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Abstract  
 
Focused on approaching human rights through a correctional lens, as well as investing in people 
rather than infrastructure, the Raoul Wallenberg Institute for Human Rights and Humanitarian 
Law (RWI) established a mutually beneficial and sustainable relationship with the Kenya Prison 
Service (KPS). This article will highlight this unique initiative and the progress that has been 
made over the last five years in embedding the Mandela Rules and Human Rights into daily 
correctional practice of the KPS. Through this integrated and action orientated partnership, the 
professional training and deployment of front line Human Rights Officers was paired with 
training of KPS leadership in both the principles and practical implementation strategies of the 
Mandela Rules.   Targeted initiatives such as amending legislation and departmental policy as 
well as a focus on evidence based approach to correctional practice has provided support to 
this approach.  Progress is measured through comprehensive audits against the Mandela Rules 
and other Human Rights Instruments conducted jointly by RWI and trained KPS Human Rights 
Officers.  Results to date are promising and the partnership was recently recognized by the 
International Corrections and Prisons Association (ICPA) with the 2016 Correctional Excellence 
Award for Management and Staff Training.  
 

Introduction 
 
It is rare for any government to be open and transparent with an international agency in 
relation to domestic security or human rights issues.   It is rarer still for a Prison Service to work 
transparently with an independent human rights agency to improve safety and human rights in 
prisons.  This is due to the fact that there are often many obstacles to be overcome by the 
external agency and the prison administration in order to establish a mutually-beneficial 
relationship (De Andres, Rodriquez, & Doin, 2014).  However, an effective example of a 
mutually-beneficial relationship in relation to correctional reform and improvements in Human 
Rights is evident between the KPS and RWI.  

KPS and RWI have links dating back to the early 1990s. However, since 2012 a new approach 
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has been forged based around the practical implementation of international human rights 
standards in the Kenyan correctional system. This unique partnership between a national prison 
service and an independent human rights institute continues to develop and evolve, but is 
based around a core set of integrated activities and methodologies that have yielded promising 
results to date (Osse, Ross, & Simeka, 2014). Further, KPS and RWI were recently recognized for 
their partnership by the International Corrections and Prisons Association (ICPA) as the 
recipient of the 2016 Correctional Excellence Award for Management and Staff Training.   

Kenya prisons and human rights 

Prisons in Kenya have historically been cited as some of the most overcrowded and inhumane 
in the world (Dissel, 2001).  Further, KPS was also seen as a closed institution, denying any 
access to its prisons by human rights agencies or NGOs (Dissel, 2001). However, similar to other 
correctional jurisdictions in the world, it took a “trigger event” to initiate reforms.   A highly-
critical national investigation into its operations in 2008 served as a catalyst, prompting KPS to 
initiate several key steps towards penal reform and respecting human rights.  Changes included 
initiating an "Open Door" policy allowing for much greater accessibility and scrutiny, as well as 
advances in key areas such as outlawing institutionalized corporal punishment.    

Despite the changes, KPS still lacked a systematic approach to addressing human rights issues. 
Initially, training was provided by various national and international Non-Governmental 
Organizations (NGOs) and institutions such as the Kenya National Commission on Human 
Rights, but from a largely theoretical perspective that failed to connect with the everyday 
experiences of the staff. Additionally, similar to other East African prison systems such as 
Rwanda (Hackett, 2015), human rights organizations were often seen by KPS staff as coming 
with only criticism, rather than tangible assistance. Those that did come with assistance also 
came with public criticism; it quickly became evident that it was extremely difficult to ‘name 
and shame’ as well as work collaboratively with the system to effect sustainable change.  

For many KPS staff and leaders, respect for human rights in prisons was still seen as a luxury 
that only rich countries could afford.  Further, there were many myths and preconceptions 
pertaining to Human Rights within the KPS cadre.  For example, many saw a human rights 
approach to correctional reform as detrimental, believing that it would ignore the rights of the 
staff and would even be a threat to good prison security. While the administration was 
committed to increasing respect for human rights in prisons, it lacked the capacity to counter 
the preconceptions and myths of the staff or even understand its own compliance with human 
rights standards. As a result, the approach to human rights remained primarily reactive: taking 
action when violations were reported rather than establishing systemic mechanisms to prevent 
them from occurring.   

