
 
 

Committee: General Assembly Third Committee - Social (GA 3) 

Issue:                          Implementing alternatives to imprisonment  

Student Officers: Nahla Saad (GA 3 President)  

Youssef Abdelhamid (GA 3 Chair) 
 

I. Introduction 

Although imprisonment has long been the cornerstone of most criminal justice systems 
across the world, research and experience have let to doubts arising as to whether imprisonment 
is actually effective and if the potential negative physical and psychological effects it can have 
outweigh the benefits. Consequently, some countries have begun implementing alternatives to 
imprisonment, although imprisonment still remains the most widely used method of punishing, 
with some countries rejecting alternatives as a viable solution, preferring to remain with the use 
of what they perceive as a more dependable and well-tried method of punishment: imprisonment. 
However, finding and implementing alternatives to imprisonment could increase the 
effectiveness of criminal justice systems as well as relieve financial pressure off governments, 
and contribute to the achievement of Goal 16 of the Sustainable Development Goals: Peace, 
Justice, and Strong Institutions.  

II. Focused Overview of the Issue 

1) Why alternatives might be necessary 

Firstly, imprisonment can often be ineffective and create an unwanted effect on those 
imprisoned--according to the UN Handbook on Alternatives To Imprisonment, ‘imprisonment 
has been shown to be counterproductive in the rehabilitation and reintegration of those charged 
with minor crimes, as well as for certain vulnerable populations [...] there is little evidence that 
its increasing use is improving public safety.’  1

Secondly, prisons are becoming increasingly overcrowded--according to the World 
Prison Brief, there are currently more than 10.35 million people in prison around the world , 2

meaning they increasingly fail to adhere to the basic standards set by the United Nations that aim 
to ensure an acceptable quality of life for prisoners that protects their basic human rights and 
dignities. Furthermore, overcrowding often means that rules and order cannot be suitably 
controlled within prison, creating a violent and threatening environment. This will invariably 
have a negative effect on the mental and physical wellbeing of prisoners and lowers the chances 

1"Handbook of Basic Principles and Promising Practices on Alternatives to Imprisonment." UN.org. N.p., 2007. 
Web. 

2"More than 10.35 Million People Are in Prison around the World, New Report Shows." Finland | World Prison 
Brief. World Prison Brief, 02 Feb. 2016. Web. 
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of successful rehabilitation and reintegration; ‘Research has demonstrated that prison 
overcrowding creates competition for limited resources, aggression, higher rates of illness, 
increased likelihood of recidivism and higher suicide rates’ . However, it must also be 3

considered that incarceration and imprisonment rates differ hugely between different countries, 
and so the number of prisoners and accordingly the possible overcrowdedness will differ across 
different countries.  

Furthermore, it can be argued that imprisonment imposes an unnecessary restriction on 
human rights and liberties, such as but not limited to freedom of movement, and that suitable 
punishment can be achieved using less restrictive methods. Also, due to overcrowding, other 
basic human rights and principles on the treatment of prisoners laid down by the Standard 
Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (General Assembly resolution 45/111), such as 
but not limited to access to available healthcare services, are often violated. This again creates an 
environment that can be both physically and psychologically damaging for prisoners and hinders 
their rehabilitation. In fact, over 123 of the 205 countries and dependent territories recorded in 
the World Prison Brief have an occupancy rate above 100%, meaning that their prisons are filled 
beyond official capacity, resulting in severe overcrowding. 

Also, there are concerns regarding the imprisonment of certain vulnerable individuals. 
These are identified by the UN report on Alternatives to Imprisonment as ‘children; drug users; 
the mentally ill; women’ . Such individuals often require a certain type and quality of care which 4

most prisons fail to provide, putting their physical and mental wellbeing in grave danger. 
Therefore, alternatives are especially necessary when dealing with these individuals.  

