as well 
as the types of documents he/she might 
want to review;

• the final part (useful links and references) 
provides online links to existing manuals 
and toolkits in the field of monitoring of plac-
es of detention  

Who is it for?
• for NGOs, NPMs and other professionals 

who have a mandate or permission to visit 
and monitor places of detention for the pre-
vention of torture in any country;

• for those who would like to start monitor-
ing places where people are deprived of 
their liberty, such as prisons, migrant deten-

tion centres, residential social care homes 
for the disabled, residential homes for the 
elderly, psychiatric hospitals, children’s 
homes and other places of detention;

• for those who wish to better understand how 
the monitoring of places of detention works 
in general 

What is the main purpose of this publication?
• it is presented in a user-friendly format of 

questions and answers intended to be used 
in practice;

• it takes into account practical examples and 
experiences of monitoring of places of de-
tention in four different countries;

• it is not country specific, thus intended to 
provide information to practitioners in vari-
ous different national contexts;

• it provides references to more detailed or the-
matic manuals and tool kits for those interest-
ed in exploring certain topics in more depth 
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1 How do I decide which specific places of detention 
to visit for monitoring purposes?

In theory, monitoring visits should be per-
formed regularly in all places of detention, i e  
in all places where persons are, or may be, de-
prived of their liberty, meaning that they are not 
free to leave  You may choose those, which 
have not yet been visited at all, or were visited 
a long time ago  You may also want to take into 
account information available from the mass 

media, reports by NGOs, and any existing com-
plaints or reports of other monitoring bodies 
about problems in specific places of detention  
When visiting a place of detention, it is worth 
noting whether the administration allows you 
to enter all of the rooms/floors/buildings and 
whether you have access to the whole facility 

2 Do I need to notify the administration of the place 
of detention about the planned visit?

As a general rule, it is not necessary  You 
should be able to make either announced or 
unannounced monitoring visits  In some cas-
es it might be more appropriate and effective 
to make an unannounced visit, for example, in 
cases of grave human rights violations reported 
in mass media or an individual complaint  For in-
stance, in Sweden, the OPCAT unit of the Par-
liamentary Ombudsman received complaints 
regarding the treatment of inmates by the staff 
of a youth institution of temporary confinement, 
and the Parliamentary Ombudsman made an 
announced visit in December 2018  This pro-
vided the monitoring team with an opportunity 
to gather evidence of inappropriate treatment  
As a result, some of the detained children who 
had kept silent for a long time prior to this visit, 
opened up and complained about the use of ex-
cessive force against them by the staff  This al-

lowed the monitoring team to gather the neces-
sary evidence to handle and address that spe-
cific situation  

If an announced visit is being conducted, 
the administration should be informed about 
the monitoring visit at least a few days in ad-
vance  The notification does not mean that you 
seek approval for your visit from the administra-
tion; however, the administration might indicate 
potential problems for visiting on a certain day 
or at certain hours of the day  This approach is 
more suitable for routine monitoring visits, not 
prompted by specific reports of violations  Also, 
it is appropriate for visits to institutions that have 
a good track record and can be afforded a rea-
sonable degree of trust  

In urgent and serious cases it is generally 
advisable to consider making unannounced vis-
its such as those described above  
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3 Whom should I take with me on monitoring visits?

In order to ensure a fair and objective as-
sessment, and in some circumstances every-
one’s safety, it is advisable to carry out moni-
toring visits in pairs or as a team; in some cas-
es this is a legal requirement  While most mem-
bers of a monitoring team are often lawyers, it 
is recommended that experts in mental health, 
social affairs, medicine or other relevant profes-
sions also form part of monitoring teams  If you 

are visiting a place of detention for children, 
an expert in child development, behaviour and 
psychology might be needed  If you are plan-
ning to interview persons deprived of their lib-
erty who are non-native speakers, you will prob-
ably need an interpreter  It is advisable to share 
tasks among the team members, according to 
their knowledge and experience  

The choice depends on what is allowed by 
the monitored institution’s internal rules:

• You may bring a notebook into some institu-
tions, in others it is prohibited 

• The agreed survey form or other relevant tool 
kit(s), such as standards or questionnaires, 
from which you will collect your data  Be sure 
to have a hardback notebook or clipboard, 
so you can comfortably take down any addi-
tional notes, comments, or make sketches 

• A photo camera; typically mobile phones 
must be left behind when entering certain 
detention facilities but these rules do not 
necessarily apply to cameras 

• An audio recording device for interviews 

• Instruments for measuring room tempera-
ture, humidity and light if you are doing an in-
depth analysis of physical living conditions 

4 What do I take with me on monitoring visits?

5
 Can the administration of places of detention 

perform a physical inspection on me?
It depends on each country’s legislation, as 

well as on internal rules of specific facilities 

For example, in Russia, the law regulat-
ing the work of Public Oversight Commissions 
(POCs) does not specify whether members of 
POCs can enter places of detention without 
having undergone a physical inspection  This 
right is established in the Secret Instruction for 
the protection of correctional institutions and 
detention centres of the penitentiary system  
However, a physical inspection is only possi-
ble when there are sufficient grounds to suspect 
that a member of the POC is carrying items pro-
hibited by the place of detention  In this respect, 
the status of members of POCs is similar to the 
status of defence lawyers 