In 2010 a "Human Rights Office" was established by KPS with the commitment of having a 
Human Rights Officer (HRO) in every prison; however, there was no agreement as to what the 
position actually involved nor training or support mechanisms to ensure they could be effective.  
Unfortunately, when first introduced, the perception of the HROs by some of the KPS senior 



officers and staff in the institutions was not positive; often seeing the HROs as informants or 
only advocates for prisoners.  Meanwhile, national and international monitors continued to 
issue critical reports on the situation of human rights in Kenyan prisons. It was against this 
backdrop that KPS and RWI, initiated discussions about a new approach to partnership, based 
on the practical implementation of international human rights standards for corrections. 

RWI, an independent, Swedish-based human rights institute with a mission to “promote 
universal respect for human rights and humanitarian law, by means of research, academic 
education and institutional development” (RWI, 2016), had relevant experience through its past 
cooperation with KPS and other correctional services; in particular, a recent partnership with 
the Indonesian government on a new, more practical approach to raising human rights 
standards in their prisons.  Therefore, RWI was uniquely situated to assist KPS in changing the 
discussion on human rights and bringing meaningful change to Kenyan prisons.  Although RWI 
and KPS had connections dating back to the 1990s, an unlikely and innovative partnership was 
about to be born.   

Partnership redefined 

Similar to challenges outlined by De Andres, Rodriquez, & Doin, in establishing effective and 
mutually-beneficial partnerships between a prison service and a civil society organization, KPS 
and RWI had to solve the “rights vs order equation” (2014).  This equation is defined by the 
difficultly most prison systems have in finding the balance of ensuring safe and secure 
institutions while complying with human rights standards.  In order to solve this equation, KPS 
and RWI developed an approach where human rights are addressed through a corrections lens 
rather than the historical approach of approaching corrections through a human rights lens that 
other external agencies normally take.   

The foundation of this approach was to build confidence and trust between the two actors 
through the strict non-monitoring mandate of RWI. KPS was able to look at RWI’s track record 
around the world, as RWI never reports or comments publicly on human rights compliance in 
the countries where it works. This unique mandate allowed for KPS and its staff to have open 
and honest dialogue about the challenges facing KPS and thereby work together on finding 
effective and sustainable solutions.   

In addition, by approaching human rights through a correctional lens, KPS was able to establish 
a key component to overcoming the “rights vs order equation”; KPS staff buy-in.  This was 
accomplished through ensuring that in all activities the “what’s in it for me” factor was 
established for staff.  In essence, why and how does implementing human rights within a 
correctional setting benefit the staff and not only the inmates.  For example, establishing good 
health care standards for prisoners will also reduce the risk of infection and disease for staff as 
well as their families, who also live in close proximity to the institutions.  

This approach also provided KPS and RWI with a platform to overcome the many 
preconceptions that staff and leadership had about human rights in corrections.  This included 



tackling difficult and sometimes controversial topics such as: meeting international standards is 
always expensive, that the standards fail to address the rights of the staff; and that human 
rights observance is a threat to good security and corrections. Through the success of the 
partnership, it is KPS officers themselves who instead demonstrate that there are numerous 
ways in which compliance can be improved simply through training, procedures and 
documentation, and that meeting the standards benefits not only prisoners but also personnel, 
families and the wider community.  Above all, the most important topic addressed in each and 
every initiative is that human rights standards are not opposed to good security and 
corrections. Rather, human rights standards are good security and corrections and indeed, 
implementing human rights standards is not an additional burden for the staff but conversely 
human rights are ingrained into their day-to-day work. 

The RWI/ KPS partnership is unique within International Correctional reform, as many NGOs 
and Prison Institutions have had great difficulty in solving the “rights vs order’ equation.  The 
available primary and grey literature available pertaining to this discourse outlines this systemic 
partnership in human rights or other areas is elusive in other jurisdictions such as South Africa 
(Muntingh 2008:29) India (Commonwealth Human Rights Initiative 2008: 18) and Rwanda 
(Hackett 2015: 23) as there were not strong links between prison authorities and civil society. In 
Kenya, the strong relationship that has been established between RWI and KPS has resulted in 
KPS providing unprecedented access; allowing RWI representatives and advisors into every 
corner of KPS institutions as well as unfettered access to prisoner and institutional 
documentation.   

Investment in people, not infrastructure 

RWI believes that the most valuable asset of any correctional service is its personnel and as a 
result, is not a donor organization.  Therefore, the RWI / KPS relationship is centred on 
strengthening the human capacity of KPS officers in order to focus on achieving sustainable 
results by investing in people rather than infrastructure.  The focus of this investment is 
through facilitating activities and training that are grounded in international human rights 
standards for corrections such as the Standard Minimum Rules / Mandela Rules, Bangkok Rules 
and Rules for the Protection of Juveniles Deprived of their Liberty.  

