
Education for foreign inmates in Europe: obstacles and opportune     
Diana, living in the Netherlands, coming from Argentina. Is a foreign prisoner in Germany Study: Dutch for non-native speakers levels 1, 2 and 3. She wrote to me: I would like to expresse my appreciation for the incredible service during my time at an Italian prison. Your generosity and support during that very difficult period is greatly appreciated. The contribution you made in my life in that five years have been invaluable to me. Your unending support , the study, helped me enormes. It gives me hope to have a change to give back the best possible way.

This morning, I want to talk with you about education for foreign prisoners in Europe. 

I also want to share some of the experience we have gained in the past decade with education for Dutch prisoners abroad that is provided from their home country, the Netherlands. In addition, my Belgian colleague, Mrs Inge van Acker, will give you further information about the E-Foriner project. In the next few years, partners from the UK, Belgium and the Netherlands will set up a network with as many European countries as possible. This network is intended for providing education from the prisoners home country to fellow-countrymen and fellow‑countrywomen detained elsewhere in Europe.

There are over 113,000 foreign prisoners in the EU, people imprisoned in an EU-country that is not their home country. This is a very large number,  it’s almost 20% of all detainees.

According to the ‘European Prison Rules and Recommendations on education in prison’, prisoners have a right to suitable education: education that’s in line with their cultural and educational backgrounds; education that’s in line with their possibilities and their reintegration into society; education that’s adjusted to the labour market. Education, too, that can be continued and completed after their transfer to another prison or after their release from detention. Education that can be completed with qualifications that are recognised in free society. Foreign prisoners have the same rights to assistance, healthcare and support as people who are detained in their home country. The same applies to education. 

In 2012, this right was laid down specifically by the Council of Europe in the Recommendation concerning foreign prisoners. In this Recommendation it also says that, if necessary, the prison administration has to take additional measures to prevent foreign prisoners from having less access to education. The prison authorities are primarily responsible that suitable education is or becomes available to foreign prisoners.

In 2013, I conducted a study into the practice of education for foreign prisoners in European countries. I found that there is not one European country in which suitable education is actually provided for foreign prisoners if these detainees are not fluent in the language of the country of detention. This applies to more than 90% of foreign prisoners. As they don’t speak or understand the language of the country of detention sufficiently, they can’t participate in educational programmes that are suited to their backgrounds and possibilities, and they can’t participate in educational programmes that offer support in the reintegration into their country of residence when they return from their detention. So there is no education either for which certificates are issued that are also valid in their home country. As a result, there is no preparation to finding a job. 

These findings are disconcerting but not surprising. We shouldn’t forget that there are twenty, thirty and sometimes even more nationalities among the detainees in every prison. For the prison authorities it is impossible to provide education for all these people in the language they know well: their native language.

The study also suggested that virtually nowhere the prison authorities haven’t taken the extra measures agreed on. They haven’t looked for any solution or measures, so none were found. Systematic requesting and permitting education from the foreign prisoners home country could be one of these solutions.

The Education Behind Foreign Prison Bars foundation has over ten years’ experience with providing suitable education for Dutch people in prisons abroad. This solution, an initiative of the Dutch Probation Service, is intended to prepare Dutch prisoners abroad for their return and reintegration into Dutch society and to improve their chances on the Dutch labour market.

Let me explain how this Foundation works and what the results are.

This Foundation is an organisation with volunteers only. The Dutch Probation Service only refunds the material costs to a maximum of 
75,000 euros per year.
In conformity with the UN Treaty of Vienna of 1963 concerning consular relations between states, the legal authorities of a foreign country inform the Dutch Embassy when they have arrested and imprisoned a Dutch national. The consular sections of the Dutch Embassies offer consular assistance to every Dutch prisoner abroad. This assistance consists of ensuring that international and national rules of law are complied with and that detention is humane and in conformity with international treaties. As from the moment at which the prisoner’s imprisonment is reported, the consular sections keep in touch with the Dutch individual imprisoned in their territory.

The consular section informs the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs about the detention. The Ministry reports the prisoner’s personal details and detention details to the Dutch Probation Service.

At the first contact, this prisoner is given an information package, including a form of the Dutch Probation Service. The prisoner can use this form to indicate in which fields he or she wants to receive support. One of the questions on the form is whether the prisoner wants to receive education from the Netherlands.

If this question is answered with ‘Yes’, the Dutch Probation Service will send the prisoner an information package of ‘Education Behind Foreign Prison Bars’, in which the possibilities are explained. The prisoner provides some information about previous education, about activities performed before detention, and about the circumstances of the detention, which are relevant for the detainee to be able to study. There is one condition: the detainee’s prison sentence should not be shorter than half a year. The prisoner can return the form in a postage-free envelope to the Dutch Probation Service. On the basis of this information, the Probation Service will ask Education Behind Foreign Prison Bars to make the pisoner a tailor-made educational offer – so the Foundation acts as a second-line organisation.

The courses offered by the Foundation consist of the following modules:

1. Dutch for non-native speakers at four levels, partly via a support language of the detainee’s preference;

2. Basic education (Dutch language and arithmetic) up to and including Open University;

3. Senior general education (Dutch, modern languages, mathematics, history etc.);

4. Foreign languages (for instance the language of the country of detention) at four levels;

5. Preparatory vocational education; 

6. Computer skills.

In principle, the assortment is unlimited, but part of the courses can only be provided if a computer and the Internet can be used in the penitentiary (whether or not secured and shielded or under supervision). Alternatively, the courses can be taken in writing, but then the assortment will be more limited. At this moment, the use of a computer and the Internet is permitted in only few countries.