In Lithuania, persons entering and leav-
ing penitentiary institutions can be screened 
by fixed or portable metal detectors  If this in-
itial check of the person raises suspicions, an 
additional check can be done, i e  a pat-down 
or inspection of any items carried  The only per-
sons exempt from these checks are the presi-
dent, members of the parliament and the gov-
ernment, and judges  However, in practice NPM 
representatives are afforded trust and are not 
subjected to checks; and are also permitted to 
bring in mobile phones should they wish to take 
pictures or audio recordings 
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A typical visit might start with meeting the 
head of the institution and/or other representa-
tives of the administration  Then the monitoring 
team proceeds with inspections of the premis-
es, including higher security areas such as iso-
lation cells, video surveillance rooms, etc 

When appropriate, monitoring team mem-
bers conduct interviews with persons deprived 
of their liberty, as well as guards and other staff  

6 What is the usual program of a monitoring visit?

The monitoring team reviews reports, journals, 
floor plans of the facilities and other relevant 
documents  The team can also request copies 
of these documents, so they can be reviewed at 
a later stage and compared to the data collect-
ed first-hand during the visit  Team members 
also observe the overall atmosphere inside the 
monitored facility  

7 Which documents may I have access to 
at the monitored place of detention?

All required documents containing informa-
tion on the persons deprived of their liberty  The 
information is of course confidential and must 
be treated as such by all monitoring team mem-
bers  Relevant information may be found in doc-
uments such as the register of admissions and 
releases, the register of sanctions and discipli-
nary measures, the register of solitary confine-
ment and/or restraints, the register of incidents/
accidents, the register of complaints, medical 
records, etc 

Access will also be given to all required doc-
uments regarding the physical conditions of the 
places of detention: the floor plans, including 
measurements of rooms, cells, exercise yards 

and specific areas; the results on hygiene or 
similar inspections conducted by other institu-
tions; and the daily routine schedules for per-
sons deprived of their liberty, so as to determine 
where and how much time is spent in different 
areas of the institution  Bear in mind that these 
documents are also likely to carry confidential 
information and must be treated accordingly  

It is worth noting that there may not be an 
open and complete list of the documents which 
can be accessed  For instance, in Russia mem-
bers of POCs have to learn in practice what re-
cords are kept by the administration of places of 
detention and what other documents are availa-
ble elsewhere in the monitored facility    

8
 What is the minimum standard for the size 

of a prison cell or a person’s room in residential 
care institutions or psychiatric hospitals?

The CPT recommends 6 m2 of living space 
for a single-occupancy cell, excluding the sani-
tary facility; and 4 m2 of living space per prisoner 
in a multiple-occupancy cell, excluding the san-
itary facility, which in the latter case should be 
fully partitioned  While anything below 3 m2 of 
living space per person is typically considered 
a human rights violation by the European Court 
of Human Rights  However, different states often 
use different criteria for measurement 

For example, in Russia, according to the 
Penal Enforcement Code, the living space de-
pends on the type of place of detention: in cor-
rectional colonies it cannot be smaller than 
2 m2, in prisons 2 5 m2, in women’s colonies and 
medical correctional institutions 3 m2, in edu-
cational colonies 3 5 m2, in medical institutions 
3 m2, in pre-trial detention facilities (SIZO) 4 m2, 
in medical preventative treatment institutions 
of the penitentiary system 5 m2  Thus, Russia 
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mostly does not comply with regional stand-
ards  In Lithuania, the minimum living space 
provided to a single prisoner or pre-trial detain-
ee in dormitory-type rooms must be 3 m2 and in 
cell-type rooms the minimum is 3 6 m2  Howev-
er, this is further complicated by the fact that the 
living space can be taken up with furniture and 
in-cell toilets  So the same standard may lead to 
significantly varying living conditions in practice, 
even if the standard is met  

The space in cells is not the only require-
ment to take into account when evaluating con-
ditions of detention; other factors should also be 
considered: light, heating, ventilation, bedding, 
hygiene and whether the person is locked in the 
cell/room most of the time or can regularly enjoy 
activities outside it  

9 What else to look for when inspecting a prison, 
residential care institution or a psychiatric hospital?

The following is a representative but by no 
means complete list of what to potentially look 
for/at during the monitoring visit 

General issues:
• are buildings in a good state of repair; 

• are buildings and rooms accessible to per-
sons with disabilities; 

• is a toilet isolated from the rest of the room/
cell or is it open and visible from the rest of 
the room/cell or the front door; 

• do bathing and toilet facilities allow privacy, 
and are there separate facilities for men and 
women; 

• are the personal needs of those who are ei-
ther unable to sit out of bed or have impaired 
mobility, accommodated for; 

• are there measures in place to protect peo-
ple in the case of fire; 

• are inmates able to communicate in the lan-
guage of their choice, and does the facility 
provide support (e g  interpreters, transla-
tions of documents, Easy-to-Read format, 
etc ) to ensure that they can all express their 
needs and understand their rights 

Specific issues in prisons:
• are the furniture, the toilet and the sink un-

breakable; 

• are visitors allowed and under what specific 
arrangements, how often, and what are the 
conditions in the visiting rooms;

• are there outdoors and indoors exercise ar-
eas, are detainees allowed to use them, how 
frequently, are they adequately equipped 
and what is their state of repair;

• what out-of-cell activities and how many of 
them are available to detainees;

• are the internal prison rules made clear and 
available to detainees;