Grounding KPS leadership in the SMRs 

Human Rights and Leadership Training is provided for Officers in Charge of Prisons, Regional 
Commanders of Prisons, Directors from Prisons Headquarters and other senior correctional 
managers. This intensive two-week course covers all areas of the Standard Minimum Rules for 
the Treatment of Prisoners (SMR / Mandela Rules) as well as other relevant international 
standards.  This course is designed from a transformational leadership perspective, and 
provides tools for participants to develop systems that monitor compliance with standards as 
well as implement individual action plans in key areas. To date more than 80 senior Kenyan 
correctional leaders have participated in this course, with KPS and RWI aiming to have reached 
all 110 Officers in Charge of Prisons by the end of 2017 with a rolling training programme in 



place thereafter.  

In 2016, the course was able to include a component that provides examples of Kenyan best 
practices that had been established as a result of the programme.  Photos and stories from OICs 
and HROs outlined innovative, no cost or low cost solutions to the challenge of implementing 
the SMRs in Kenya.  Best practices include establishing open visits and other family contact 
measures, establishment of new register/ file systems, improved admissions, prisoner 
information and medical examination routines, increased recreational opportunities, increased 
presumption of innocence for remanded prisoners, and training sessions for front line staff on 
the SMRs.  In addition, the course also now includes a lecture from an alumnus of the OIC 
program where he or she shares with their counterparts, successes and challenges in making 
sustainable change in their institution.   

Bringing the SMRs to the front Line- Human Rights Officer training 

Each graduate of the Human Rights and Leadership Training is requested to select a staff 
member from their institution as candidate for the position of Human Rights Officer (HRO). 
HRO candidates are then invited to a series of training events, with assessment at each stage 
before acceptance to the next. The first stage consists of SMR Training: a one-week intensive 
course in the Mandela Rules accompanied by practical exercises in how to assess compliance in 
each of 16 main subject areas.   

Successful alumni of the SMR Training proceed to Human Rights Audit Training, undoubtedly 
the most rigorous activity of the KPS/RWI capacity development programme. As part of the 
course, up to six HRO candidates, together with experienced colleagues and RWI advisors, visit 
a strategically-selected Kenyan prison to undertake a comprehensive audit against the Mandela 
Rules.  For specialized institutions such as women’s prisons and young offender institutions, 
other relevant international standards such as the Bangkok Rules and Rules for the Protection 
of Juveniles Deprived of their Liberty are audited where applicable.  

Long days are spent in the prison observing conditions, interviewing staff and examining 
documentation, followed by long nights discussing and achieving consensus on more than 500 
individual elements in a Mandela Rules audit; hundreds more when other standards are 
involved. Access to the institution, personnel, inmates and documentation is without any 
restriction; similar to other aspects of the partnership, this process remains entirely internal 
and confidential. It takes at least one week to complete a full audit and debrief the Officer in 
Charge.  However this is only phase one, as the team then returns to the institution for a 
second week and works with relevant section heads to develop concrete, time-bound plans for 
increasing compliance with standards not yet met.  The end product is a comprehensive 
institutional action plan developed by the management team that the prison can utilize going 
forwards. Audit Training sits at the core of the KPS/RWI partnership, providing critical data 
about the situation of human rights in Kenyan prisons, with repeat audits in selected prisons 
showing clear improvements in compliance. The audits also have proven to be the most 
effective means to train HRO candidates in the meaning and practical application of the 



standards. To date, 17 such audit trainings have been conducted under the partnership.  14 
additional independent audits, led by teams of trained HROs from other KPS institutions, were 
commissioned and funded by either forward-thinking Officers in Charge or by KPS Prison 
Headquarters.  

Successful graduates of the HRO Audit Training are then invited to participate in a two-week 
Training of Trainers (ToT) course, at which they learn to deliver the same training programme 
that they received during their own induction. Each candidate has the opportunity to take the 
lead in delivering a hands-on field curriculum, itself developed by experienced Human Rights 
Officers and based around a low-cost/no- cost philosophy. Recognizing the scarce resources 
available in the institutions, there are no projectors or PowerPoint presentations as this is 
training that can be delivered under the shade of a tree with no more than a piece of paper and 
a pencil. After each module is delivered, the candidates receive constructive criticism from their 
colleagues, and the sessions are also filmed for later self-review. Having built confidence in the 
first week, the course then shifts to a nearby prison, where the candidates spend the second 
week undertaking a practical exercise: delivering the modules to groups of untrained officers, 
and receiving feedback. Candidates who complete SMR Training, Audit Training and Training of 
Trainers are then considered fully-certified Human Rights Officers with the capacity to assist, 
guide, support and advise staff and inmates on international standards.  Currently more than 70 
of Kenya's 110 prisons have HROs serving accordingly, and who have formed a strong 
community over social media and through events such as exchanges and conferences. 

