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Transparency and independent control of the public administration form part of any system based on the principles of democracy and the rule of law. This is especially true in the case of monitoring the power of the State to deprive people of their liberty. Torture and ill treatment of those persons usually takes place in places of detention that are inaccessible to any form of public scrutiny. Monitoring detention conditions therefore forms an integral part of the system for protecting persons who are deprived of their liberty. An essential element within the monitoring system are regular visits by independent bodies to places of detention, followed by reports and recommendations to the authorities and a systematic follow-up of implementation of these recommendations.

The Law on the Ombudsmen of the Seimas of the Republic of Lithuania stipulates that the purpose of the Seimas ombudsmen activities is to defend a person’s right to good public administration securing human rights and freedoms, to supervise the fulfilment by the state authorities of their duty to properly serve the people. The Seimas of the Republic of Lithuania appoints 5 Seimas ombudsmen: 2 ombudsmen for the investigation of the activities of officials in governmental institutions, 3 ombudsmen for the investigation of activities of district administrators and officials in municipal institutions.  

The Seimas ombudsman Albina Radzevičiūtė, participating at the conference, deals with citizens’ complaints concerning the abuse of authority, bureaucracy and other violations of human rights and freedoms in the sphere of public administration by officials in governmental institutions, the Prison Department and its subordinate institutions (under the Ministry of Justice of the Republic of Lithuania) being one of them. Given subject of the conference and the competencies of the Seimas ombudsman, the report will focus on the practical experience of monitoring places of detention, in particular remand prisons and prisons. 

As mentioned above, the main activity of the Seimas ombudsmen is the investigation of citizens’ complaints concerning the abuse of authority, bureaucracy and other violations of human rights and freedoms in the sphere of public administration by officials. In 2005 the Seimas ombudsman investigated 322 complaints, 193 of them coming from the places of detention. 

Under the Law on the Seimas Ombudsmen, the ombudsman, while in pursuit of his direct duties, has the right to enter the premises of institutions where persons are detained round the clock at any time of day or night, to meet and talk with detainees without hindrance, to demand the immediate presentation of documents and information necessary for the fulfilment of the ombudsman’s function, to interview officials and other persons, to demand a written or oral explanation from officials whose activity is being investigated.

While investigating complaints and seeking to have a better knowledge about detention conditions for prisoners, to secure their rights and freedoms according to the principals for exercising punishment stipulated in the Code of the punishment enforcement of the Republic of Lithuania, the European Prison rules, the standards of the European Committee for the prevention of torture and inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment (CPT) and according to good traditions of public administration, the Seimas ombudsman and her advisors regularly visit remand prisons and prisons, where they meet with the administration and staff of these institutions, prisoners to discuss the most common and acute problems. In 2005 the Seimas ombudsman visited all four remand prisons and two out of nine prisons. 


In preparation for a visit, the following information about a place of detention is gathered in advance: whether detention conditions meet the requirements of hygienic norms; the number of staff and their training; the social rehabilitation, general education and professional training of prisoners; work opportunities; punishments, incentives and use of force against prisoners; their health care etc.

Upon arrival at a place of detention, the Seimas ombudsman firstly meets with its director and chief officials of respective services (health care, security and supervision, social rehabilitation etc.). She introduces her team, explains the purpose and objectives of her visit, methods of work, in particular stressing the necessity to talk to prisoners privately and, if possible, to staff members who look after them. During this meeting, the administration present their views on detention conditions, existing problems and their reasons, the administration’s proposals on how to improve the situation are discussed. 

Then, the premises of a detention institution are inspected, giving a special attention to facilities where newly arrived prisoners are received, where prisoners are isolated or placed for misbehaviour - disciplinary cells and isolation cells, regular cells and dormitories, sanitary installations.

The Seimas ombudsman meets with prisoners whose complaints are being investigated at the moment, also with prisoners who express a wish to talk to the Seimas ombudsman, seeking to have the widest representation possible of different prisoner groups. At the beginning of the conversation, the institution of the Seimas ombudsmen is introduced to prisoners, the competencies of the Seimas ombudsman are explained, and the inmates are informed about the purpose of the visit to their place of detention. During confidential conversations, prisoners spell out their complaints concerning detention conditions, nutrition, officials’ behaviour etc. For some prisoners, it suffices to explain the legal regulations under which punishment and detention before trial are exercised, to indicate the state authorities where they can apply for help in each particular case. In other cases, prisoners’ complaints are noted down, and the investigation in the Seimas ombudsmen office commences; if necessary, the problems are urgently solved together with the administration of a detention institution.   

During her visits in places of detention the Seimas ombudsman emphasizes that prisoners’ detention conditions are at the same time staff’s work conditions, therefore, she always tries to meet with the staff directly responsible for the supervision of prisoners and the staff providing health services, social support, education, work and catering. The ombudsman hears out their opinions and complaints.  

At the end of a visit, a meeting with the director and chief officers of respective services is held again to summarise the facts and problems discovered, whereas solutions for most acute problems are sought on the spot.  

A few weeks after a visit, the information obtained and facts established are generalised and presented in a report together with the Seimas ombudsman’s recommendations on how to remedy the situation. The report is submitted to the director of an inspected place of detention, to the chief of the Prisons Department and the Minister of Justice.   