In the case of children, Article 37 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child states 
that ‘The arrest, detention or imprisonment of a child shall be in conformity with the law and 
shall be used only as a measure of last resort and for the shortest appropriate period of time’ . 5

Some countries use alternatives for children such as rehabilitation programs, therapy, and such. 
As for drug users, despite efforts made to focus on the ‘supply side’ of the drug 

problem--i.e stem the manufacturing of illicit drugs--those apprehended are often drug users 
rather than manufacturers. They are often not fit to undergo the harsh conditions of prison, as 
they often suffer from severe withdrawal symptoms and require intensive physical and 
psychological care. Furthermore, if prisons aren’t carefully monitored and controlled, drug use 
within prisons often arises, defeating the purpose of incarcerating drug users. Perhaps more 
importantly, imprisonment does not work in rehabilitating drug users and many incarcerated 
drug users go back to abusing drugs after their release. In fact, Justice Policy Institute, an NGO 
that promotes juvenile and criminal justice system reforms, predicts that 95% of incarcerated 

3 "Prison Overcrowding." PRISON AND JAIL SUICIDE. John Howard Society of Alberta, 1996. Web 
4"Handbook of Basic Principles and Promising Practices on Alternatives to Imprisonment." UN.org. N.p., 2007. 

Web. 
5"UN Convention on the Rights of the Child." OHCHR | Convention on the Rights of the Child. N.p., n.d. Web. 
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addicts will return to substance abuse after their release from prison, and 60-80% of them will 
commit new crimes . In 2012, the Commission on Narcotic Drugs passed Resolution 55/12: 6

Alternatives to imprisonment for certain offences as demand reduction strategies that promote 
public health and public safety which encourages the use of alternatives for imprisonment for 
convicted drug users. For example, some countries use rehabilitation programs as an alternative 
for convicted drug users.  

Similar to drug users, the mentally ill suffer from compromised mental health, meaning 
they also require a certain type of care that prisons fail to provide to them, and so alternatives are 
also required for this group of individuals. For example, instead of imprisoning mentally ill 
convicts many countries put them in specialised psychiatric hospitals. 

 Prison models are meant to be used for men, and fail to recognise gender-specific needs 
and vulnerabilities concerning females. As recognised by Penal Reform International, ‘The 
emotional, social and economic consequences of imprisonment experienced by women, even for 
short periods, are acute and enduring. They extend to their families, and in particular their cheir 
children’ . Thus, alternatives would be useful in dealing with this group of individuals as well. In 7

fact, in 2010 the UN General Assembly passed The United Nations Rules for the Treatment of 
Women Prisoners and Non-custodial Measures for Women Offenders (‘the Bangkok Rules’) a 
document which lays down the minimum standards required for the treatment of female inmates 
and encourages the use of alternatives to imprisonment when dealing with female offenders. 

Furthermore, the use of alternatives imprisonment also reduces recidivism, as alternatives 
provide a better environment for rehabilitation than imprisonment. Penal Reform International’s 
Global Prison Trends 2018 report states that ‘in a study from Australia it was found that there 
was a reduction of between 11 and 31 percent in the odds of reoffending for an offender who had 
been given a non-custodial sanction, compared to an offender who had received a sentence of up 
to 2 years’  8

 
2) What are the alternatives and how would they be implemented? 

According to the UN Handbook on Alternatives to Imprisonment, alternatives can be 
implemented at three stages: ‘pre-trial, sentencing, and early release of sentenced prisoners.’ . In 9

the pre-trial stage, possible alternatives to pre-trial detention proposed by the UN Handbook on 
Alternatives to Imprisonment are: ‘ordering the accused to refrain from engaging in certain 
conduct or meeting with certain people, to remain at a specific address, to report on a daily or 

6McVay, Doug, Vincent Schiraldi, and Jason Ziedenberg. "Treatment or Incarceration." Justicepolicy.org. N.p., Feb. 
2004. Web. 

7 "Resources for Implementing a Gender-sensitive Approach to Non-custodial Sentences." Penal Reform 
International, n.d. Web.  

8 “Global Prison Trends 2018.” Penal Reform International, Penal Reform International, 2018. 
9"Handbook of Basic Principles and Promising Practices on Alternatives to Imprisonment." UN.org. N.p., 2007. 