Setting the framework for sustainability 

Law and policy  

While training comprises the majority of the partnership, training alone cannot bring about the 
progressive reforms envisaged by KPS. Other critical activities are carried out including Legal 
and Policy Developmentworkshops. In these, officers trained under the partnership work with 
advisory support from RWI to review relevant law, policy and regulations for compliance with 
international standards. Milestones in this area include the comprehensive revision in 2015 of 
the draft Prisons Act for compliance with the Mandela Rules, making Kenya the first country in 
the world to have done so. A similar review of the draft juvenile corrections law occurred in 
2016 in order to increase compliance with the Mandela Rules as well as the Rules for the 
Projection of Juveniles Deprived of their Liberty. These laws are currently awaiting 
parliamentary approval and would indeed set the stage for reform process grounded in 
legislation and underpinned by international standards. Other policy and regulatory initiatives 
include the development of a standardized inmate handbook and national directives on areas 
including prisoner discipline and the implementation of contact visits that can improve and 
sustain family ties for inmates.   

Evidence based approach  

In embracing international standards, KPS, in partnership with RWI, is moving towards an 



evidence-based approach to corrections. Audit Training is naturally one key area of research, 
yielding invaluable data regarding systemic compliance issues that can then be addressed at the 
national level. In another notable initiative, a small team of specially-trained HROs undertook a 
year-long research project on classification of prisons and prisoners, interviewing more than 
700 inmates in 16 prisons across the country to produce a definitive report on the situation of 
classification in Kenya. The research also brought on board the Kenyan Probation and Aftercare 
Service working hand-in-hand with prison officers for the first time, and resulted in the 
development of a pilot Assessment and Classification Project (ACP) in the Nairobi region. Under 
the ACP, which also involves expertise from the Swedish Prison and Probation Service, trained 
Kenyan prisons and probation officers from selected stations are currently trialling a set of 
customised tools and methods in the risk- and needs-based assessment of both community and 
custodial clients, with more than 500 individual files opened during the first seven months of 
implementation in 2016.  

Capacity- The abundance of KPS staff  

A dual approach was utilized to invest in KPS prison staff.  At the beginning of the programme, 
international advisors were utilized to conduct initial training for both senior leaders and 
Human Rights Officers. The programme has evolved over the past several years and as the 
HROs themselves gained experience as trainers, resulting in the initial HRO training now being 
solely delivered by KPS officers who also co-facilitate other areas of HRO training.  This has not 
only increased ownership and sustainability, but recognizes that the KPS staff are the experts in 
facilitating change of their own system; building upon the abundance of their talent and 
experience.    

Senior International correctional advisors continue to deliver the Officers in Charge Leadership 
course; however, the approach is one of collaboration with the participants, once again building 
on their vast experience and knowledge base.  Further, all RWI advisors in the partnership are 
themselves highly experienced current or former correctional officers or senior leaders, who 
fully appreciate the challenges of meeting human rights standards in a custodial environment.  
Therefore, the strong connection made between the RWI advisors and their KPS counterparts 
greatly assists in conveying both the message that the realities of human rights compliance 
within prisons are complex as well as that increasing compliance to international human rights 
instruments means increasing the safety and security of their facility.  

Additionally, sharing experiences, challenges and solutions is fundamental to the design of all 
partnership activities, with all training based on active participation of the participants rather 
than lecturing. KPS and RWI also implement specific peer exchange activities, ranging from local 
conferences and networking events to international study visits and participation in events such 
as the ICPA conference. A range of alumni groups, including Officers in Charge and Human 
Rights Officers have also established their own strong social media networks for mutual support 
and information-sharing between themselves, RWI staff and the international correctional 
advisors they have developed relationships with.    



Integrated and action orientated  

Each of the main components of the partnership is integrated with, and supports, the others. 
For example, Audit Training provides information that informs the design of other training and 
policy initiatives. Leadership Training ensures that managers will "speak the same language" as 
the Human Rights Officers they nominate, and empower them to carry out internal trainings, 
assessments and advisory support. Further, all activities conducted are developed according to 
regular Review and Planning Workshops that bring together key decision-makers and other 
alumni of the programme, both senior and junior, to direct the course of the partnership as it 
evolves. In 2015, KPS established a Departmental Human Rights Committee tasked with issuing 
relevant policy directives and ensuring accountability for their implementationin order to 
further support the partnership.   

