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How Europe’s prisons have fared in
the Covid-19 pandemic

Prisons make fertile breeding grounds for viruses, yet administrations have
revealed little about Covid-19 cases, deaths and vaccinations in Europe’s
prisons. Data from 32 countries show the pandemic’s impact on prisons.
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Vangelis Stathopoulos, who is in Greece’s Larissa prison, is one of more than
half a million people incarcerated in Europe in the middle of the Covid-19
pandemic. And, like so many others, the prison where he is being held is an



ideal breeding ground for viruses: overcrowded, with cramped living
arrangements and often poor hygiene conditions.

“When | got Covid last December, around half of the prisoners in here were
sick at the same time,” Stathopoulos says. “We were put into a ward with 60
people, in a space of around 110 square meters (1,200 square feet). It was a
roll of the dice whether you were going to be severely or just mildly ill.”

During the pandemic, we have become accustomed to meticulously updated
Covid-19 dashboards and kept a close public eye on settings vulnerable to
outbreaks, such as care homes. Yet little data has been made public about the
spread of the coronavirus in carceral facilities.

Together with 11 newsrooms in the European Data Journalism Network, DW
has collected data from 32 countries that show how many cases and deaths
were reported in prisons, how vaccinations progressed and what measures
were taken to curb the spread of the virus.

Vulnerable people

“Many prisons are overcrowded, with no possibility for physical distancing,”
says Filipa Alves da Costa, a public health consultant for the World Health
Organization’s Health in Prisons Programme. “So, when the virus gets carried
in, it gets transmitted much more easily.” Da Costa says the risk in prisons is
similar to that faced by people living in congregate residential facilities such as
care homes and shelters.

Many incarcerated people have multiple factors that put them at increased risk
of severe Covid-19, including conditions such as HIV and histories of smoking
or other drug use. Marginalization, poverty and poor access to health care
often take their tolls on such populations even before incarceration, and prison
conditions frequently have an exacerbating effect, the WHO has found. “We
actually consider people in their 50s as elderly already in prisons, even though
in the community they wouldn't be,” da Costa says.

Covid-19 outbreaks in prisons affect everyone

Little data available

The most recent Europe-wide data collection , by the University of Lausanne,
reported case numbers in prisons through September 2020. More than a year
has passed since, with multiple waves, new variants and a global vaccination
campaign.

Outbreaks in prisons affect not only the people who are confined or working
there, but also the surrounding communities. “It's not a totally closed
environment,” da Costa says. “People come in and out every day. Not only
staff, but also service providers, lawyers, and prisoners themselves. So, if
you’re not protecting prisons, you’re not protecting the community.”

In the United States, where the coronavirus quickly swept through prisons in
2020, multiple case studies show how outbreaks in prisons spread to




surrounding communities. A nationwide comparison found that Covid-19 cases
grew more quickly in counties with more incarcerated people, and linked mass
incarceration to more than half a million additional Covid-19 cases inside and
outside prisons.

First responses shut down all activity

A study by researchers in Barcelona shows that most countries locked down
prisons hard and fast at the start of the pandemic. Visits were immediately
stopped or severely limited in virtually all countries. In many prisons, sports,
recreational activities and work were also suspended and prison leave schemes
were put on hold. “Even our letters were quarantined,” recalls Csaba Vass, who
is in prison in Hungary. Countries such as Germany, Belgium and Hungary
quarantined new arrivals and prisoners who showed symptoms.




Restrictive pandemic measures
in prisons around Europe

Restrictive measures recorded in 2020
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Prison infection rates follow the general population

Data collected for this investigation now shows that, at first glance, these
measures seem to have helped avoid the worst: prisons have, overall, not
become runaway Covid hotspots. According to the data available, in many
countries infection rates in prisons seem to roughly parallel those of the

population in general.



Where infection rates are high,
prisons follow

Cumulative COVID cases since the start of the pandemic
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Where infection rates were high in the general population, they also tended to
be high in prisons. This is true, for example, in countries such as Slovenia,
Estonia and Belgium, where more than one in 10 people have tested positive
already. In countries such as Croatia and Greece, prisoners are infected at a
much higher rate than in the general population. But, in many countries,
reported cases in prisons remained below the level of the general population,
according to the latest available data — even in Hungary and France, countries
with notoriously overcrowded prisons.

Even in countries with lower infection rates, individual prisons can still be the
sites of serious outbreaks. Just recently, more than 50 people tested positive
at Béziers prison in France, which currently confines 638 people to a space
built for 389.



Cases and deaths may be underreported

Official numbers may not always tell the whole story. Most prison
administrations don’t collect data systematically, says Adriano Martufi, who
researches prison conditions in Europe at Leiden University. “My feeling is that
there is certainly a problem of underreporting,” Martufi says.

The Larissa prison in Greece, for example, had reported only 200 cases
officially through July 2021. Stathopoulos says he has counted far more. “Just
between December 2020 and now, | believe we’ve had more than 500 cases,”
he says.

Underreporting might not necessarily be deliberate — it could also be the result
of organizational challenges. “Health services in prisons are understaffed,
underequipped,” Martufi says. “I’m not even sure whether they have the
technical capability to collect and handle such data.”