• are coercion measures used and their use 
registered, what type (isolation, physical 
restraint, physical and/or psychological vi-
olence);

• can detainees file complaints with the ad-
ministration and are these complaints reg-
istered and responded to;

• are detainees free to send and receive 
physical correspondence;

• can detainees make phone calls, are the fa-
cilities to make phone calls sufficient and is 
the cost of a call reasonable;

• are detainees allowed to access the inter-
net and if so, what restrictions apply and are 
they justified;

• do detainees serving sentences work to-
wards their own rehabilitation and are they 
supported in this endeavour;

• depending on the type of institution are the 
doors locked at all times  
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Specific issues in residential social care 
institutions and psychiatric hospitals:
• can people wear their own clothing and 

shoes (day-wear and night-wear); 

• are telephones, letters, e-mails and the in-
ternet freely available to people, without 
censorship; 

• if there is censorship – what is the scope of 
it and what are the specific reasons for it be-
ing enforced; 

• are visitors allowed and under what specific 
arrangements, how often, and how are the 
facilities for meetings arranged;

• can people move freely inside the premis-
es and outside;

• are coercion measures used and what type 
(isolation, chemical restraint, physical re-
straint, forced hospitalisation and treat-
ment, etc );

• if there are restraint measures in use, what 
are the rules of monitoring and supervision 
during the restraint procedures;

• are forms requesting informed consent for 
medical interventions in place;

• are any medical interventions used without 
informed consent 

10 Can I accept complaints from persons deprived 
of their liberty during monitoring visits?

Although CPT emphasises that it is not the 
role of NPMs to investigate complaints, you can 
accept them if they relate to conditions of de-
tention, cases of the use of excessive force or 
ill-treatment by staff, inter-prisoner or resident 
violence, failure to provide or poor quality of 
medical care, etc 

How the system operates nationally should 
also be considered, as in some countries the 
NPM may be in a good position to accept these 
complaints  For example, in Lithuania the NPM 
is also the Ombudsman institution, whose pri-
mary function is to deal with complaints, and 
thus can conduct additional investigations 
based on any complaints received 

11 How to handle complaints?
The procedure for processing complaints 

might differ according to the internal rules of the 
monitoring team: there might be a separate unit 
in place for the assessment and investigation of 
complaints in addition to the visiting and moni-
toring of places of detention by a unit  All com-
plaints should be registered while maintaining 
the principles of confidentiality  

To start with, all complaints should be dis-
cussed with the authorities of the place of de-
tention  If the latter fail to handle the complaints, 
it might be necessary, with the inmate’s con-
sent, to draw public attention to the matter  For 
example, in Russia in October 2018, members 
of the POC of St  Petersburg published a report, 
which aimed to inform the general public about 
atrocities and human rights violations that took 
place in certain places of detention  This re-

port was based on complaints, medical docu-
ments and some other sources on torture by the 
Federal Security Service, featuring the names 
of some of the persons deprived of their liber-
ty  Another example comes from Moscow: jour-
nalist Elena Masyuk published articles in No-
vaya Gazeta covering her work as a member of 
the POC, where she focused on the systematic 
problems in the penitentiary system leading to 
the violation of inmates’ rights  

In Lithuania, the Parliamentary Ombuds-
man’s Office, which is both the national NPM, 
as well as the National Human Rights Institu-
tion, accepts and investigates individual com-
plaints  They also have power as an independ-
ent body and occasionally start investigations 
on their own initiative, based on received infor-
mation about possible violations 
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12 How to interview persons deprived of their liberty?

First of all, it is important to ask for their in-
formed consent to be interviewed  Interviews 
must be confidential and often need to be com-
pletely anonymised at the stage of reporting  The 
interviewee should understand your main aims, 
status and its limitations  The staff of the place 
of detention should not listen in on the interview  
The information obtained during the interview is 
confidential  If you assume that you may need to 
pass on some of the information obtained during 
the interview to the media or that you may need 
access to medical records, you need to obtain 
consent from the interviewee for this  

During interviews it is advisable to use 
open-ended questions and to avoid leading 
questions  For more details on interviewing, 
see the WHO QualityRights tool kit and ITHA-
CA tool kit on monitoring social care and mental 
health care institutions; also see the Defence for 
Children International (DCI) Practical Guide on 
places of detention for children; and the Prac-
tical Manual on Monitoring Immigration Deten-
tion (see links below in the Useful Links section)  

13 What should I do to avoid reprisals on persons 
deprived of their liberty?

Reprisals might follow if the administration 
of the place of detention is not satisfied with 
the complaints made by the person deprived of 
his/her liberty  In Russia, inmates do not always 
complain for fear of reprisals or because they do 
not believe that their complaints would be con-
sidered fairly  The risk of reprisals is especially 
high for persons held in psycho-neurological in-
ternats (PNI), where they might be barred by law 
from applying for legal assistance on their own 