The prisoner can only take one course at a time. A new course will only be allocated, if the he or she has completed the previous course with sufficient commitment and with a satisfactory result.

The courses taken by the prisoner are free of charge for them and the penitentiary. Homework for the written courses can be sent in postage-free envelopes. In this way, there won’t be any financial obstacles for studying.

More than 2,300 Dutch individuals are detained in foreign prisons. 60% of them are held in a European country. Every year, the Foundation receives about 225 study requests from the Probation Service.

After receiving a request, the Foundation sends the following information to the prisoners:

1. An offering letter with a brief explanation of the procedure of studying via the Foundation. The prisoner is also advised to ask the prison authorities specifically for their approval for receiving study material. 

2. Information about the course chosen.

3. A questionnaire that’s used to test the level of the prisoner’s language skills. After all, it’s a written course, even though it’s sometimes computer-aided. This test is not included if the prisoner is a non-native speaker of Dutch, for he will have no or little command of Dutch.

4. A form to inventory the prisoner’s experience with education and work performed even further. This information is important for the teachers when they provide further study guidance.

In most cases, this introduction package is sent to the prisoner directly. We ask the Dutch embassies outside Europe, to see to it that the prisoners receive their package.

On the basis of the information provided on the three forms, the management of the Foundation decides if the course can be allocated or if another course should be taken first, for instance if the prisoner’s command of the Dutch language is not sufficient yet (this is the case with 3% of the applications).

On the basis of the forms for 225 applications per year, about 180 are actually allocated. The other 20% of applications not allocated concerns detainees who had second thoughts and decided not to study, or prisoners who were released from prison.

The books for all courses are ordered at the publishing company, except for the books of vocationally oriented courses; these are ordered at an institution for distance education – about 45% of the total.

Next, one of the study coordinators sends the course material, together with further information about the method of studying, to the prisoner. 
In 25% of the cases, it is sent via the prison management or the education department of the prison with a request (written in the language of the prison) for cooperation and for passing the material to the prisoner. Outside Europe, the study material is often sent via the Dutch Embassy. In 99% of the cases, the study material is actually received by the prisoner in his or her cell.

Every student is assigned an own teacher. The teacher checks the homework, communicates with the prisoner in a motivating way and marks the homework. For privacy reasons, the study coordinator acts as an intermediary to ensure the homework is exchanged between prisoner and teacher. 

If a prisoner has sent in all the homework of a course or module and the marks received average at least 5.5, he or she will receive a certificate from the institute that has given the course. For many courses an official exam can be taken, if the prison administration wants to cooperate. In that case, the exam questions are sent to a supervisor by e-mail, who will scan the answers after the exam has ended and who will mail the scans to the exam authority.

If the prisoner is transferred to another prison, the course material will also be transferred, so that the the study can be continued at the new location. The same applies if the prisoner is transferred to a Dutch prison to serve the rest of the sentence in the Netherlands. Also when the prisoner goes home after being released from prison, a course already started can be completed at home.

Dutch prisoners abroad are very enthusiastic about the fact that they have seized the opportunity to take a suitable study. The Foundation has received dozens of letters, from which it becomes clear that detainees are very disappointed with the exclusion of suitable supervision and support from the prison. They are pleasantly surprised with the alternative offered from the Netherlands. It has also become clear that foreign prison authorities world-wide assist in this working method.

20% of the course modules are successfully completed by this method. This percentage is comparable with the results of regular institutions that organise remote education. According to the Foundation this is the result of modular education, thorough procedures, motivating communication, future perspective in the prisoner’s home country, and the experience that by studying the contact with the Dutch language and the home country is maintained.

In summary:

- 
There are over 113,000 foreign prisoners in the EU, of whom more than 90% (so more than 100,000 people) do not take a study due to language problems.

- 
Because of the large number of different nationalities and languages, no suitable education can be provided for foreign prisoners.

- 
Despite European agreements, the prison management hasn’t looked for alternative possibilities and therefore hasn’t found any.

- 
An alternative solution can be organised quite easily by means of education given from the prisoner’s home country in his or her native language.

- 
Ten years’ experience shows that this kind of education from the prisoner’s home country is often effective and successful.

Ladies and gentlemen. We may not, we cannot, look away from the fact that more than 90% of foreign prisoners – over 100,000 people – are systematically excluded from suitable education – from education that fits in with their specific background, their possibilities and their ambitions. 

It is not right to say to this large group of people: “We are very sorry, but providing you with suitable education is too difficult for us.” It isn’t right if we keep thinking: “What a pity for these foreigners, but for the sake of convenience we focus on the people of our own community…”

I hope that, thanks to the E-Foriner project, this will change in the next few years, and that you will give the much-needed support in your own country and develop initiatives as well. 

For more information on the E-Foriner project I hand the floor over to Inge van Acker.

Thank you.

Frans Lemmers, Director at Foundation “Education behind foreign prison bars”
Ph.D-candidate at Maastricht University

e-mail:  lemmers.frans@gmail.com  and frans.lemmers@maastrichtuniversity.nl
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