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User guide
Welcome to the Detention Monitoring Tool developed by Penal Reform International and the 
Association for the Prevention of Torture. 

This Tool provides analysis and practical guidance to support monitoring bodies, including National 
Preventive Mechanisms (NPMs), to fulfil their preventive mandate as effectively as possible when 
visiting police facilities or prisons.

This 2015 edition incorporates new guidance provided by the revision of the UN Standard Minimum 
Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (the Nelson Mandela Rules) in 2015. 

The development of the Tool started with the mapping of factors that contribute to an environment 
where torture and ill-treatment arise, including at a cross-regional conference on torture prevention 
held by PRI in Tbilisi, Georgia, in June 2012

Addressing risk factors to 
prevent torture and ill-treatment

Detention Monitoring Tool Second edition

The Conference discussed the obligation of states to 
respect the absolute prohibition of torture and other 
ill-treatment and the distinction between measures in 
reaction to allegations of torture and ill-treatment and 
measures to prevent abusive practices. Monitoring 
bodies are most effective when they focus on a 
preventive approach, ie when they go beyond the primary 
documentation of individual cases, and comprehensively 
analyse situations of risk and recommend systemic 
changes. 

This Detention Monitoring Tool therefore seeks to support 
monitoring bodies to address systemic risk factors 
contributing to torture or other ill-treatment, and to help 
them to refine both their analytical thinking and their 
monitoring methodology.

We hope that monitoring teams will find the Tool useful in 
a number of different ways, for example, in: 

•	developing their monitoring 
methodology;

•	 informing planning for 
their annual 
programme of work;

•	 helping to prepare 
for specific visits;

•	 informing their 
reports and 
recommendations.

http://www.penalreform.org
http://www.penalreform.org
http://www.apt.ch


What the Tool contains
Thematic papers

The Thematic papers analyse broader themes that will benefit from 
a comprehensive monitoring approach, examining regulations and 
practices throughout the criminal justice process with a systemic 
lens, such as gender, sexual orientation and gender identity, or 
institutional culture. 

Each paper: 

•	 introduces the issue in the context of relevant international 
standards and human rights norms;

•	 examines in detail the risk factors for torture and ill-treatment;

•	 includes illustrative cases and country examples;

•	makes recommendations on how monitoring bodies could start 
to, or more thoroughly, address this issue in their work.

The Tool has been developed jointly by PRI and APT as part of PRI’s three-year 
EU funded project, Strengthening institutions and building civil society capacity 
to combat torture in nine CIS countries, which aimed to strengthen monitoring 
mechanisms, including National Preventive Mechanisms, and to develop their 
capacity to counter torture and ill-treatment.

We would like to thank the members of the Georgian National Preventive Mechanism who piloted an 
initial set of resources in May 2013. Their helpful feedback informed the final version of this Tool.

We welcome feedback on our resources. Please contact publications@penalreform.org. 

Factsheets

The Factsheets provide practical guidance on how monitoring bodies 
can focus on a number of systemic issues that are particularly high risk 
factors for torture or ill-treatment, such as body searches or the working 
conditions of prison staff. 

Each Factsheet:

•	 lists the relevant international standards;

•	 identifies types and situations of risk for torture and ill-treatment;

•	provides checklists of questions that monitoring bodies could enquire 
into for each risk factor explored;

•	 suggests what monitoring bodies can do.
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FACTSHEET

Instruments of restraint
Addressing risk factors to prevent torture and ill-treatment

‘Prison staff will on occasion have to use force to control violent prisoners and, exceptionally, may even 

need to resort to instruments of physical restraint. These are clearly high risk situations insofar as the 

possible ill-treatment of prisoners is concerned, and as such call for specific safeguards.’

(European Committee for the Prevention of Torture)1

1. European Committee for the Prevention of Torture (CPT), 2nd General Report on the CPT’s activities 1 January – 31 December 1991, [CPT/Inf (92) 3], 

13 April 1992, para. 53.2. Restraint device with several cuffs chaining a group of prisoners together.

3. Such devices are designed to be fastened around the wrist, ankle, waist, fingers, thumbs or toes to restrain free movement of the hands or legs, and 

can be made of metal, cloth or leather. Some instruments of restraint are designed so they restrict the movement of more than one part of the body. 

These are generally known as ‘combination’ cuffs and are most widely available as handcuffs and leg cuffs linked together with a long chain.

4. A jacket with overlong sleeves which are crossed and tied across the chest or back once the arms are inserted, leaving little or no movement for the 

arms.
5. Movable or stationary chairs, beds or boards, tying various points of the body (torso, chest, hands, legs, ankles) with belts and/or cuffs.