Some time after the report has been submitted, the same place of detention is visited again - this time, however, without a notice in advance. The purpose of a repeat visit is to find out to what extent the Seimas ombudsman’s recommendations have been taken into consideration and implemented, the prisoners’ detention conditions are evaluated again to determine whether any changes have occurred.

Seeking to make my report more practical, I will describe an example of the last visit to the Šiauliai remand prison, which took place this year, at the beginning of March.


The Seimas ombudsman previously visited this place of detention in July of 2005. Her report on prisoners’ detention conditions, overcrowding and availability of health care services was submitted to the Prisons Department under the Ministry of Justice. At that time the ombudsman pointed out the shortage of medical personnel in the remand prison: there were three vacancies – one of a psychiatrist and two of psychologists. Stressing the importance of a psychiatrist’s consultations and help, also the importance of psychologists’ individual and group corrective work with prisoners, the Seimas ombudsman suggested taking steps to eliminate the shortage of the mentioned specialists.

During the meetings with the administration and the prisoners it came to light that the administration censored the prisoners’ complaints addressed to various institutions. Then the administration justified their behaviour by saying that in this way they could sort out many problems themselves and, consequently, there was no ground left for the prisoners to complain.  The prisoners confirmed that this was one way to get a doctor’s appointment or meet with the administration out of turn.


The Law on Pre-trial detention of the Republic of Lithuania stipulates that appeals, proposals and complaints addressed to various state and competent international institutions cannot be censored and have to be posted within one work day from the moment of their receipt. In compliance with the Internal regulation of pre-trial detention, if a detainee does not have envelopes, post stamps, pens or paper for writing appeals or complaints, the administration must provide a detainee with these supplies from the funds of the detention facility. It is forbidden for the administration to censor letters of this kind. The Seimas ombudsman drew the attention of the Prisons Department to the problem and suggested adequate measures for its solution.  

In March of 2006 the Seimas ombudsman visited the same remand prison without announcing her visit in advance. It was established that the vacancies for a psychiatrist and two psychologists had not been filled, which is, in the opinion of the Seimas ombudsman, a violation of the principle of health care availability. Seeing that the Prisons Department had failed to solve the problem, the Seimas ombudsman appealed to the Minister of Justice, expressing her view that the problem should be tackled together with the representatives of the Health Care Ministry in order to find ways of attracting and keeping doctors working in places of detention.  

During the repeat visit, the Seimas ombudsman also determined the fact that prisoners’ complaints continued to be censored by the administration of the remand prison. This time the censorship was justified by saying that the state funds were being saved that way. The Seimas ombudsman notified the Prisons Department of the fact again, stressing that this practice not only violated the legislation on pre-trial detention but also the Constitution of the Republic of Lithuania. The Seimas ombudsman proposed to immediately take necessary measures ensuring the privacy of prisoners’ correspondence. A few weeks later the director of the Prisons Department informed the Seimas ombudsman that, following her recommendations, the order had been issued to all remand prisons requiring to provide prisoners with envelopes, upon request, so that they could submit their complaints in closed envelopes.      

During this visit to the remand prison, the conversations with prisoners revealed that on several occasions they had been shut in the so called “calming-down” cell. The administration confirmed that to calm down violent or raging prisoners a special cell was used. The cell was about 4 sq.m. in size, its walls and floors were covered with padded black fabric, there was no window there (only artificial lighting) and no furniture. 

It should be noted that the report of the European Committee for the Prevention of torture and inhuman or degrading treatment and punishment to the Lithuanian Government on 2004 visit recommended that similar “calming-down” cells in Lukiškės remand prison and Kaunas juvenile remand prison had to be taken out of service without delay and proper conditions for holding aggressive or agitated prisoners had to be found. In compliance with these recommendations, such cells in the two mentioned detention places have been eliminated since the summer of 2004.  Therefore, the Seimas ombudsman proposed to the Prisons Department to take measures making detention conditions for aggressive prisoners the same in all places of detention. The Prisons Department informed that, acting upon the Seimas ombudsman’s proposal, the “calming-down” cell in Šiauliai remand prison has immediately been dismantled.      

The report on the Seimas ombudsman’s repeat visit to the Šiauliai remand prison, detailing the determined violations of the legislative acts as well as her observations and recommendations, has been released on the website of the Seimas Ombudsmen office. The information has stirred great interest of the media: the Seimas ombudsman has been invited to a TV programme on detention conditions in places of detention, has given interviews to the radio and the regional television, extracts from her report have been published in many daily newspapers of the country. 

The ultimate aim in monitoring places of detention is to encourage the authorities to improve the treatment of detainees and the conditions of detention. Visiting places of detention and reporting are only the means to achieve this objective. Accordingly following up the implementation of the recommendations made is the most important step in the monitoring process.

The law on the Seimas Ombudsmen stipulates that the Seimas ombudsman’s recommendation must be investigated by institutions or officials to whom such recommendation has been addressed. The institutions or officials concerned must inform the Seimas ombudsman about the results of the investigation. 

Seimas Ombudsman’s mandate to monitor and promote respect for human rights, combined with their power to examine individual complaints, also includes the possibility of visiting and monitoring places of detention. And the advantageous feature of the Ombudsman institution is that his recommendations, thanks to the bodies’ official status, are viewed as authoritative.
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