Web. 
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periodic basis to an authority, to surrender their passports and identification documents, to 
submit to electronic supervision, or to accept supervision by an agency appointed by the court’ . 10

Something to consider however is that implementing these alternatives might be difficult and 
will require institutional reform, This can be in form of official legal authorization, 
infrastructure, or legislative framework, depending on the type of alternative. Reform is also 
necessary within the judicial system- the UN Handbook recommends that ‘Not only should 
judges be encouraged to consider alternatives to imprisonment, they must have the legal 
authority to exercise discretion in sentencing and the ability to consider alternatives under the 
law.’  11

As for the sentencing stage, the UN Handbook on Alternatives to Imprisonment 
recommends that ‘A careful examination of each case is necessary to determine whether a prison 
sentence is required and, where imprisonment is considered to be necessary, to impose the 
minimum period of imprisonment that meets the objectives of sentencing’ . The handbook also 12

recommends that  ‘reformers should review the legal framework for sentencing’ , as the 13

imposition of minimum sentences for certain offences doesn’t accommodate for the unique 
character of different cases. The United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for Non-custodial 
Measures suggests the following alternatives: ‘status penalties; economic sanctions and monetary 
penalties; restitution to the victim or a compensation order; probation and judicial supervision; a 
community service order; house arrest; a combination of the measures listed’ , along with other 14

alternatives. An example of a successful campaign to use alternatives to imprisonment that has 
been cited in the UN Handbook on Alternatives to Imprisonment is the Thai Ministry of 
Probation’s use of 24 hours of community service as a punishment for drunk driving, rather than 
the previously used three month prison sentence. The community service would be in the form of 
assisting in road accident response teams, as well as other types of work that would help 
sensitize them to the danger they pose to other people by driving drunk. 

Furthermore, restorative justice can also be an effective method, as by definition it 
‘focuses on the rehabilitation of offenders through reconciliation with victims and the 
community at large’ , rather than focusing on retribution. This can be done through a number of 15

methods, the most widely used of which is victim-offender mediation, whereby supervised and 
directed conversations are held between offenders and victims. This is meant to aid a victim’s 
recovery process from the crime they have been subjected to, and aid the offender’s 
rehabilitation by making them understand the effects of their crimes, thereby reducing recidivism 
as well. However, progress still needs to be made in raising awareness about restorative justice 

10Ibid. 
11Ibid. 
12Ibid. 
13Ibid. 
14Ibid. 
15 "Restorative Justice Meaning." Google Search. Google, n.d. Web.  
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as it remains a little known strategy in many parts of the world. Also, it should be considered that 
the character of different crimes must be considered first before deciding on the use of 
restorative justice as punishment for a certain crime. 

However, in order for alternatives to be effective, as stated by the UN Handbook on 
Alternatives to Imprisonment, ‘Not only should judges be encouraged to consider alternatives to 
imprisonment, they must have the legal authority to exercise discretion in sentencing and the 
ability to consider alternatives under the law.’  Furthermore, reformers should be aware of the 16

advantages of the different alternatives and be able to match them successfully to the different 
offences, as to ensure effective practices are put into place. PRI recommends that ‘States should 
develop and implement individualised rehabilitation and reintegration programmes that address 
root causes of offending and key barriers.’  They should also be able to recognise when 17

alternatives are failing to yield the desired results- in some cases alternatives are practical in 
theory but are implemented ineffectively, failing to yield the desired results. An example of this 
is in Europe; ‘Research found that of 29 European countries, 17 have more people under 
supervision than in prisons and that the increase had not lead to a reduction in prison 
populations.’  18

Early release can also be useful. It can be in several different forms; the United Nations 
Standard Minimum Rules for Non-custodial Measures states that ‘post-sentencing dispositions 
may include: furlough and halfway houses, work or education release, various forms of parole, 
remission, pardon’ . However, there are also concerns with such strategies, as they may weaken 19

the image of criminal justice systems by making it seem as though they aren’t harsh enough on 
criminals.  