If a person deprived of his/her liberty sub-
mits a complaint, he/she will most likely under-
stand its potential consequences and will be 
ready for possible reprisals  If reprisals are con-
ceivable, you should give him/her your contacts 
and/or ensure that he/she has access to legal 
assistance or the help of a defence lawyer who 
regularly visits him/her in the place of detention 
in question  In such cases the authorities of the 
place of detention would likely become aware 
that the situation is being monitored  For exam-
ple, in a correctional colony in Karelia (North-
West Russia) in 2017, 10 persons deprived of 
their liberty submitted complaints concerning 
inhuman and degrading treatment by the staff 
of the colony  They were subsequently regular-

ly visited by defence lawyers and for the majori-
ty of them this treatment stopped  However, one 
inmate was also charged with false accusations  
Alternatively, if a person does not speak about 
the conditions in the place of detention for fear 
of reprisals, you can ask him/her about his pre-
vious places of detention where the administra-
tion is unlikely to be able to harm the inmate  An-
other option is to not include the name of the in-
mate, who is in fear of reprisals, in the report on 
the visit of the place of detention and refer to 
him/her as an anonymous source of complaint    

In Lithuania, similar patterns can be ob-
served in residential social care homes  In-
mates and their families often do not complain 
about inhuman or degrading treatment, nor 
about the use of force or restraints, because 
they fear reprisals by either the institutions in 
question and/or specific services, which they 
very much depend on, and where they have no 
other possible alternatives to fall back on  For 
example, in 2015, a Lithuanian NGO was ap-
proached by the mother of a son with a learn-
ing disability who lives in a social care institu-
tion  In situations of acute emotional distress, 
her son had been admitted to a psychiatric hos-
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pital from time to time  Following one of these 
admissions, his mother, during a visit to the hos-
pital, found a restriction belt under his bed with 
his name and surname marked on it  She then 
complained that her son seemed to be regular-
ly physically restrained with this belt and took 
several photos of it, which she then sent to the 
NGO  Pictures clearly demonstrated harm in-
duced by prolonged use of restraints: the man 
had bruises and swollen hands  Both the social 
care home and psychiatric hospital are licensed 

allowing them to carry out psychiatric treatment, 
which also permits physical restraint, but it is not 
clearly regulated  The NGO proposed to litigate 
this case, however, this was out of the question 
for the mother as her son had to continue living 
in the institution in question and she feared po-
tential repercussions  She was extremely cau-
tious as she felt that such a litigation might have 
resulted in potentially harming the well-being of 
her son even more  

14 Which national and international organisations 
and mechanisms can help me in my work?

The CPT visits places of detention in the 
countries of the Council of Europe  You can con-
sult and cooperate with the CPT with a view to 
avoiding duplication and to sharing information  

The SPT is established under the OPCAT and 
acts only in countries which have signed and rat-
ified the OPCAT  The SPT visits places of deten-
tion in various countries and provides assistance 
and training for NPMs also established under the 
OPCAT  If your country has signed and ratified the 
OPCAT you may apply to the SPT for assistance   

The UN Special Rapporteur on Torture and 
other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment 
or Punishment transmits urgent appeals to those 
states where there is concern for individuals re-
ported to be at risk of torture, as well as sending 
communications on past cases of alleged torture  
The UN Special Rapporteur may also visit states 
with the aim of carrying out fact-finding missions 

The International Committee of the Red 
Cross (ICRC – local offices) visits those de-

tained during an armed conflict or other situ-
ations of violence under the Geneva Conven-
tions  The ICRC might visit those places of de-
tention where your access is restricted due to vi-
olent situations  

In Russia, you can cooperate with national 
human rights mechanisms – the Ombudsman 
of the Russian Federation and ombudsmen in 
each subject of the Russian Federation  More-
over, there are ombudsmen on the rights of chil-
dren at both federal and regional levels  You can 
also interact with the public councils of the Fed-
eral Penitentiary Service of the Russian Federa-
tion, members of federal and local parliaments 
as well as consuls on the issues concerning for-
eign citizens deprived of their liberty in Russia  

In Lithuania, collaboration is possible with 
the NPM – the Parliamentary Ombudsman’s Of-
fice – which is open to involving NGOs and indi-
vidual experts on their monitoring visits and the 
subsequent reporting  
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The SPT highlights that solitary confinement 
should always be used as a measure of last re-
sort  A person placed in isolation might well 
be left without necessary medical assistance 
and supervision  Seclusion should not be con-
fused with medical isolation  Medical isolation 
means daily monitoring by medical staff; mean-
while persons deprived of their liberty should, 

15 When is it legal to use solitary confinement 
(seclusion)?

with certain precautions, have the opportunity 
to have contact with others  Cases of seclusion 
should be properly documented and monitored  

In psychiatric hospitals and residential so-
cial care institutions, isolation and seclusion are 
considered a form of restraint, thus, a coercive 
measure (see questions No  29 – 33, below) 

16 What does ‘informed consent’ 
to medical treatment mean?

The SPT clarifies that “informed consent 
is a decision made voluntarily on the basis of 
comprehensible and sufficient information re-
garding the potential effects and side effects 
of treatment/action, and the likely results of re-
fraining from treatment/action” (CAT/OP/27/2)  

Persons deprived of their liberty should have 
this information explained to them in a way most 
suitable for their individual circumstances and 
needs, and in an appropriate and understand-
able language, and/or other means of both ver-
bal and non-verbal communication  

17 Can medical treatment be applied 
without informed consent?

This may differ in individual countries, de-
pending on local legislation 

However, the SPT clarifies that it may be 
necessary to give medical treatment to persons 
deprived of liberty without their consent if the 
person concerned is unable to: 

(a) Understand the given information concern-
ing the characteristics of the threat to her 
or his life or personal integrity, or its conse-
quences; 

