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This essay will explore the significance of international human rights standards in promoting justice and equality in prison conditions globally, evaluating the management of crime within adult crime, youth crime and the prison service. Wheatley (2019) defines international human rights standards as a set of principles of norms that aim to protect the fundamental rights of individuals globally. These standards protect many rights, including dignity, the health and well-being of prisoners, respect, and equality; these norms are enshrined in various international treaties and declarations. These standards strive to prevent abuse of all kinds, and promote the right to freedom, expression, and life, (United Nations, 2024). Moeckli et al., (2022) provide that the significance of these standards lies in the ability to directly affect the well-being, respect, and dignity of those incarcerated. Documents containing these standards illustrate that there are many violations for instance poor prison conditions, lack of access to health care, poor sanitation and mental or physical suffering; violations of human rights and the treatment of prisoners reflects the commitment of society to the principles of human rights, (Elger & Shaw, 2017). The aim of this assignment is to examine how these human rights standards influence domestic prison policies and the implications for the treatment of prisoners. 

The international human rights standards are embedded in many instruments and charters, some of which include the Charter of the United Nations (1945) and the Universal Declaration on Human Rights (1948); that are vital for the protection and promotion of human rights globally, (Rosas, 2014). Charters such as those already mentioned provide structured legal frameworks that not only outline the fundamental freedoms and rights that all individuals are entitled to but also establish mechanisms for advocacy and accountability. These legal charters serve for organisations to uphold the protection of human rights, ensuring that violations are addressed and rectified; by holding institutions and governments accountable for their actions, these documents aim to create a culture of respect for all, promoting justice and equality within prison systems and societies, (Horodovenko; Pashkov & Udovyka, 2020). Building on the discussion of human right charters, several articles specifically address the treatment of incarcerated individuals. In particular, ‘the prohibition of torture, degradation and cruel or inhumane treatment or punishment’ from Article Five or the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, (Youth for Human Rights International, 2024). Similarly, Article One from the Convention against Torture and other Cruel, Inhumane or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (CAT) defines torture and the prohibition of it in every circumstance, (United Nations, 2024). In addition to these articles, the United Nations Treaty Convention (2024), states that the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), includes objectives to protect prisoners from inhumane treatment and ensure that they receive dignity. Each of these articles are crucial in setting standards for the humane treatment of prisoners and endorse their rights within the justice system. The United Nations framework plays a pivotal role in the promotion of human rights by establishing clear standards and norms that each country is expected to follow. The framework includes various conventions, charters and treaties that outline the rights to which all individuals are entitled. Moreover, the existence of an international legal framework encourages nations to adopt policies and practices that align with global standards; the legal framework serves as both a guide and tool for advancing rights around the world, (Human Rights Careers, 2024). 
Along with the UN, there are several other organisations that have vital roles of monitoring and reporting human rights in prison systems. Amnesty International for example, conduct regular visits to prisons where they assess conditions to ensure the compliance with the international standards, gathering information about the treatment of prisoners, their living conditions and seeing firsthand if their rights are being met, (Amnesty International, 2024). The United Nations has many significant roles in capacity building, technical assistance, raising awareness and protection, and through each role they strive for the creation of a world where human rights are respected and fulfilled for all individuals, working towards fostering the values of justice and accountability. By providing support, expertise and an extensive list of resources, they are set on improving the function and management of prison systems globally, (Bouloukos & Dammann, 2017). Organisations must document and report any violations of human rights that they come across, in cases of torture, inhumane treatment or lack of access to resources like health care or legal representation, (Naylor, 2016). According to the United Nations (2022), there were concerns risen about the time that prisoners were held in solitary confinement in UK prisons, reports from several organisations  highlighted specific areas of systemic issues, and they aim to raise awareness and prompt action from the government. Their findings show that prisoners were suffering mentally and physically due to being alone for large periods of time, (British Medical Association, 2024). The BDA confirms that the youths were held in their rooms for 22 hours a day, for up to 80 days (about 2 and a half months) recorded, which had “profound and adverse impacts” on their mental and physical well-being. The Convention Against Torture treaty declares that prolonged periods of solitary confinement is considered a form of inhumane treatment, this aligns with the Nelson Mandela rules that suggest that solitary confinement is a deprivation of basic rights, (Shalev, 2017). The restrictions of solitary confinement mean that basic rights like social interaction, sensory stimulation and physical activity are extremely limited, leading to a decline in mental well-being, therefore contributing to violations of fundamental human rights.