III. Involved Countries and Organizations  

United States of America 

Due to a recent expansion in prison schemes and increased crackdown on crime, the US 
has the highest incarceration rate in the world, with 655 in every 100 000 being incarcerated . 20

Furthermore, they have overcrowded prisons, with an occupancy rate of 103.9% . Although 21

crime rates have dropped in the US in recent years, there are doubts that this has been the result 

16Ibid. 
17 “Global Prison Trends 2018.” Penal Reform International, Penal Reform International, 2018. 
18Ibid. 
19"United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for Non-custodial Measures (The Tokyo Rules), G.A. Res. 45/110, 

Annex, 45 U.N. GAOR Supp. (No. 49A) at 197, U.N. Doc. A/45/49 (1990)." OHCHR Standard Minimum 
Rules for Non-custodial Measures. United Nations OHCHR, n.d. Web. 

20"Highest to Lowest - Prison Population Rate." World Prison Brief. World Prison Brief, n.d. Web. 
21"Highest to Lowest - Occupancy Level (based on Official Capacity)." World Prison Brief. World Prison Brief, n.d. 

Web. 
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of increased incarceration; a report by the Brennan Center for Justice at the NYU School of Law 
titled What Caused the Crime Decline? ‘concludes that over-harsh criminal justice policies, 
particularly increased incarceration, were not the main drivers of the crime decline. In fact, the 
report finds that increased incarceration has been declining in its effectiveness as a crime control 
tactic for more than 30 years.’ . Although America does also make use of alternatives to 22

imprisonment in some cases, for example using community service sentences as punishment for 
some low-level offences, however there are also doubts as to if this has been effective; when 
discussing the use of alternatives in the US, the PRI Global Prison Trends 2018 stated that ‘A 
study explains...With some exceptions, community corrections was serving as an add-on, rather 
than alternative to, incarceration’ .  23

Kenya 
Kenya has recently begun to implement alternatives to imprisonment- between 

2015-2017, in partnership with Penal Reform International, the Kenya Probation and Aftercare 
Service launched a project in which they began using community service as an alternative to 
imprisonment for female offenders, having recognised that women have different needs that are 
often not catered to in prisons. According to Penal Reform International ‘a short documentary 
film, a training module for probation officers, and guidelines for social investigations and 
pre-sentence reports were produced, to facilitate sustainable change to Kenya’s treatment of 
women offenders’ . The campaign was able to increase the use of alternatives for women, as 24

well as reform how such alternatives were used to enable women to meet certain obligations they 
have, such as caring for and supporting their families. 

Russian Federation 

Russia has an imprisonment rate of 409 per 100 000 (the 14th highest in the world). 
Furthermore, there have been many stories of severe mistreatment in Russian prisons; in July 
2018 a video was leaked of Russian prison guards beating an inmate, Yevgeny Makarov. 
Tatyana Gavrilova, a woman that had been imprisoned for 16 years in a Russian prison, also 
alleges that herself and her fellow prisoners had been severely mistreated by officials, even 
alleging that one of her fellow female inmates had been killed by other inmates, while prison 
officials did nothing. In 1997, Russia passed the RF Correctional Code, in which they introduced 
the use of a number of alternatives, such as the use of ‘conditional sentencing’, where for 
example convicts aren’t imprisoned but court ordered ‘duties’ are placed upon them, such as 
finding employment or undergoing a course for drug or alcohol addiction. However, the RF code 
remains largely unimplemented, and failing large-scale prison schemes continue to be used. 

22 "What Caused the Crime Decline?" America's Faulty Perception of Crime Rates. Brennan Center for Justice, 12 
Feb. 2015. Web. 

23  “Global Prison Trends 2018.” Penal Reform International, Penal Reform International, 2018. 
24 “Global Prison Trends 2018.” Penal Reform International, Penal Reform International, 2018. 
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Thailand 

Thailand has a very high incarceration rate of 506 per every 100 000 , the 6th highest in 25

the world. It also has severely overcrowded prisons, with an occupancy rate of 144.8% . 26

However, it has begun to implement alternatives to imprisonment, such as the use of community 
service sentences for those convicted of drunk driving, as described in the Focused Overview 
section. In 2012, Thailand’s Government contributed towards the publishing of the United 
Nations Rules for the Treatment of Women Prisoners and Non-custodial Measures for Women 
Offenders (‘the Bangkok Rules’).  Also, the Thailand Institute of Justice partnered with Penal 
Reform International to publish the ‘Global Prison Trends 2018’ report, showing signs of 
progress towards greater use of alternatives, and funded the aforementioned PRI-Kenya project.  