(b) Understand the information about the med-
ical treatment proposed, including its pur-
pose, its means, its direct effects and its 
possible side effects; 

(c) Communicate effectively with others” (CAT/
OP/27/2)  

In Russia, if a person is deprived of legal ca-
pacity and has no relatives, or his/her relatives 
have refused to become their guardian, he/she 
is placed into a mental health institution, i e  a 
psycho-neurological internat (PNI), which be-
comes his/her guardian  In this situation, the ad-
ministration of the place of detention might face 
a conflict of interest  For instance, PNIs refuse 
persons deprived of their liberty to leave the fa-
cility in order to visit family and friends, which 
contradicts their rights under the UN Convention 
on the Rights of the Persons with Disabilities   



14

18 How can I understand whether medical treatment 
was applied legally?

You should talk with the person, learn his/
her opinion and check medical records whether 
they contain information on informed consent to 

medical treatment or, alternatively, whether they 
show that there were grounds to apply treat-
ment without the person’s informed consent  

19 Can force-feeding be applied during 
a hunger strike? 

There is no international rule on the legali-
ty of force-feeding  Recommendation N° R (98) 
74 by the Committee of Ministers concerning the 
ethical and organisational aspects of health care 
in prison notes that a doctor should inform a hun-
ger striker about potential medical consequenc-
es and possible treatment if the condition of the 
hunger striker seriously deteriorates  The doctor 
should act in accordance with the national law 
in each country  In its country reports the CPT 

stresses that decisions on force-feeding should 
be properly documented in a written form  

In Russia, the Penal Enforcement Code stip-
ulates that force-feeding is possible when there 
is a threat to the life of the person  Similarly, in 
Lithuania force-feeding can be applied in pris-
ons if the detainee suffers unconsciousness or 
mental health impairments and there is a direct 
threat to their life because of the hunger strike 

20 Is it legal to limit religious rights 
in places of detention? 

The Basic Principles for the Treatment of 
Prisoners declares that, except for those limi-
tations that are demonstrably necessitated by 
the fact of incarceration, all prisoners shall re-
tain the human rights and fundamental free-
doms set out in the Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights  This means that religious beliefs 
and cultural precepts of the group to which pris-
oners belong must be respected  

In Russia, persons deprived of their liber-
ty are often prevented from exercising religious 
rights  In Karelia (North West Russia), due to the 

schedule of the place of detention, Muslim in-
mates cannot pray five times a day as their reli-
gion prescribes: the schedule does not include 
time for prayer, and if an inmate prays, he au-
tomatically violates the schedule, and as a con-
sequence he faces disciplinary sanctions   Sim-
ilarly, women are not allowed to wear a head-
scarf while working in the premises of the place 
of detention  Moreover, often the food provided 
in places of detention might not meet rules of re-
ligious compliance 

21 What should I do after a monitoring visit?

Produce and disseminate a monitoring re-
port and recommendations, and perform fol-
low-up actions regarding the implementation of 
these recommendations  
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22 What should I include in the report?

It is recommended that the report is struc-
tured and produced in accordance with a spe-
cific methodology, according to which the mon-
itoring visit was carried out  You should include 
in the report all problems and issues raised dur-

ing the visit as well as any improvements made 
since the previous visit  The report should be 
objective  Reports can be periodic, thematic 
and annual  

23 Can I produce recommendations to the 
administration of the visited place of detention?

Yes, it is precisely your role to make rec-
ommendations to the relevant authorities: min-
istries, police, and administration of places of 
detention on the improvement of human rights 

conditions  You can also submit proposals to 
change laws or adopt new ones  The report and 
recommendations should be made publicly ac-
cessible 

24 What does a follow-up include?

The administration of the place of detention 
can respond to the report and recommenda-
tions in a personal discussion and/or in a writ-
ten form   If the administration declares that it 

will implement certain changes according to 
recommendations, these should be examined 
during the next visit and the relevant evaluation 
should be included in the next report  

25 How to interact with mass media 
and whether I should do it?

It is good practice to inform the public so 
that they know and understand your work, and 
the media are one of the best suited channels 
to fulfil that role  You may use the media to in-
form the public about your work, reports, rec-
ommendations, follow-ups, your ideas on rele-
vant thematic changes in policy and legislation, 
etc   Naturally, no confidential information may 
be disclosed in this process  

Be prepared to defend your opinion in pub-
lications or other media, in case the adminis-
tration of the monitored place of detention dis-
agrees with your findings and reproaches the 
monitoring team for making false accusations  
Your best defence is to follow the law and not to 
breach the principle of confidentiality 
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Children and Women 

26 Will I come across children 
in places of detention?

Yes, children may be held in police deten-
tion facilities, pre-trial detention centres, pris-
ons, closed educational institutions, social care 

institutions, psychiatric hospitals and other es-
tablishments for children with disabilities, re-
ception or deportation centres for migrants, etc  

27 How should I talk to a child? 

It is recommended to communicate with 
a child in a language and manner appropriate 
for his/her age but without patronizing the child  
Before the interview, you must get the informed 

consent of the child who is to be interviewed   
The consent of his/her parents or legal repre-
sentative might also be required  The content of 
the interview is, of course, confidential 

28 Should I pay special attention to women 
deprived of their liberty?

Yes, women face a high risk of torture or de-
grading treatment in places of detention; more-
over, they have specific gender-related needs 
and may have dependent children  For more in-

formation on this issue, see the Guide to gen-
der-sensitive monitoring of places that detain 
women (see Useful Links section below)  

