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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
There are thousands of Muslims from the North Caucasus being held in the Russian penitentiary 

system who are, according to human rights activists, one of the most vulnerable and discriminated 
groups in the Russian prison population: they are more likely than others to be beaten or tortured, 
their right to freedom of religion is more likely to be violated, and it is more difficult for them to get 
parole. This kind of attitude can be associated with ethnic and religious intolerance and the fact that 
many employees of the Russian Federal Penitentiary Service (FSIN) are veterans of the armed conflict 
in the North Caucasus and remain suspicious if not outright hostile towards Caucasus natives. 

After the emergence of the self-proclaimed Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIS, or 
Daesh)1 which mobilized tens of thousands of people from almost 80 countries around the world, 
many countries have been confronted with the problem of the increased popularity of ultraradical 
ideologies in prisons. ISIS mobilized over 3,000 Russian nationals of various ethnic backgrounds, 
but since North Caucasus natives have traditionally constituted the majority of those sentenced under 
articles related to armed activity or terrorism in Russia, the FSIN has further increased its attention 
to this category of prisoners.   

The Muslim North Caucasus inmates face the same challenges as prisoners from other Russian 
regions and of other confessions. Russia has one of the highest number of prisoners per 100,000 of 
the national population in the world. As of March 2021, there were almost half a million people being 
held in Russian penal colonies, prisons and pre-trial detention centers (SIZOs). According to human 
rights activists, although Russian FSIN is the richest prison agency in Europe, in 2018 the daily costs 
associated with one prisoner in Russia were 2.5 euros while the European average was 128 euros. 
The rate of recidivism among Russian prisoners is high: 54% of inmates have had at least one prior 
conviction, and 36% have been convicted three or more times. 

Human rights defenders regularly document various forms of violations, inhumane and cruel 
treatment of prisoners. The violations begin from the moment of arrest: restricting access to lawyers, 
providing a biased lawyer, denying family visits, parcels, and access to necessary medical care, and 
subjection to beatings and torture. According to human rights activists, torture is widely used during 
preliminary investigation in the North Caucasus, often before the detainee is officially processed. 

Torture and beatings are pervasive in penal colonies as well, and they are committed not only 
by members of FSIN staff but also fellow inmates, so-called “activists,” who get better treatment and 
benefit from prison administrations in return. Placing prisoners in isolation cells for spurious reasons 
or without any legitimate grounds is another form of pressuring and intimidating them. Impunity 
fuels the use of illegal violence: it is extremely difficult to protect the rights of prisoners and it is even 
more difficult to prosecute those who committed crimes against them.    

Human rights organizations receive numerous complaints about inadequate medical care, lack 
of medications, arbitrary refusals or severe delays in medical treatment. Prison medical stuff are 
dependant on prison directors, as a result they often refuse to document the beating of a prisoner 
who has just arrived or has been beaten inside the prison. 

Informal prison hierarchies become an additional source of vulnerability, violence and stress. 
In many prisons, there is a strict hierarchy among male inmates that divides them into several suits 
(or castes). Prisoners belonging to the lowest caste are often humiliated, abused, and forced to do 
most of the dirty work. Loss of status is common and usually happens as a result of violating the 
informal prison laws (понятия) while upward mobility in the hierarchy is nearly impossible. There 
is no strict division into castes in women’s penal colonies; however, there as well some inmates are 
more privileged than others. 

Depending on the group that informally controls men’s prison, places of detention are divided 
into “black” (controlled by criminals) or “red” (controlled by the prison administration and prisoners 
it has recruited). Since the early 2000s, the existence of “green” penal colonies that are informally 

1 The organization has been labelled as terrorist and banned in Russia.
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controlled by Muslim inmates has been discussed. It remains unclear whether “green” penal colonies 
are a myth or a reality. 

While pre-trial detainees are more frequently tortured in the North Caucasus than anywhere else in 
Russia, penal colonies in the North Caucasus turn out to be much more comfortable than penal facilities 
in many other Russian regions. Experts believe that this is due to the fact that their prison staff are locals. 
If unlawful violence is used, prison staff may be held accountable by the prisoner’s family and thus do not 
feel impunity. Penal colonies in the North Caucasus are free from religious or ethnic discrimination, and 
informal prison hierarchies are either absent or non-decisive. This shows that under certain mechanisms 
of social control, a degree of humanization of the penitentiary system happens automatically.