6. Beds molded in one piece and enclosed on all four sides.

7. These encircle various parts of the subject’s body (usually the waist, but variants have been developed to fit on legs or arms) and deliver an electric 

shock when a remote control device is activated.
8. United Nations, Prison Incident Management Handbook, 2013, p26.

9. Homel R and Thompson C, Causes and prevention of violence in prisons, Griffith University: Sydney, 2005. Available at: http://www.griffith.edu.au/_ata/

assets/pdf_file/0003/188706/causes2.pdf <accessed 22 October 2013>
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1. Definition and contextMeasures such as the use of instruments of restraint may 

be necessary to provide security and order in a custodial 

setting: to protect persons deprived of their liberty from 

inter-prisoner violence; for self-defence, to prevent self-

harm and suicide; and to prevent escape.However, instruments of restraint pose a high risk for 

torture or other ill-treatment due to their highly intrusive 

nature and the risk of causing injury, pain and/or 
humiliation, and are often deliberately used as a torture 

tool. Some devices have been prohibited or condemned 

in general as degrading or painful. Others may be 
permitted in principle, but should be the exception when 

other methods have failed, rather than the rule.
Instruments of restraint are defined as external 
mechanical devices designed to restrict or immobilise the 

movement of a person’s body, in whole or in part.
A large variety of devices, with differing features, are in 

use, and new technology continues to emerge. In broad 

terms, instruments of restraint can be grouped into:

•	 ‘low-technology’ mechanical restraints – such as 
ankle cuffs, anklets, hand- or leg-cuffs, fetters, waist 

bands, wristlets, plastic cuffs, wraps, belts, shackles, 

chains, (weighted) leg irons or leg cuffs, gang chains,2 

finger- and thumb cuffs,3 soft/fabric restraints, 
straightjackets;4

•	 so-called four/five/six-point restraints – such as 
restraint chairs, shackle boards and restraint beds,5 

isolation beds;6 and
•	 body-worn electric-shock restraint devices7 – such as 

stun belts, sleeves or cuffs.There are various other ways to manage the movement 

of detainees for permissible purposes in a custodial 

setting. The configuration and infrastructure of the 
facility, adequate numbers of staff, who are well trained 

and have the relevant skills and competencies, an 
effective system for classification of detainees, and the 

separation of different categories of detainee, are all 

key factors in ensuring safety and order in custody.8 

By comparison, ‘poor prison management resulting in 

dysfunctional forms of control emerges as a major cause 

of interpersonal violence, and by implication modification 

of these practices (especially the removal of arbitrary 

coercive controls) is effective in reducing violence’.9
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Body searchesAddressing risk factors to prevent torture and ill-treatment
‘We are strip searched after every visit. We are naked, told to bend over, touch our toes, spread our 

cheeks. If we’ve got our period we have to take the tampon out in front of them. It’s degrading and 

humiliating. When we do urines it’s even worse, we piss in a bottle in front of them. If we can’t or won’t we 

lose visits for three weeks.’Prisoner from Fairlea Prison, Australia1

1. George A, ‘Strip searches: sexual assault by the state’, in Without consent: confronting adult sexual violence, Australian Institute of Criminology, 1993, 

p211.
2. These include Article 5 of the Universal Declaration on Human Rights, Article 7 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and 

Article 1 of the UN Convention against Torture.
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1. Definition and contextIn prisons, body searches may constitute necessary 

security measures to prevent the entry and contraband 

of dangerous (such as weapons) or prohibited items 

(such as drugs and objects that could be used for 
escape attempts, or cell phones in some contexts). 

However, owing to their intrusive nature, body searches 

are an infringement of a person’s privacy and should 

therefore only be resorted to when strictly necessary and 

in a manner that respects the detainee’s dignity.
The term ‘body searches’ covers three different types of 

searches:
•	 Pat-down or frisk searches are searches 

performed over the clothed body. These searches 
therefore include physical contact between the 
prisoner and staff member but no nudity.•	 Strip searches refer to the removal of some or 

all of a person’s clothing in order to permit a visual 
inspection of all parts of the body, without physical 
contact. Procedures may vary but prisoners are 
usually required to take off their clothes and to 
provide an unobstructed view of possible hiding 
places. They may be asked to open their mouth, and 

to bend and cough. Men may be asked to lift their 
penis and testicles, while women may have to spread 

their legs for inspection of the genital area.•	 Body-cavity searches (or invasive or intimate 
searches) are a physical examination of body orifices 

(such as vagina or anus). This type of search includes 

rectal and pelvic examination, and is physically and 

psychologically the most intrusive method.