Penal Reform International 

As suggested by the name, Penal Reform International is an NGO (non-governmental 
organization) that encourages reform in criminal justice systems. Therefore, their work centers 
encouraging alternatives to imprisonment, along with many other topics. The work they perform 
includes ‘engaging with inter-governmental and regional bodies, cooperating with civil society 
actors in networks and coalitions, organising national, regional and international conferences’ 
and more. They have carried out many effective campaigns to encourage the use of alternatives, 
such as the aforementioned projects in Thailand and Kenya. They perform work in the following 
areas: Central Asia, Middle East and North Africa, South Caucasus, Sub-Saharan Africa, South 
Asia. They also publish an annual report, ‘Global Prison Trends’, in which they discuss trends in 
the use of incarceration and the growing use of alternatives, along with other topics. The report is 
also endorsed by the UN, ‘with Global Prison Trends 2018’ having been launched at the UN 
Commission for Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice in May 2018, and PRI has observer 
status in ECOSOC. 
 
IV. Key Vocabulary 
Community service: “unpaid work, intended to be of social use, that an offender is required to 
do instead of going to prison.”  27

Incarceration: “the state of being confined in prison; imprisonment.”  28

Decriminalization: “to remove (an action) from the legal category of criminal offence”  29

25"Highest to Lowest - Prison Population Rate." World Prison Brief. World Prison Brief, n.d. Web. 
26"Highest to Lowest - Occupancy Level (based on Official Capacity)." World Prison Brief. World Prison Brief, n.d. 

Web. 
27"Community Service Meaning." Google Search. Google, n.d. Web.  
28"Incarceration Meaning." Google Search. Google, n.d. Web. 26 Aug. 2018. 
29 "Decriminalize Definition and Meaning | Collins English Dictionary."  Collins English Dictionary, n.d. Web. 
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Non-custodial sentences: “a punishment given by a court of law that does not involve a prison 
term”  30

Recidivism: “the tendency of a convicted criminal to reoffend.”  31

Parole: “the temporary or permanent release of a prisoner before the expiry of a sentence, on the 
promise of good behaviour.”  32

 
 
V. Important Events and Chronology 
 

Date Event 

30 August 1955 United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of 
Prisoners (The Nelson Mandela Rules) are adopted by the UN 

Congress for Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice 

1989  Penal Reform International is established 

31 July 1957 United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of 
Prisoners are approved by the Economic and Social Council 

14 December 1990 United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for Non-custodial Measures 
(The Tokyo Rules)  is adopted by the General Assembly  

December 2010 The United Nations Rules for the Treatment of Women Prisoners and 
Non-custodial Measures for Women Offenders (‘the Bangkok Rules’) 

is passed by the UN General Assembly  

16 March 2012 Resolution 55/12: Alternatives to imprisonment for certain offences as 
demand reduction strategies that promote public health and public 

safety is passed by the UN Commision on Narcotic Drugs  

 
VI. Past Resolutions and Treaties 

United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for Non-custodial Measures (The Tokyo 
Rules) 
The United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for Non-custodial Measures (The Tokyo Rules) 
were adopted by the United Nations General Assembly on December 14, 1990. The Tokyo Rules 
put forward the minimum standards to be followed by member states in their implementation of 
alternatives to imprisonment, as to ensure they are effective and protect the physical and mental 

30 “Noncustodial Sentence Definition and Meaning | Collins English Dictionary.” Collins English Dictionary 
31"Recidivism Meaning." Google Search. Google, n.d. Web.  
32"Parole Meaning." Google Search. Google, n.d. Web. 26 Aug. 2018. 
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well being of the convicted. The formation of the Tokyo Rules is inspired by the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and 
numerous other global human rights instruments identifying with privileges of people in strife 
with the law.  
 
Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners 
Since their adoption by the Economic and Social Council in 1957, the Standard Minimum Rules 
for the Treatment of Prisoners (SMRs) have constituted the universally recognized standards for 
the treatment of detainees, and presumably are the most comprehensive amongst the standards 
set by the United Nations on criminal justice. In spite of their non-binding nature, the standards 
have been of great significance worldwide as an inspiration to finding alternatives to 
imprisonment.  
 