All KPS/RWI capacity development initiatives include the development of concrete individual or 
institutional action plans.  A key aspect of all action plans are that they are developed by the 
KPS staff with RWI advisors only providing support where required.  Each training course 
incudes tools and time dedicated to the development of achievable actions plans that are 
‘owned’ by the participant.  Following audits, institutional leaders are provided the tools and 
coaching to develop sustainable action plans that move the SMR markers. Both individual and 
institutional action plans are followed-up on, whether through reuniting activity participants to 
present on their achievements, during follow up audits or by sharing success stories via social 
media.   

Benefits and results achieved: 

Although a critical proportion of KPS officers have now participated in training under the 
partnership, KPS and RWI do not measure success in terms of numbers trained. Rather the 
partnership is focused on achieving results through a demonstrated increase in compliance with 
the Mandela Rules and other relevant international standards within the Kenyan correctional 
system. Both KPS and RWI are confident that this objective is being realized.   

Four unique institutions, selected as pilots within the partnership, have now been the subject of 
comprehensive human rights audits on three occasions. Each follow-up audit found that 
compliance with the standards had increased over the previous results.  Concrete 
improvements were found in almost all areas of the standards, including prisoner file 
management and property, accommodation, hygiene, food and water, health care, discipline 
and sanctions, education and recreation, contact with the outside world and institutional 
personnel.  Similar improvements have been noted at other Kenyan prisons with staff trained 
under the partnership.  These results were noted through audits and other visits by RWI and 
KPS personnel, information shared by activity participants and success stories shared via social 
media. This positive appraisal is not restricted to internal assessment by RWI and KPS. An 
independent evaluation of the programme conducted in 2014 also found that there had been 
"improvements in compliance with the standards and an increased capacity of KPS staff to work 
on human rights"(Osse, Ross, & Simeka, 2014).  



One of the most visible and significant changes for prisoners concerns the new policies on 
visitation that were implemented in response to the international standards that emphasize the 
critical importance of maintaining family relations throughout a period of incarceration.  
Numerous prisons now allow direct contact visits between prisoners and their families, and 
many have even created family-friendly visiting spaces with paintings and toys for children.  
Other particularly notable results include: 

• Development and piloting of file management systems that meet the new requirements 
of the Mandela Rules. 

• Development and piloting of a handbook for prisoners containing all information 
necessary to adapt to institutional life. 

• Issuance of national directives on prisoner registration and discipline and order, 
including the abolition of restricted diet as a disciplinary sanction. 

• Implementation of a pilot project on assessment and classification of offenders, in 
cooperation with the Kenyan Probation and Aftercare Service and Swedish authorities. 
This pilot includes trained Kenyan prisons and probation officers are trialling a set of 
customized risk- and needs-based assessment tools and methods for both community 
and custodial clients; more than 500 individual files were opened in the first seven 
months of implementation in 2016.  

• Decision by the Departmental Human Rights Committee to identify ten “Model Prisons”, 
where attention and resources will be concentrated to maximise their compliance with 
international standards. 

While the rights of the prisoners are clearly more respected as a result of the partnership, it is 
central to the KPS/RWI philosophy that meeting international standards also means 
improvements for the prisons staff.  To quote from the independent evaluation, this "has 
succeeded in making those who have been trained feel privileged and proud of their work 
because of their realization that a human rights approach to their work is not an extra burden 
that favours inmates, but an approach that humanizes their work" (Osse, Ross, & Simeka, 
2014).   

Challenges and way forward 

Although admittedly ambitious, the shared vision of both KPS and RWI is a fully integrated 
approach where all KPS staff automatically approach human rights through a correctional lens; 
with the ultimate goal that the need for HROs within institutions is no longer even necessary.   
In order to achieve this vision, strong leadership from the KPS Departmental Human Rights 
Committee is key.  This includes identifying opportunities to systemically move the KPS towards 
SMR compliance. Accountability for implementing these changes throughout the KPS will also 
be addressed through performance contracts with all KPS leadership cascading down to Officers 
in Charge of individual Institutions.  

From a sustainability perspective, the KPS Human Rights Office requires adequate base budget 
funding from the government for audit, training and other activities.  The interim evaluation of 



KPS Model Prisons and final results from the four KPS/RWI pilots will also assist in mapping the 
way forward for this innovative partnership. 
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