The report is based on interviews with 30 recently released prisoners of various ages, 
socioeconomic and professional backgrounds from Chechnya, Ingushetia and Kabardino-Balkaria. 
They received sentences ranging from seven months to 10 years imprisonment for various crimes, 
such as fraud, rape, murder, robbery, extortion, facilitating bribery, participation in an illegal armed 
group, and illegal purchase and possession of drugs, among other charges. Our respondents served 
their sentences in settlements and general or high-security colonies across different regions of Russia. 

Our interviews show that the first several weeks or months constitute the most difficult period 
of inmates’ adaptation to their life in prison when they have to get used to captivity, poor living 
conditions, lack of privacy and their new status as a convict or a detained suspect. During that period, 
prisoners also adjust emotionally and learn to cope with fear, despair or shame. Female prisoners 
find it much harder to adapt as they lose their families, their children, almost all their social ties and 
property. Psychological adaptation was the most challenging for those who say they were sentenced 
unjustly or convicted on fabricated charges. 

All our respondents had to take informal prison hierarchies and behavioural norms into account 
and largely follow the informal prison law. Muslim prisoners from the North Caucasus usually stayed 
together and sometimes formed religious-based jamaats which often operated outside of the informal 
hierarchy, or in some cases, dominated it. Where forming a jamaat was not an option or the prisoner 
did not want to join, sticking to other North Caucasus natives still helped one secure protection in 
the criminal system. Some of our interviewees claimed that they were subjected to cruel and or very 
cruel treatment by FSIN officers; one woman told us that the director of her penal colony had sexually 
harassed female prisoners.

First and foremost, all of the respondents said that what helped them get through their time 
in prison was faith, communicating with their family members, reading and receiving parcels from 
home. Most reported that their faith in God was strengthened in prison but they did not use this time 
to better study religion due to feeling lazy or uninterested. With regards to their freedom of prayer 
in prison, our respondents reported various attitudes: from prison officials being openly negative or 
even placing them in a punishment cell for disrupting the prison timetable, to providing with prayer 
rooms and inviting imams and organising outings for Friday prayers at the village mosque. Many said 
that while reading was one of the most popular activities behind bars, most of the books in prison 
libraries were old, from the Soviet times, and the choice was very limited.

The opportunity to stay connected to family members through phone calls and visits, as provided 
by law, was open to everyone who was interested except for those placed in punishment cells for long 
periods of time; in those cases, there is no access to communications and visits are banned. Some 
prisoners served their sentences thousands of kilometres from home and they either did not see their 
relatives at all or saw them very rarely as visits put a financial strain on their family.

The overwhelming majority of prisoners claimed they were not interested in the social activities 
organised by the prison, they considered them useless and only done “to tick the box.” In Chechnya, 
meetings with religious leaders or with law enforcement were organised on a regular basis, however 
our respondents said that the speakers were not an authority for them. Several people who served their 
time outside the North Caucasus reported that no activities had been organised at their institutions.

The experts we interviewed said that the process of radicalisation into violent ideologies in 
prison is well established, while former inmates stated that although this problem does exist, its scale 
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and significance are exaggerated. According to experts from the Federal Penitentiary Service, the 
existence of prison jamaats is one of the main indicators of radicalisation in prisons. Many former 
inmates who served sentences  both in the North Caucasus and in other regions of Russia confirm that 
jamaats exist in prisons. However, they all stressed that prison jamaats are associations of practising 
Muslims rather than radical Islamist cells.

According to the respondents, one of the reasons for setting up jamaats is the desire to stick 
together for protection. For this reason, they sometime attract inmates who convert to Islam in prison 
so that they are protected from informal prisoner hierarchies, bowing down to crime bosses and 
paying financial tribute to them. At the same time, experts, including the independent ones, believe 
that  jamaats can sometimes be radicalised. More often than not, radicalization largely depends on 
the leaders in a given group.