Low case numbers come at an exorbitant price

Even if infection numbers are taken at face value, the restrictions imposed to
curb the spread of the coronavirus often have side effects of their own. “The
tragedy that we feared did not happen, but only with enormous sacrifices for
the prison population: no more activities; an end to teaching; an end to what
little work exists in prison, and so on,” says Dominique Simonnot, who heads
France’s independent public body for overseeing conditions at places where
people are deprived of liberty. “In social terms the price is exorbitant.”

For the past 18 months, many prisons have been locked down far more than
usual.

One prison in Malta kept new arrivals in a cell with just a floor mattress and
an open floor toilet 23 hours a day for two weeks, in conditions that the
European Committee for the Prevention of Torture had already condemned in
2013.

Quarantine confinements pose serious health risks

The UN’s Nelson Mandela Rules , or Standard Minimum Rules for the
Treatment of Prisoners, state that solitary confinement should only be used as
a last resort, for as short a time as possible, and never for more than 15 days.
But, during the pandemic, isolating prisoners has become a standard measure
In many countries.

In Ireland , where incarcerated people 70 and older or with chronic illnesses
were automatically placed in solitary confinement between April and June
2020, detainees in such isolation reported feeling depressed and even suicidal.
In some facilities in Germany, pretrial detainees were isolated for 14 days
after each court hearing. In France, two-week isolation was mandatory after
any leave of absence, family visit or outpatient medical treatment, says
Dominique Simonnot, the country’s chief prisons inspector. “As a result, some
are refusing these trips, with all the risks that this implies for their health.”



Even people who weren't under quarantine were often restricted to their cells
for large parts of the day and left with very little to do to pass the time.

‘Lifeline’ for prisoners cut as visits stopped

Prohibitions on visitors were also especially difficult for many incarcerated
people. “Visits are an immensely important lifeline for prisoners,”

says Catherine Heard , director of the World Prison Research Programme. “It's
hard to overstate just how much of a difference it makes to them, being able
to stay in touch with families and loved ones.” Prisoners have a right to family
life according to the European Court of Human Rights.

In October 2020, people incarcerated at the Rec prison in Albania launched a
hunger strike to protest the suspension of visits when the pandemic was
declared. They had only been able to contact families by phone since that
March. In Hungary, Vass says, “we had two and a half hours of physical
contact twice a month before the pandemic — the lack of that caused very
serious mental problems.” The prison eventually set up video-calling options to
at least permit virtual visits. “That made it easier,” he says.

Most countries introduced measures for virtual visits, although low connection
speeds and usage restrictions still pose problems. “There's been a huge leap
forward in many prisons across Europe to develop videoconferencing systems,”
Martufi says. “That was absolutely unthinkable in many member states before
the pandemic. So that was a positive development.”
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Martufi says one possible risk of this is that prisons could attempt to use video
calls as a replacement for in-person visits in the long term. "We have

indication that some prison administrations said: 'Well, now you have Skype,
you can live with that - there's no real need for you to be allowed to meet your
family or your lawyers anymore,”” Martufi says. "We don’t know yet how
systemic this change is, but the risk is that this might stay with us even after
the pandemic is gone.”

Apart from video calls, Catherine Heard does not see much effort being made
to mitigate the effects of restrictions. "I cannot off the top of my head think of
anything really meaningful that was done,” she says. “"There was a huge
missed opportunity, for example, to provide reading material, recorded



information or access to online courses. There were a lot of things that could
have been done, should have been done, but weren't done.”

The Netherlands was one of the countries that managed to restart prison
activities relatively quickly through measures such as rotational schemes or
smaller, fixed groups, Heard says. But most countries didn’t implement such
measures.

Structural problems exacerbated the situation

As in so many other areas of society, the situation has been exacerbated by
structural problems that existed long before the pandemic.

“Some of the most severe and prolonged restrictions were seen in the
countries with the worst prison overcrowding,” Heard says. A lack of space
makes distancing measures impossible to implement, and alternative measures
are hindered by staff shortages. “If there aren't staff to move people around
the prison,” she says, “there is no option but to keep them locked up in their
cells for most of the day and night.”

Researchers, NGOs and incarcerated people alike repeatedly mention
overcrowding as key to the problem. One in three European countries operate
their prisons above official capacity.



One in three European countries has
overcrowded prison systems

Overcrowding in prisons at the start of the pandemic
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In many individual prisons, the situation is much worse than the country
average suggests. "I am in a cell that is intended for five people - now there
are eight of us. It is impossible to maintain distance,” a person on hunger
strike told a Croatian news outlet at the start of the pandemic in March 2020.
“We are unable to see our wives and children, and, God forbid, maybe some of
us never see them again. We practically feel like death row inmates, waiting
for the coronavirus to break into prison.”