People with psychosocial and/or cognitive disabilities

29 Why should I pay special attention to persons 
with psychosocial and/or cognitive disabilities?

People with psycho-social and/or cognitive 
disabilities and people with mental health prob-
lems are among the most marginalised and vul-
nerable groups  They are often excluded from 
mainstream social and economic activities, as 

well as from decision-making processes on is-
sues that affect their lives  A major public and 
institutional stigmatisation and discrimination 
towards persons with disabilities are widely 
prevalent  

No, people with psycho-social and/or cog-
nitive disabilities have the right to live in the com-
munity; it is the foundation for all other rights  
The right to live independently and to be includ-

ed in the society is closely linked with other fun-
damental human rights, such as personal liber-
ty, private and family life, freedom from ill-treat-
ment or punishment, equal recognition before 

30 Are segregated closed institutions appropriate 
places to live for people with disabilities?  
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31 What does the UNCRPD say about the legal 
capacity of persons with disabilities?

Article 12 of the UNCRPD recognises that 
‘persons with disabilities enjoy legal capacity on 
an equal basis with others in all aspects of life ’ 
Article 12 also refers to exercising legal capac-
ity  In the past, ‘legal capacity’ was generally 
conflated with the term ‘mental capacity,’ which 
the UNCRPD Committee defines as ‘the deci-
sion-making skills of a person ’ In the General 
Comment on Article 12 “Equal recognition be-
fore the law” the UN Committee on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities states that the concepts 
of mental and legal capacity have been conflat-
ed, so that where an individual is thought to have 
impaired decision-making skills, often because 
of a cognitive or psycho-social disability, his/her 
legal capacity to make a particular decision is 
removed  An individual’s disability and/ or deci-
sion-making skills are usually accepted as a le-
gitimate basis for denying him/her legal capac-
ity and lowering the person’s status before the 
law  Article 12 does not permit this discriminato-
ry denial of legal capacity  Thus, the UN Com-
mittee emphasises that the laws which enable 
involuntary treatment on the basis of a loss of 

decision-making capacity in this view are, there-
fore, discriminatory  Mental capacity should no 
longer be intrinsically linked to legal capacity 

Due to the lack of UNCRPD compliant legis-
lation and the absence or poor implementation 
of it, in practice in some countries legal capacity 
issues are deeply rooted in the social care sys-
tem  For example, in Russia the majority of peo-
ple with disabilities living in social care homes 
are under plenary guardianship  This means 
that their rights to exercise legal capacity are 
totally restricted and their civil rights are taken 
away  In Lithuania, living in social services care 
does not require the restriction of legal capaci-
ty; thus, the majority of those living there can ex-
ercise their civil rights, though some are under 
partial guardianship  Being able to exercise le-
gal capacity allows the person to exercise civ-
il rights, one of which is the right to participate 
in political and public life, which is enshrined in 
Article 29 of the UNCRPD  Thus, for example, 
in Lithuania voting procedures are organised 
in social care institutions as they are in all other 
places of detention 

Coercive measures are often applied in 
places of detention, such as residential social 
care homes or psychiatric hospitals: involuntary 
hospitalisation and treatment, various forms of 
restraint (i e  psychical, chemical and isolation)  
For example, in Lithuania and in Russia these 

32 Which type of threats do people with disabilities 
face in places of detention? 

coercive measures are in compliance with na-
tional legislation, as well as with the CPT regu-
lations, and are not prohibited; however, this is 
not in line with the UNCRPD Articles 3, 12, 14, 
and 15  The CPT standards may also differ from 
national legislation in terms of procedures to be 

the law, and others  These standards of full in-
clusion and participation in the community life 
have been captured in the overarching objective 
of Article 19 of the 2006 United Nations Conven-
tion on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(UNCRPD) and its Optional Protocol  The right 
to live independently is generally violated when 
people have been confined and for long peri-

ods, sometimes even decades, have been kept 
in segregated residential institutions or psychi-
atric hospitals  The right to health might be also 
compromised by placing people in psychiatric 
institutions, especially when this is against their 
will instead of providing the necessary support 
and services to them in the community 
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33 What are the alternatives to deprivation of liberty 
or detention of people with disabilities?

Article 12 of the UNCRPD recognises peo-
ple with disabilities as being equal to others be-
fore the law and promotes safeguards to en-
sure measures for exercising their legal capac-
ity  Thus, according to the UNCRPD, support-
ed decision making schemes have to be ap-
plied instead of substitute decision making and 
guardianship, which is rarely applied and often 
is not in line with national legislation, where ple-
nary or partial guardianship is embedded  There 
usually are even more discrepancies between 
the UNCRPD, the CPT and national legislation 
of each country, which have been undergoing 
discussions at the global level  This indicates a 
slow pace of change in relevant policies, com-
mon understanding and public opinion with re-

gards to vulnerable groups such as people with 
psycho-social and/or cognitive disabilities and 
those with mental health problems  The World 
Health Organisation’s QualityRights Tool Kit 
(see the Useful Links section below) provides 
standards of mental health care and services in 
line with the UNCRPD and could be beneficial 
when monitoring all places of detention  

It is important to note that the rights of per-
sons with disabilities should not only be respect-
ed and monitored in specialised places of deten-
tion, such as social care homes and psychiatric 
hospitals, but should also not be forgotten any-
where else, be it in a prison, a migrant detention 
facility or any other generic place of detention 