It is widely believed among the prisoners that the factors of radicalisation in prison are similar 
to those that exist on the outside and that Muslim prisoners rarely change their views while inside: 
radicals remain radicals, while others do not tend to get radicalised. They named violence and injustice 
as the main drivers of radicalisation, as well as unresolved armed conflicts in Chechnya and the North 
Caucasus, religious ignorance and despair. Some FSIN researchers also see the problem of human 
rights violations as a factor associated with radicalisation in prisons. According to the former inmates 
we interviewed, those most vulnerable to radicalisation in prison are the wrongly convicted, those 
who have nothing to lose, those who were left alone with their problems, and young girls who do not 
have parents or other relatives and who know little about their religion. Most often, radical religious 
influences in prison come from other prisoners or, in rare cases, via the internet as internet access in 
many prisons is limited or non-existent.

Almost all the former inmates we interviewed said that people with radical views have a very 
difficult time in prison:  they are ‘preventively’ isolated in a punishment cell on spurious grounds 
for a long time, placed on a special register, often transferred to a high security facility, and they are 
constantly under surveillance. At the same time, none of the prisoners we interviewed who had been 
sentenced for participation in illegal armed groups could tell us anything about de-radicalisation 
work that would have been done with them inside the prison.

After being released from prison, to some extent men from the North Caucasus find it easier to 
reintegrate compared with many prisoners from other regions of Russia. They return to a large family 
that welcomes them back and are able to rather quickly restore social ties. All of our respondents 
except for one had a place to return to, housing, and the society’s attitude towards them was quite 
loyal.

Things are much more complicated for women. The husband usually has a new family. If they 
have children, they are often prejudiced against their mothers. Even parents sometimes reject their 
daughters. Social networks collapse. Newly released women soon discover that the only stable 
environment they have is prison. It is difficult for them to survive outside the prison and sometimes 
there is simply nowhere to go. According to experts, during this period many become severely 
depressed and some even attempt suicide.

Almost all former prisoners agree that finding and keeping a job is the most difficult problem 
during their reintegration as most employers are reluctant to take on staff who have a criminal record. 
The problem is aggravated by the fact that the ex-prisoners who had been incarcerated for serious 
crimes or who got administrative penalties during their time inside are assigned administrative 
surveillance which involves restrictions on changing their place of residence. The court determines 
the territory where the prisoner can live and they can only leave this designated territory if they are 
granted permission by police officers due to exceptional circumstances. Among the men surveyed, the 
most successful were those who were able to start a business on their own or with relatives or become 
self-employed, especially if they had skills that were currently in demand.

The state offers very little social assistance to former prisoners, and they are often unaware 
that any such opportunity exists as there are very few non-governmental organisations that help 
recently released prisoners. As a result, getting back on track can be very difficult. According to our 
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respondents, lack of employment opportunities is the reason that the elated joy they feel after getting 
out is replaced with crisis and depression, which even pushes some ex-prisoners to reoffend. 

In the North Caucasus, the relationship between prisoners who have served time for participation 
in illegal armed groups and law enforcement agencies is particularly important in the post-release 
period. Our respondents in this category reported being very fearful of being rearrested, tortured, 
and that a new criminal case would be opened against them. Those who had survived torture during 
preliminary investigation said that in the first few months after their release, fear for their safety 
dominated their lives.

A third of the  inmates we interviewed said they needed psychological support but none of the men 
received any. This is partly due to the fact that many men believe that getting help from a psychologist 
is a sign of weakness, while others say that there are no sufficiently qualified professionals in the 
region.

None of those sentenced for participation in illegal armed groups were able to say anything about 
any de-radicalisation work or about getting help with reintegration after release. Moreover, they do 
not believe that the authorities aim to help them change their views and support their reintegration; 
rather, they prioritise punishment and control. 

Support for resocialisation, deradicalisation and personal growth is the most important task of 
the modern prison system which, in today’s Russia, has been largely unmet, at least in relation to the 
North Caucasus Muslims.

Humanising the penitentiary system and reducing the level of serious-crime recidivism in Russia 
are not possible without creating a professional, safe and fair environment in places of detention, 
as well as without a meaningful, not simply declared, shift in priorities towards the correction, 
resocialisation of inmates in prison and their reintegration after release. 