All types of body search can be intimidating and 
degrading, and the more intrusive the method, the 
stronger the feeling of invasion will be. The psychological 

effect and the violation of the right to dignity can be 

exacerbated for detainees from particular religious 
or cultural backgrounds as well as for detainees in 
situations of vulnerability. Body searches represent a 

high-risk situation for abuse, ill-treatment or even torture, 

and may also be misused to intimidate, harass, retaliate 

or discriminate.
Therefore body searches should be resorted to only 

when strictly necessary to ensure the security of staff and 

detainees, and they should be conducted in a manner 

that respects the dignity of the person. Body searches 

need to be regulated by law and clear policies and 
guidelines need to be put in place to explicitly define the 

conditions and modalities of their use. Alternatives, such 

as electronic scanning devices, should be developed 

and used wherever possible and when body searches 

are unavoidable, the least invasive method should be 

applied. Records should be kept to ensure accountability.
Body searches may also be performed on visitors, 
including professional visitors such as social workers, 

and on staff themselves.

2. What are the main standards?
When conducting body searches, staff in detention 

facilities have to respect the prohibition of torture, 
inhuman and degrading treatment,2 as well as the right 

of all persons deprived of their liberty to be ‘treated with 

humanity and with respect for the inherent dignity of 

the human person’ (Article 10, International Covenant 

on Civil and Political Rights, see also Rule 1 of the 
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Staff working conditions
Addressing risk factors to prevent torture and ill-treatment

The General Controller has reported ‘consistently since the beginning of his mission, that respect for 

human rights in prison … was also dependent on the working conditions of staff’.

(French General Controller of Places of Deprivation of Liberty)1

1. Contrôleur général des lieux de privation de liberté, ‘Avis du Contrôleur général des lieux de privation de liberté du 17 juin 2011 relatif à la supervision 

des personnels de surveillance et de sécurité’, Journal officiel de la République français, 12 juillet 2011, Texte 81 sur 134.

2. Liebling A, Prisons and Their Moral Performance, Oxford University Press, 2004, pp375-430; see also revised Standard Minimum Rules, Rule 38 (1), 

encouraging prison administrations ‘to use, to the extent possible, conflict prevention, mediation or any other alternative dispute resolution mechanism 

to prevent disciplinary offences or to resolve conflicts’.

3. Also known as correctional officers and detention officers. In this paper, ‘prison officer’ is used to mean all prison staff who carry out the role described 

(they may be employed by different types of organisation, for example public authorities, private companies, military or police institutions).

4. Coyle A, Managing prisons in a time of change, International Centre for Prison Studies, 2002, p36.

5. Liebling A, Price D, & Shefer G, The prison officer, Routledge, 2012, pp8-9.
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1. Definition and contextPrison officers come into contact with prisoners on 
a daily basis and their influence on how prisoners 
experience their detention cannot be overestimated. 

The way prison officers perceive the quality of their 
working life and how they are treated by managers and 

colleagues has a significant impact on the atmosphere 

in detention and the treatment of prisoners. Prison 
officers who feel valued, trusted and respected at work 

are more likely to apply these values to the treatment of 

prisoners.2 While there are different kinds of staff who 

work in prisons, including specialised staff (such as 

social workers, medical staff and psychologists) or non-

uniformed senior management, this paper focuses on 

prison officers.3

Prison officers carry out the operational task of running 

prisons on a day-to-day basis. They have direct 
contact with detainees and are responsible for their 

custody, classification, daily routine, security measures, 

programme of activities, their protection and access 

to the outside world. They may also be involved in 
determining rehabilitation and educational programmes. 

Prison officers have almost absolute power over 
detainees, who rely on staff for their basic needs and 

to ensure that their rights are respected. Prison officers 

therefore have an important duty of care to ensure that 

detainees are treated with respect for their dignity and 

humanity at all times.

There tends to be relatively little focus on prison officers 

− their backgrounds, attitudes and experiences at work 

− in the study of prisons. They often have low social 

standing or may even be negatively stereotyped in public 

opinion and media, and neglected in academic literature. 