United Nations Rules for the Treatment of Women Prisoners and Non-custodial 
Measures for Women Offenders (‘the Bangkok Rules’) 
Adopted by the General Assembly in 2010, the document consists of 70 rules that attempt to lay 
down the minimum standards to be followed regarding the treatment of female detainees and 
encourage the use of alternatives to imprisonment for female offenders as to accommodate for 
the fact that most prisons fail to provide for the specific needs of females.  
 
VII. Failed Solution Attempts 

Resolution 55/12: Alternatives to imprisonment for certain offences as demand 
reduction strategies that promote public health and public safety 
This resolution attempted to encourage the use of alternatives to imprisonment for convicted 
drug users, but little progress has been made partially due to the fact that is was passed by the 
Commission on Narcotic Drugs, the main functioning body of the United Nations Office on 
Drugs and Crime, making it a non binding resolution. Furthermore, the resolution failed to 
suggest new innovative methods on how to ensure the implementation of the alternative 
strategies worldwide.  
 
Reform to erase criminal records of offenders with vulnerabilities in Costa Rica: 
Generally, criminal records are used to aid  judges in making decisions on bail and sentencing, 
but also serve as an obstacle to employment. Costa Rica passed a new legislative law in 2017 
that limits those obstacles by permitting courts to erase a criminal record according to the 
‘situation of vulnerability’ of the offender. This law can be misleading to criminal justice 
practitioners when making decisions on bail, sentencing, etc.  
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VIII. Guiding Questions 

● Does your country make use of alternatives to imprisonment, and if so to what extent? 
● Is your country successfully making use of such alternatives? 
● Is imprisonment necessary to the criminal justice system? 
● If the issues regarding imprisonment such as overcrowding are solved, will this eliminate 

the need for alternatives? 
● Will implementing alternatives endanger public security? 
● If alternatives are somewhat less harsh and restrictive, might this increase crime rates? 
● Are the alternatives likely to work in practice? 
● Are alternatives more likely to work in some countries than others ? If so, how will this 

be factored in when establishing a global framework? 
● Have attempts to implement alternatives in the past been truly successful? 
● Are alternatives really more humane and less restrictive than imprisonment? 
● How long will a transition into greater use of alternatives take? 
● What type of solutions are required--short, medium, or long, or a combination of all 

three? 
 
IX. Possible Solutions 

● Creating a global framework that contains comprehensive and effective methods of 
implementing alternatives to imprisonment. 

● Establishing an Ad-Hoc committee that aids countries execute suitable alternatives to 
imprisonment. 

● Establishing measures that enable NGOs such as Penal Reform International to achieve 
wider reach and freedom, as to improve their effectiveness 

● Providing training, training and expertise  for those administering alternatives, as to 
ensure their effective implementation  

X. Useful Links 
● Handbook of Basic Principles and Promising Practices on Alternatives to Imprisonment. 

United Nations Office on Drugs on Crime, 28 Oct. 2009. Web. 
<https://www.unodc.org/pdf/criminal_justice/Handbook_of_Basic_Principles_and_Prom
ising_Practices_on_Alternatives_to_Imprisonment.pdf> The UN handbook outlines the 
different alternatives to imprisonment, as well as giving recommendations as to how to 
ensure effective implementation 

● World Prison Populations. BBC UK, n.d. Web. 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/shared/spl/hi/uk/06/prisons/html/nn2page1.stm 
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● United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for Non-custodial Measures (The Tokyo Rules). 
OHCHR, n.d. Web https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/ProfessionalInterest/tokyorules.pdf 

● Justice and Prison Reform. UNODC, Web 
<https://www.unodc.org/documents/justice-and-prison-reform/UNODC_Prison_reform_
concept_note.pdf> Provides further information of alternatives and eccomendations from 
the UNODC on how to effectively implement alternatuves 

● Prison Studies. World Prison Brief, Web <http://www.prisonstudies.org/> Provides 
statistics on prison populations, imprisonment rates and such for most countries 

● Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners, United Nations of Human 
Rights Office of The High Commissioner 
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/treatmentofprisoners.aspx 
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