In Chapters III and IV, an overview of some of the international approaches and programmes 
related to resocialisation, maintaining family ties, deradicalisation, and post-release adaptation and 
reintegration assistance is provided aimed to put the issues analysed in this report in the international 
context and to familiarise the reader with attempts to embrace them in Europe, Asia, Africa and the 
Middle East.
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INTRODUCTION
Thousands of Muslims from the North Caucasus are currently held in penitentiary institutions 

in Russia. While the exact number of persons is unknown, most estimates believe it is tens of thou-
sands.2 Public activists and journalists regularly report on prejudiced attitudes in Russian colonies 
towards convicted Caucasians: they are more likely than others to be subjected to torture and other 
degrading treatment, their right to freedom of religion is more likely to be violated, and it is more 
difficult for them to get parole.

According to the Civic Assistance Committee, which provides assistance to prisoners from the 
republics of the North Caucasus, the attitude towards Chechens (as well as towards other Cauca-
sians) sharply deteriorated after the start of the First Chechen War (1994–1996). This is due to the 
widespread anti-Chechen propaganda in the federal media at that time, and to the fact that many 
people who returned from the combat zone and retained their attitudes towards Caucasians as 
enemies began to work in the FSIN system. According to human rights activists, to this day a signif-
icant portion of the department’s employees participated in military missions in Chechnya during 
the two conflict operations (1994–1996, 1999–2009).3

In the 1990s and 2000s, during the active phase of the armed conflict, most convicted prisoners 
from Chechnya received sentences for participation in illegal armed groups (Article 208 of the Crimi-
nal Code), banditry (Article 209 CC) and encroachment on the life of a law enforcement officer (Arti-
cle 317 CC).4 There were also frequent charges for possession of weapons (Article 222 CC). The trials 
of the accused in connection with the events of the First and Second Chechen Wars are still ongoing 
but there is no longer a significant number of convictions.5

In the 2010s, new “terrorist” and “extremist” articles6 were introduced into the Criminal Code of 
the Russian Federation, which began to be used for the (often unsubstantiated)7 criminal prosecution 
of natives of the Caucasus and Muslims from other regions and countries.

According to human rights activists, the massive initiation of cases on terrorist and extremist 
charges is accompanied by numerous fabrications and violations of human rights.8 

After the emergence of the self-proclaimed Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIS, or Daesh),9 
which mobilized tens of thousands of people from nearly 80 countries around the world,10 the ques-

2 «Чеченские заключенные. «Ломка» в карантине, оговор — и ШИЗО» [“Chechen prisoners, ‘Breaking’ in quarantine, 
slander — and SIZO”], Kavkaz.Reallii, 18 November 2019.

3 «Защита прав жителей Северного Кавказа в исправительных учреждениях России (2019–2020 годы)» [“Protection 
of the rights of residents of the North Caucasus in penitentiary institutions in Russia (2019–2020)”], Civic Assistance Committee, 2020; 
«О положении жителей Чеченской Республики и Республики Ингушетия в учреждениях пенитенциарной системы за период 
с сентября 2011 года по август 2014 года» [“On the situation of residents of the Chechen Republic and the Republic of Ingushetia in 
penitentiary institutions for the period from September 2011 to August 2014”], Civic Assistance Committee, 2014.

4 «О положении жителей Чечни в Российской Федерации. Октябрь 2007 г. — апрель 2009 г.» [“On the situation of 
residents of Chechnya in the Russian Federation. October 2007 — April 2009”], Human Rights Center “Memorial,” 2009.

5 In the winter of 2017, 13 and 15 year sentences in a maximum security penal colony were delivered to those accused of 
participating in the terrorist attack in Budennovsk in 1995 (see: «Нелюди» [“Non-people”], Izvestia, December 14, 2017). In the 
summer of 2020, two participants in the “battle at height 776” in Chechnya in 2000 received 18 and 19 years in a strict regime 
colony (see: «Еще двое боевиков банды Басаева осуждены за нападение на десантников в Чечне» [“Two more militants of 
Basayev’s gang were convicted of attacking paratroopers in Chechnya”], Newstracker, June 9, 2020).

6 As such, in 2013 the Criminal Code introduced Art. 205.3 (“Undertaking training for the purpose of carrying out terrorist activities”), 
205.4 (“Organization of a terrorist community and participation in it”), 205.5 (“Organization of the activities of a terrorist organization and 
participation in the activities of such an organization”). In 2014, Art. 282.3 (“Financing of extremist activities”) was introduced.