In some countries and contexts, prison officers are not 

recruited but allocated to serve as prison officers, which 

can impact negatively on their motivation.In practice, the work of prison officers varies greatly 

between prisons, countries and contexts. In some 
places, prison officers rarely enter prisoners’ areas,4 while 

in others they build positive relationships with prisoners 

and use their interpersonal skills, discretion and authority 

to diffuse tensions without using force.5This Factsheet seeks to assist monitoring bodies to 

identify factors relating to working conditions of prison 

officers which impact negatively on the treatment of 

prisoners, and therefore represent a risk factor for torture 

and other ill-treatment. It adopts a broad understanding 

of ‘working conditions’ to encompass all factors that can 

affect the quality of the working life of prison officers.2. What are the main standards?
A number of United Nations and regional instruments 

contain provisions relating to prison officer working 
conditions. These congruently provide that prison officers 

should be professional civil servants with civilian status, 

and include standards relating to their recruitment and 

training. Some also explicitly require that prison officers 

receive adequate remuneration and benefits.
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Pre-trial detentionAddressing risk factors to prevent torture and ill-treatment
‘Long periods of pre-trial custody contribute to overcrowding in prisons, exacerbating the existing 

problems as regards conditions and relations between the detainees and staff; they also add to the 

burden on the courts. From the standpoint of preventing ill-treatment, this raises serious concerns for a 

system already showing signs of stress.’(UN Subcommittee on Prevention of Torture)1

1. Definition and contextRemand prisoners are detained during criminal 
investigations and pending trial. Pre-trial detention is 

not a sanction, but a measure to safeguard a criminal 

procedure.
At any one time, an estimated 3.2 million people are 

behind bars awaiting trial, accounting for 30 per cent of 

the total prison population worldwide. In some countries, 

pre-trial detainees reportedly constitute the majority of 

the prison population, and in some settings even over 

90 per cent of detainees.2 They are legally presumed 

innocent until proven guilty but may be held in conditions 

that are worse than those for convicted prisoners and 

sometimes for years on end.Pre-trial detention undermines the chance of a fair trial 

and the presumption of innocence. It increases the risk 

of a confession or statement being coerced by torture 

or ill-treatment and ‘lessens a suspect’s possibilities of 

defence, particularly when the person is poor and cannot 

rely on a defence counsel or support to obtain evidence 

in his favour’.3

Alongside the general risk of violence from guards 
and fellow prisoners, high rates of pre-trial detention 

also contribute to widespread prison overcrowding, 

exacerbating poor prison conditions and heightening the 

risk of torture and ill-treatment.4

2. What are the main standards?
Because of its severe and often irreversible negative 

effects, international law requires that pre-trial detention 

should be the exception rather than the rule.Pre-trial detention is only legitimate where there is a 
reasonable suspicion of the person having committed 

the offence, and where detention is necessary and 
proportionate to prevent them from absconding, 
committing another offence, or interfering with the course 

of justice during pending procedures. This means that 

pre-trial detention is not legitimate where these objectives 

can be achieved through other, less intrusive measures. 

Alternative measures include bail, seizure of travel 
documents, the condition to appear before the court as 

and when required and/or not to interfere with witnesses, 

periodic reporting to police or other authorities, electronic 

monitoring, or curfews.
Both the UN Standard Minimum Rules for Non-custodial 

Measures (the ‘Tokyo Rules’) and the UN Rules for the 

Treatment of Women Prisoners and Non-Custodial 
Measures for Women Offenders (the ‘Bangkok Rules’) 

encourage criminal justice systems to provide a 
wide range of non-custodial measures to avoid the 
unnecessary use of imprisonment. However, the absence 

of alternatives and shortcomings in their implementation 

have been reported by international5 and regional6 

1. UN Subcommittee on Prevention of Torture (SPT), Report on Benin, 11 March 2011, CAT/OP/BEN/1, para.158.

2. Report of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Human rights implications of overincarceration and overcrowding, 10 August 

2015, A/HRC/30/19, with reference to CAT/C/TGO/CO/2, para. 12, www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/RuleOfLaw/Overincarceration/OSJI.pdf and 

A/HRC/25/71, para. 33.3. UN Subcommittee on Prevention of Torture (SPT), Report on Paraguay, 7 June 2010, CAT/OP/PRY/1, para.64.

4. Report of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Human rights implications of overincarceration and overcrowding, 10 August 

2015, A/HRC/30/19.5. See UN Subcommittee on Torture, Report on Brazil, 5 July 2012, CAT/OP/BRA/1, para. 96; UN Human Rights Committee, Concluding observations on 

the initial report of Angola, 29 April 2013, CCPR/C/AGO/CO/1, para. 19; Report of the UN Special Rapporteur on torture, Mission to Ghana, 5 March 

2014, A/HRC/25/60/Add.1, para. 84; and UN Committee against Torture, Consideration of reports submitted by States parties under article 19 of the 

Convention, 20 January 2011, CAT/C/KHM/CO/2, para. 19.

6. See European Committee for the Prevention of Torture, Visit to Slovak Republic 24 September to 3 October 2013, 25 November 2014, CPT/Inf (2014) 

29, para. 33.
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