 International documents have a significant impact on the shaping of national laws and polies that institutions like prisons must abide by. Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (SMRs) guide prison policies and procedures with the promotion and monitoring of standards, technical assistance, advisory services, and training, (Kemp & Tomczak, 2024). There are several steps in the development of national laws, the first being international commitment; when a country agrees to international declarations or conventions that include SMRs, they are committing to the alignment of national laws with the said standards. Saini (2023) tells us that this commitment often requires a review of existing laws, due to the need for identification of challenging areas. Following on from ratification, governments typically begin the process of changing or creating laws that align with human rights principles, sometimes this includes updating laws or creating new ones that focus on how prisons are managed, the rights of those incarcerated, and rehabilitation programs, (Rogan, 2021). After consultation with legal experts, human rights organisations, civil society groups and prison officials, laws can be implemented. Rogan (2021) communicates that the input from various organisations ensures that laws can be practical and effective while aligned with the international standards. Once laws have been enacted, government bodies must ensure that they are implemented properly, and staff are trained and have the vital resources needed to support human rights. The implementation of new rules and regulations allows for the abolishment of behaviours or conditions that violate the rights of the prisoners. Penrose (2016) highlighted that governing bodies must put the focus on access to health care, providing opportunities for rehabilitation or employment and the limited use of solitary confinement. 
[bookmark: _Int_JN3904dZ][bookmark: _Int_jqapcwOb][bookmark: _Int_47vqnvyc][bookmark: _Int_dXFsoPxU]Calls for prison reforms are global, which reflects the widespread recognition of the need for better treatment of prisoners for effective rehabilitation and social justice. As divulged by Owers (2016), there are countless prisons globally that have been criticised for the violations of basic human rights, many of which have inadequate living conditions with lack of access to health care, and some even have reports of abuse by staff. Advocates for reform argue that even criminals should be treated with basic dignity and respect. Many countries have already made amendments to their prison services in response to international human rights obligations. The first example being Norway, where the prison system is representative of a progressive approach to incarceration, prioritising rehabilitation over punishment, (Angelis, 2022). This model emphasises the importance of humane living conditions, where inmates are treated with dignity and respect. Reforms within the system include implementing educational programs that equip inmates with valuable skills and support for their mental health. Furthermore, Denny (2016) & the Norwegian Ministry of Justice (2018) elaborate that prison systems in Norway focus on facilitating the reintegration of former prisoners into society, ensuring they have necessary support and resources to transition back into society successfully. This comprehensive approach not only aims to reduce recidivism (the tendency to reoffend) but also is in alignment with human rights principles, favouring a justice system that recognises the potential for change and rehabilitation in every inmate. Similarly, Germany’s prison system places a strong emphasis on reducing recidivism and promoting rehabilitation, reflecting a commitment to human rights within the correctional framework, (Kury, 2018). Sharma, Gupta & Nagpal (2022) express how evident this commitment is through improved living conditions that foster a more humane environment for inmates, allowing them to serve their sentences without ‘stripping them of their rights as members of society’. In addition to this, the implementation of vocational training programs means that prisoners are equipped with practical skills that enhance their employability after their release. Kury (2021), talks about prison systems in Germany helping in to maintain family ties, recognising that support systems are crucial in the reintegration process. By focusing on these areas, Germany’s approach not only hopes to achieve a lower rate of offending but also promotes a justice system that values the potential for personal transformation, much like the approach used in Norway. Another country that has been forced to reform their prison system is the USA. The issue of mass incarceration in the USA has flagged significant concerns regarding the violations of human rights within their prison system, (Beckett, 2022). Beckett (2022) suggests that the high rates of imprisonment are often driven by the harsh sentencing laws in the USA, and therefore led to calls for reform, including the reduction of mandatory minimum sentences that have been said to have disproportionately affect marginalised communities, (Wildeman & Wang, 2017). Tactics of reform involve expanding access to rehabilitation programs, which is crucial in addressing root causes of criminal activity and providing inmates with tools for successful reintegration. Moreover, the issue of overcrowding exacerbates the challenges faced by the