34 What should I pay attention to when monitoring 
places where migrants are detained? 

Migrants 

Migrants, refugees, stateless persons and 
foreign citizens can be deprived of their liberty 
not only because they have been charged with 
a crime or convicted, but also because for some 
reason they do not have a valid permit to stay in 
a specific country, or they are waiting for a de-
cision on their application for asylum, or they 
are facing deportation  In such situations, the 
conditions of their detention are often similar 
to those of traditional places of detention, but 
persons deprived of their liberty have specif-
ic rights and specific needs  For example, they 
have the right to contact the consul of the coun-

try of their origin; you can ask whether they have 
exercised this right (or why not)  You should pay 
special attention to their right to communicate 
in a language they understand, therefore, trans-
lators and/or translations of documents should 
be provided in situations concerning important 
legal matters  Moreover, sometimes in violation 
of international standards, the authorities sepa-
rate children from their parents, when the latter 
have been detained  For more details on the is-
sue, please consult the Practical Manual of the 
UN Refugee Agency on monitoring immigration 
detention (see the Useful Links section, below) 

applied while executing coercive measures  
Nevertheless, the CPT standards might be ben-
eficial when monitoring the application of coer-
cive measures – if these continue to be applied 

in social care homes or psychiatric hospitals, re-
gardless of the contrary fundamental standards 
set out in the UNCRPD 
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Table of Practical Questions 

Ask the Administration 
of the place of detention

Ask the person 
deprived of liberty Ask yourself

Conditions in the cells/rooms

What is the number of beds in 
each cell or room? 

What is the number of 
persons in one cell or room?

Is there a place for storage of 
personal items? Is it lockable 
(if in social care facility)?

How many people sleep in 
the cell/room?

Is there enough light? 
Ventilation? Heating?

Are there any insects?

Do you have a place for 
storage of personal items? 
Is it lockable?

Does the cell look 
overcrowded?

Check the number of 
persons with the register of 
admissions and releases  

Are toilets isolated?

Are there any cells accessible 
to persons with disabilities?

Are furniture, toilet and sink 
unbreakable?

Is there enough light? 
Ventilation? Heating?

Hygiene

Is hot water provided?

How can persons deprived of 
their liberty use the shower?

How can persons deprived 
of their liberty wash and dry 
their clothes?

Are toilet and bath facilities 
separate for men and 
women? 

Is hot water provided?

Are bathing and toilet 
facilities available? Where 
are they?

Do you have a place for 
washing and drying clothes?

You can consult the register 
of complaints for more 
information on the issue 

Nutrition

Are special diets available 
for religious believers, 
vegetarians and those with 
medical conditions?

Is the food of appropriate 
quality? 

Do you have access to 
drinking water?

Is it possible to keep a 
vegetarian, religious and/or 
medical diet?

You can consult the register 
of complaints for more 
information on the issue
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Ask the Administration 
of the place of detention

Ask the person 
deprived of liberty Ask yourself

Visitors and communication

When and under what 
conditions can visitors come 
to see persons deprived of 
their liberty?

Can persons deprived of 
their liberty make telephone 
calls and use internet? Under 
which conditions?

Did you experience any 
obstacles preventing you 
from sending and receiving 
letters and receiving parcels? 

(if available) is it affordable 
to make calls and use the 
internet?

Is it possible to meet 
with defence lawyer 
confidentially? 

Are there any obstacles to 
meeting with relatives and 
other visitors?  

Are the conditions in visiting 
rooms appropriate? 

You can consult the register 
of complaints for more 
information on the issue 

Seclusion and measures of restraint

What measures of restraint 
are used?

How regularly do you use 
measures of restraint and 
seclusion? 

For what reason?

For how long?

How do you document the 
cases when measures of 
restraint and seclusion are 
used?

Have you experienced 
measures of restraint and/or 
seclusion? 

What was the reason?

For how long?

Did you complain and what 
was the reaction to your 
complaint?

Look at the register of 
sanctions and disciplinary 
measures and the register 
of solitary confinement and/
or restraints: are instances 
of applied seclusion and 
restraints registered?

Medical assistance

How many medical workers 
(external and internal) do you 
have? 

What is the death rate? What 
are the reasons for the deaths?

Is informed consent 
on medical treatment 
properly recorded? How 
is it usually explained to 
persons with limited verbal 
communication?

Are you satisfied with the 
medical assistance?

When was the last time you 
were examined by a doctor?

Did he/she prescribe any 
treatment? Do you have 
any difficulties receiving 
treatment?

Look at the medical records 
of a particular inmate if 
necessary 
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Ask the Administration 
of the place of detention

Ask the person 
deprived of liberty Ask yourself

Are there mental health 
professionals available?

Psychologists? Psychiatrists? 
Psychotherapists?

Are people with infectious 
diseases isolated?

 Are there substance 
addiction and/or 
psychosocial rehabilitation 
programmes available?

Are people with infectious 
diseases isolated?

Suicide and self-harm

Have there been cases of 
suicide or self-harm?

How was the last suicide 
crisis dealt with? Did 
other persons, as well as 
staff, receive any form of 
counselling, psychological or 
emotional support?

Are there suicide prevention 
programmes or plans in 
place?

Are you aware of any cases 
of suicide or self-harm?