During the first wave, many countries throughout Europe released people in
unprecedented numbers in order to ease the pressure on prisons. “It's what
the experts have been telling them to do for years, but it was too politically
scary,” Heard says. "I think Covid-19 gave many countries an excuse to quietly
reduce their prisoner numbers.” Heard calculated that the incarcerated



population may have been reduced by as much as half a million people globally
between March 2020 and June 2021. Countries such as Slovenia, Belgium,
France and ltaly, all of which had been operating over capacity to begin

with, reduced their incarcerated populations by up to 25 per cent , bringing
them down to at or below official capacity.

“One lesson countries will have learned is that they've reduced their
incarceration numbers without the sky falling in,” Heard says. With the
pandemic offering a public health reason for reducing prison populations, she
says it is vital that countries now sustain the trend.

Prison populations are rising again

But many countries seem to be reversing the progress made since spring
2020. After the initial drop, incarcerated populations are now rising again in
about half of the European countries studied — in some cases even surpassing
their original levels. French and Slovenian prisons, for example, are now back
to being overcrowded at the national level, with individual prisons worse off
still.



Prison populations in Europe
are rising again
Prison population versus official capacity over time

e decrease ® uptick ® increase e other

Romania Greece Sweden France
120%

mtm./ 20 e O e} &,_-4_

80%

Italy Cyprus Belgium Hungary
120%
100% \—\—.-Q \/———. ﬁ -
80%
Denmark Slovenia Croatia Austria

120%

1005.—,-—-—3V‘—'——-‘-70-=.—

80%

Moldova Czech Republic Portugal Finland
120%

IW%.--:—E—T-\—_—___. v

80%

Malta Slovak Rep.  Ireland Luxembourg
120%
100%

g% =0 s e = \/‘

Poland  Switzerland = Norway Albania
120%

100%

so% *~——e "9 o e & ____o

Germany Netherlands Bulgaria Spain
120%
100%

80% ®~~——p | Y —__—» —__5

Estonia Lithuania Latvia  Montenegro
120%
100%
B0% Sy Ny
g Y
PRIP PRI P PP P PP

@n Source: github.com/dw-data/covid-prisons

Vaccinations delayed

With these structural problems exacerbating an already complicated situation,
a “return to normal” in prisons hinges on the same thing it does for the rest of
society: vaccination.

“"When it was announced that there would be a vaccine, people became much
calmer,” Vass says. “"To the best of my knowledge, almost all inmates here
took it. I received my first dose in May, the second in June, and, like many, I
took the third in September.”



Vaccinations in prisons
are finally catching up

Vaccination rates in prisons versus total population
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But not everyone has gotten their jab yet. One big reason for the delay is the
fact that, even with the high risk to inmates, staff and the general population,
most European countries did not include incarcerated people as a priority
group in their vaccination plans. Many didn't mention them at all. In Germany,
for example, people in communal living arrangements such as elderly care

homes were prioritized explicitly, but prisoners were still vaccinated in parallel
with the rest of the population.

“"There has been consistent indication from independent supranational
organizations that prisoners should be prioritized,” Martufi says. “It's a good

example of the absolute discrepancy between the policy indications on the one
hand and the reality on the ground.”
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Many attribute this to a lack of political will. In some cases, Martufi says,
politics even actively hindered early access to vaccination. “In Belgium,
prisoners’ being prioritized became a political discussion,” he says, “and, as a
result, prisoners just stayed out of the vaccination campaign until the very
end.” In Italy on the other end, he says, the decision to give incarcerated
people priority access to vaccinations was an administrative decision, made
without much public discussion.

This has meant that the start of vaccinations in prisons was significantly
delayed, with some countries not distributing a single shot in prisons before
June, while others reported starting as early as the end of March.

Facing the second pandemic winter



With vaccinations in prisons finally reaching the level of the general population
in many countries and infections low during the summer, incarcerated people
caught a breath of fresh air as visits and activities resumed under hygiene
requirements.

But, with winter and the next wave arriving in most European countries, the
pandemic isn’t over for anyone, and it certainly isn’t for people in prisons. “We
will not get our old life, our benefits, back soon,” Csaba Vass in Hungary says.
In Italy, weekly data show active cases among staff and inmates rising. And
Croatia’s Justice Ministry recently confirmed that more than 20 per cent of
incarcerated people have by now been infected with the coronavirus — that is
roughly 1.5 times the rate of the population in general.

Lessons for the future

Experts say countries need to reduce their prison populations drastically in
order to better prepare for such situations in the future. “We cannot face
another health crisis with these numbers of people incarcerated throughout
Europe,” Martufi says. “That needs to go down.”

But observers also see reason for optimism. “Covid should have been a wake-
up call to invest in better prison conditions and to reduce the use of
incarceration,” Catherine Heard says. For that wake-up call to be heard, public
interest and political will are crucial. “It’s time to rethink our perception of
prisoners as second-class citizens,” Martufi says. “We cannot allow anyone to
be left behind. It will be worse for everyone.”

This piece was edited by Milan Gagnon, Gianna-Carina Grin and Peter Hille.

EDJNet members Alternatives Economiques, Civio, El Confidencial, EUrologus,
Il Sole240re, iIMEdD, MIIR, OBC Transeuropa, Openpolis, Pod Crto, VoxEurop
contributed to this investigation.

The methodology, data and code behind this investigation are available on
DW's GitHub _.
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