prison system, resulting in unsafe and inhumane living conditions, lack of resources and funding mean lack of access to healthcare, limited food, and often improper hygiene, (Mitchell, 2020). Addressing these issues is essential for upholding human rights standards and creating a more effective criminal justice system. Along with Norway, Germany, and the USA, many more countries have started reforms within their prison systems, the UK have closely seen issues of overcrowding and inhumane living conditions. Within the UK, overcrowding has become a pressing issue that significantly impacts the living conditions of individuals within our prison systems. The treatment of inmates has also been affected by the overpopulated prisons, raising serious concerns about international human rights standards, (Harvey, 2018). From a critical standpoint, there are many facilities that struggle to provide adequate sanitation, access to health care, and nutrition, all of which are fundamental rights for everyone regardless of being incarcerated or not, Coyle (2020). To elaborate, there is a critical need for the provision of higher quality mental health support, considering there is a substantial number of prisoners that suffer psychological challenges that are only exacerbated by the treatment they receive and their environment, (Vann Ginneken, Sutherland & Molleman, 2017). Aside from this, the reform has seen an increase in focus of rehabilitation, although a better focus is needed in addressing the needs of vulnerable groups that may experience discrimination within the system. Establishing proper oversight and accountability in the management of prison systems is vital to foster an environment that promotes the potential for a positive change among inmates.
Monitoring bodies and non-governmental bodies (NGOs) play a huge role in enforcing human rights standards and advocating for change within the UK prison system. Organisations such as HM Prison Service and HM Inspectorate of Prisons, are essential in holding authorities accountable for their treatment of inmates and ensuring they have the rights that they are entitled to, (Cabral & Santos, 2018). The conduction of regular assessments and inspections of prison conditions, with a focus on overcrowding, the treatment of the vulnerable and access to healthcare, seeks to propose recommendations that will improve the quality of life for inmates. To ensure the recommendations are suitable, these bodies collect data for the documentation of human rights violations so they can provide evidence and push for better guidelines and reform, (Padfield, 2018). Likewise, NGOs engage in advocacy work and raise awareness about the treatment and challenges that prisoners face and often try and persuade the public that changes in legislation can promote respect and reduce discrimination, (Prison Reform Trust, 2024). In addition to advocacy, some NGOs also provide legal assistance and other support services like mental health resources, helping vulnerable inmates navigate the system and access care that they need from providers. Through their efforts, NGOs contribute to a more just prison service that can provide humane treatment for the prisoners, and with their help, agencies can foster a culture of accountability to encourage the implementation of a more effective practice in line with the international human rights standards, (Naylor, 2023). 

The implications of the treatment of prisoners, including youths, in the context of adherence to international standards of human rights are significant. International guidelines, such as the United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (also known as the Mandela Rules), provide an outline of the rights of prisoners as humane conditions, healthcare, and access to educational opportunities, (McCall- Smith, 2016). When these standards are upheld, it guarantees that prisoners have their fundamental rights – dignity and respect, both of which are necessary for rehabilitation and reintegration into the community. However, if a prison system fails to deliver the rights of inmates, it can lead to severe consequences for the mental and physical well-being of the prisoners. For instance, Scharff-smith (2016) voices that facilities that have issues with overcrowding may result in inadequate living conditions that have immense effects on mental health issues, which in turn could lead to an increase in violence and unrest from inmates. Furthermore, a lack of access to adequate healthcare can lead to medical conditions that go untreated for lengthy periods of time, and educational opportunities that are insufficient can hinder the personal development of young offenders. It is necessary to give youth offenders educational opportunities, if this does not happen, prison systems are limiting their chances of successful rehabilitation. Gang (2015) says that giving young offenders a chance to learn skills that could be of value in community gives them a better chance at finding a job, and keeping out of trouble, decreasing chances of recidivism. To reiterate, the adherence to international standards not only promotes the rights of the prisoners but also reflects the dedication and obligation to justice and human rights. The many declarations that contain human rights establish clear guidelines that help prevent the degradation, torture, and discrimination of vulnerable groups, especially in youths and those who suffer psychologically, (Nawak, 2019). 