What measures are taken 
to prevent suicides or self-
harm?

What measures are taken 
following any acts of suicide 
or self-harm?

Look at the register of 
incidents/accidents: are 
instances of self-harm and 
suicides registered?

Religious beliefs and cultural perceptions

Does the institution hold 
religious services or 
meetings?

What is the procedure for 
visit by a priest or any other 
religious leader?

What are the religions 
practised by the persons 
deprived of their liberty?

Is there a chapel or any other 
house of worship on the 
territory of the institution?

When was the last time you 
were visited by a priest or any 
other religious leader?

How often do you visit the 
house of worship of your 
choice?

Do you have access to 
religious texts?

Do you communicate with 
your fellow religious believers 
and by what means?

Where is the place for prayer 
which you use?

Look at the register of visitors 
to see the religious leaders’ 
visits, if any 

Look at the walls in the 
person’s cell/room – do you 
see any religious posters or 
items? 

Can you see any religious 
books in the library and cells/
rooms?

How are persons deprived 
of their liberty dressed? Do 
they have rosaries, national 
objects, religious clothing?

Occupation and education

What out-of-cell activates do 
you provide? 

Can persons deprived of their 
liberty work?

Do you participate in any out-
of-cell activities?

Do you work?

You can consult the register 
of complaints for more 
information on the issue 

Ask the Administration 
of the place of detention

Ask the person 
deprived of liberty Ask yourself



22

Ask the Administration 
of the place of detention

Ask the person 
deprived of liberty Ask yourself

How are the persons 
deprived of their liberty paid?

Do persons deprived of their 
liberty have opportunities for 
studying?

What salary do you receive? 

Do you/ can you study?

Conditions for rehabilitation

What means of social 
rehabilitation do you provide?

Do you use any means of 
rehabilitation? 

(Why not?)

You can consult the register 
of complaints for more 
information on the issue 

Women and children

How many women with 
children are there in the 
facility?

How many expectant mothers?

What measures are adopted 
to meet their individual 
needs? 

How regularly does 
a gynaecologist conduct 
examinations?

Do women receive all the 
necessary sanitary products?

Are there any hindrances 
preventing communication 
between women and 
children?

Are there adequate 
measures put in place 
to mitigate the effect of 
detention on children and 
mother-child relationships?

Specifics of  social care institutions and psychiatric hospitals

Can people wear their own 
clothing and shoes?

Is it possible to move freely 
inside the premises and 
outside?

Try to start the conversation 
with small talk: how was your 
breakfast/ are you enjoying 
the nice weather etc  For 
more tips on conversation 
see useful links below 

Check medical records: 
are forms giving informed 
consent for medical 
interventions in place 

Can you see signs of 
malnutrition, neglect and/or 
abuse?

Ask the Administration 
of the place of detention

Ask the person 
deprived of liberty Ask yourself

NOTES
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Useful Links and References

• Standards and tools of the CPT: 
https://www.coe.int/en/web/cpt/standards 

• Documents of the SPT: 
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/OPCAT/Pages/Documents.aspx 

• World Health Organisation QualityRights Tool Kit:
https://www.who.int/mental_health/publications/QualityRights_toolkit/en/ 

• ITHACA Tool Kit for monitoring human rights and general health care in mental health 
and social care institutions:
http://www.mdac.info/sites/mdac.info/files/ithaca_toolkit_english.pdf 

• Practical Guide on monitoring places where children are deprived of liberty by the 
Defence for Children International (DCI) with partners:
http://www.childrensrightsbehindbars.eu/en/outputs/practical-guide 

• Practical Manual of the UN Refugee Agency on monitoring immigration detention:
https://www.apt.ch/en/resources/monitoring-immigration-detention-practical-manual 

• OSCE guide on monitoring places of detention:
https://www.osce.org/odihr/29845 

• Women in detention: a Guide to Gender-Sensitive Monitoring by the Association for 
the Prevention of Torture:
https://www.apt.ch/en/resources/women-in-detention/ 
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About Project Partners

Citizens’ Watch (Russia) is a human rights NGO initiated in 1992 by a group of Russian 
human rights activists, lawyers, journalists, and deputies to the Russian Parliament and to the 
St  Petersburg City Council  Citizens’ Watch sees its strategic priority in bringing the Russian 
legislation related to human rights and the practice of its application in line with the internation-
al legal standards  In 2014, Citizens’ Watch was registered as a foreign agent by the Ministry of 
Justice of the Russian Federation 

http://www.citwatch.org/

Human Rights Monitoring Institute (Lithuania) is a non-governmental, not-for-profit 
public advocacy organisation  Since its establishment in 2003, HRMI has been advocating for 
full compliance of national laws and policies with international human rights obligations and 
working both in Lithuania and internationally to ensure that human rights are real and effec-
tive in practice 

https://hrmi.lt/en/ 

Norwegian Helsinki Committee is a non-governmental organisation working to ensure 
that human rights are respected in practice  NHC does this through monitoring, reporting, 
teaching and support for democracy  

https://www.nhc.no 

Civil Rights Defenders (Sweden) partners with and supports human rights defenders 
who work in some of the world’s most repressive regions on four continents  Through advoca-
cy, litigation, and public campaigns Civil Rights Defenders advances people’s rights globally  
The NGO also acts as a Sweden’s watchdog civil rights group  

https://crd.org/ 




