What are the Bangkok Rules? - Questions & Answers
As the “Bangkok Rules” are a new set of standards which are not very well known yet, the following ‘frequently-asked questions’ might be helpful to familiarise yourselves with this set of international standards on the treatment of female offenders:
Q: What are the Bangkok Rules?

A: The full notation of the Bangkok Rules is “United Nations Rules for the Treatment of Women Prisoners and Non-custodial Measures for Women Offenders”. It is a set of standards adopted by the UN General Assembly on 21 December 2010. Until then, only a handful of provisions in existing standards specifically addressed the needs and characteristics of women and girls in the criminal justice system. As a result, in 1980 the 6th UN Congress on the Prevention of Crime and Treatment of Offenders explicitly recognised that women often do not receive the same attention and consideration as male offenders. However, it took until 2009 for the Crime Commission to task an expert group with the development of standards to explicitly address this gap. 

Q: Why Bangkok?

A: The government of Thailand played a key role in initiating standards for the treatment of female offenders to be drafted and in the process of negotiation between states. Her Royal Highness, Princess Bajrakitiyabha, had taken a particular interest and championed the development of these standards. Consequently, a meeting of experts from all regions of the world, including non-governmental experts from PRI and QUNO, was hosted in Bangkok in February 2009, followed by an inter-governmental expert group convened in Thailand in November 2009 producing a draft of the Rules.

Q: Why another set of rules?

A: In fact, minimum standards for the treatment of prisoners have been adopted as early as in 1955 in the form of the “UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners”, and a number of human rights standards have been developed since. However, the standards applicable hardly ever addressed the specific needs and characteristics of women and girls in the criminal justice system. Women have different and specific healthcare needs, are very often the primary caretakers of children, have been victims of sexual abuse before admission to a prison facility and are particularly vulnerable to self-harm, mental and physical abuse. However, partly due to the low number of female prisoners, their specific needs have been largely overlooked. At the 6th UN Congress on the Prevention of Crime and Treatment of Offenders in 1980, it was finally recognised that women often do not receive the same attention and consideration as male offenders and have limited access to non-custodial alternatives to imprisonment as well as gender-sensitive rehabilitation programmes. The Bangkok Rules seek to rectify this gap and oblige states to provide for specific non-custodial measures for female offenders and to ensure standards of treatment in prisons which take into account the special needs of women and girls.

Q: Can you give examples of specific needs addressed in the Bangkok Rules?

A: In general, to date the prison system is dominated by men in that prisons are built for male prisoners and run by male prison administration. Basically, the Bangkok Rules seek to compensate for this phenomenon. For example, the small number of women prisoners usually means fewer prisons for women and girls and greater distances from their homes and families. At the same time, women often are the sole or primary carer of young children. Special arrangements and more flexibility are therefore required in order for mothers to receive visits from their children and other family members - which is also a crucial component of reintegration. Personal hygiene is another issue where specific needs for women and girls arise, including the provision of sanitary products and regular access to toilets. Also, women are particularly vulnerable to sexual assault by guards and even male prisoners, and the impact of strip-searches on women is disproportionately greater than on men. 
While many problems faced upon release from prison are similar for men and women, specific challenges need to be considered for women. They are more likely to suffer particular discrimination due to social stereotypes, to be rejected by their families and in some countries they may lose their parental rights. Also women are likely to have particular support requirements in terms of housing, reunification with their families and employment, and will need assistance.

Q: If these rules are only about women prisoners, isn’t that a tiny group of people?
A: Women are in fact a minority of the prison population (roughly 2-9%), which is part of the reason why their needs have not been met to date. At the same time, the number of women imprisoned has increased significantly in some countries, and at a greater rate than for men.
Comprehensive standards are in place for the treatment of prisoners in general, and the Bangkok Rules do not replace them, but are a supplement to address specific needs and characteristics of women offenders.

END/