Again, these standards influence domestic prison polices and the implications mean reducing abuse and mistreatment. A fundamental principle enshrined within international human rights law is the prohibition of torture and humane treatment, (Convention Against Torture Initiative, 2024). These standards demarcate against any form of physical or psychological abuse from authorities or other inmates. To create a safe environment for all inmates and staff, prison systems must adhere to these prohibitions. Effective monitoring and oversight can play a key role in identifying and addressing instances of mistreatment, (Foster, 2024). Regular inspections or independent reviews can hold prison authorities responsible and accountable, ensuring that disciplinary measures are proportionate to international standards. Implementing punitive measures would reduce disciplinary actions that may lead to abuse (Medlicott, 2008). Overall, the focus on rehabilitation could help to address the underlying issues of criminal activity, rather than resorting to harsh discipline and inhumane treatment. By prioritising the prohibition of mistreatment of incarcerated individuals, prison authorities would not only protect the rights of the inmates but also contribute to a more humane and effective prison system. 
[bookmark: _Int_7Skrrv8V]In the context of human rights and prison systems, potential challenges often arise from resource constraints that hinder the implementation of necessary reforms. Budget limitations can significantly impact the ability of prisons to provide humane conditions, comprehensive staff training and adequate healthcare, (Bennett, 2019). Corresponding to this, improving infrastructure to meet human rights standards frequently requires a large investment, which for many prisons in the UK, would not be readily available, (Pfaff, 2015). Another challenge prison systems may face is that domestic authorities could resist changes, especially those to infrastructure, if they perceive them to be a financial burden, leading to a reluctance to allocate the vital resources for improvements, (Machin & Nchafack, 2023). A resistance like this can create a cycle where lack of funding perpetuates inadequate treatment of prisoners, and issues of overcrowding persist, undermining the efforts to uphold human rights standards, influencing the overall effectiveness of the prison system. Moreover, when considering the political and cultural challenges, resistance can pose significant barriers to the reform of prison systems. In some societies, they hold attitudes or political ideologies that often prioritise punishment over rehabilitation, where some individuals view incarceration primarily as a means of retribution rather than an opportunity for change and rehabilitation, (McNeil, 2014). This mindset can be destructive and lead to reluctance among authorities to adopt international standards that promote the rights to humane treatment and rehabilitation, as some individuals may perceive these standards to be ‘undermining their authority,’ or being too lenient on offenders, (Tonry, 2012). Resistance on this level only hinders progress towards creating a justice system that protects the rights of prisoners but also allows for the fostering of reintegration of individuals into society. Thus, influencing the effectiveness of correctional practices. 
As demonstrated above it is vital that monitoring bodies, NGOs and prison authorities advocate for the integration of international human rights standards into domestic prison policies for several reasons. Firstly, these standards set in treaties and declarations serve as a benchmark to ensure that all individuals, whether in prison or not, are treated humanely, essential for the well-being of all individuals. Furthermore, the adherence to these standards promotes a safer environment for staff and inmates alike. Additionally, the integration of these standards can facilitate rehabilitation, as a focus on human rights encourages programs aimed at rehabilitation and recidivism rather than just punishing offenders, (Tonry, 2012). Finally, the alignment of domestic polices with standards and norms of human rights, countries can demonstrate a devotion to human rights in practice with the law. The enhancement of treatment of those incarcerated, including youth offenders, can be achieved through further research that focuses on several key areas. The examination of the effectiveness of educational and rehabilitation opportunities tailored to young offenders specifically, can provide valuable insights into which practices offer the most support and promote reintegration into the community, (Nawak, 2019). In addition to this, studying the impact of mental health services within jails could reveal how addressing psychological needs can have an improvement on all outcomes for prisoners, if young offenders believe they are more than their criminal activity, they have a chance at making better choices. Also, research on the comparative effectiveness of different prison models, like the ones used in Norway, and the UK, may highlight alternative methods that prioritise rehabilitation over punishment. For example, inmates in Norway are not allocated a large period to their cells a day, whereas things are slightly different in the UK. Furthermore, exploring the role of staff training in terms of fostering a culture of respect within prisons can be crucial for improving the treatment of incarcerated individuals. To conclude, advocating for policies that support family connections and community engagement for incarcerated women and youth could enhance their support systems having a much better impact on their well-being and could have a positive impact on recidivism rates overall. 
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