7 Daria Kostromina. «Уголовные преследования за терроризм в России и злоупотребления со стороны государства: 
как складывалась система» [“Criminal prosecutions for terrorism in russia and abuses by the state: How the system developed”], 
Human Rights Center “Memorial”, 2018.

8 See, for example: «Идет имитация борьбы с терроризмом» [“There is an imitation of the fight against terrorism”], 
Vedomosti, January 25, 2011. «Защита прав жителей Северного Кавказа в исправительных учреждениях России (2019–
2020 годы)» [“Protecting the rights of residents of the North Caucasus in correctional institutions in Russia (2019-2020)”], Civic 
Assistance Committee, 2020.

9 The organization has been labelled as terrorist and banned in Russia.
10 Foreign Fighters. An Updated Assessment of the Flow of Foreign Fighters into Syria and Iraq. The Soufan Group, December 2015. 
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tion of the growing popularity of ultra-radical ideologies in prisons arose in many countries. ISIS mo-
bilized more than 3,000 Russian citizens of various ethnic origins, but most of them came from the 
North Caucasus. Since in Russia, traditionally, the majority of those convicted under articles related 
to armed activities and terrorism are also from the Caucasus, the FSIN system has further increased 
its attention to this category of prisoners.

What is the life of Muslim prisoners from the North Caucasus in Russian prisons like? What fac-
tors influence the processes of their socio-psychological adaptation, how are their relations with other 
prisoners and prison administrations built, how do they spend their time jail, and what work is being 
done with those who are serving sentences under terrorist articles or articles related to illegal armed 
activities in the North Caucasus? What happens to ex-prisoners after release? We will try to answer 
these and other questions in the pages of this report.

This report combines analysis of existing literature and publications, as well as field research 
based on in-depth interviews with 30 former prisoners from the Muslim republics of the North Cau-
casus as well as several experts. The field research was carried out in winter 2020 and spring 2021 
during the COVID-19 pandemic so most of it was done online; this inevitably affected the quality of 
the material gathered. Although the interviews were conducted by people whom the former prisoners 
trusted, the need to use online communication negatively affected the openness of the respondents.

Many of them expressly refused to answer certain questions over the internet. Nonetheless, 
we went on with the interviews as prisoners’ stories still have been very helpful in shedding light 
on important aspects of the issues under discussion. We recognize the limitations of this research; 
as such, we aim to identify the problem and raise questions rather than comprehensively cover this 
extensive topic.

The report is divided into four chapters. Chapter one provides an overview of the prison context 
in Russia for the prison population in general and North Caucasus natives in particular, the later are 
considered by Russian human rights defenders to be the most vulnerable prison population in the 
country. The second chapter analyzes the situation of prisoners from the North Caucasus in correc-
tional institutions and after their release; it is based on our interviews. The third chapter gives a brief 
overview of the problem of radicalization and deradicalization in Russian prisons as well as of the 
approaches and problems associated with deradicalization in international experiences. The short 
fourth chapter discusses the challenges of reintegration after release from prison.

In the pages of this report we present numerous excerpts from interviews with former prisoners. 
We do not claim that their opinions are always objective, but, in our view, they quite accurately reflect 
the situation of the North Caucasian Muslims in prison as seen by the prisoners themselves. For the 
first time in the pages of our research, the opinions of FSIN analysts on such complicated topics as, 
for example, the radicalization of convicted prisoners, are presented alongside the opinions of the 
prisoners themselves, including those convicted under articles related to participation in the activities 
of illegal armed groups. We hope this exchange of views will help shed light on some of the still poorly 
understood aspects of the situation of the residents of the North Caucasus in the Russian penitentiary 
system.
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CHAPTER I. PRISON CONTEXT
To understand the prison context in Russia, we will look into several of its main aspects that 

affect prisoners’ physical and psychological well-being and shape their environment. The general in-
formation about life in detention in Russia contained in this section will also be helpful to better un-
derstand the former prisoners’ testimonies in Section II. 

Russia has one of the highest incarceration rates in the world. As of March 2021, there were 
almost half a million people in Russian penal colonies, prisons and pre-trial detention centers.11 In 
recent years, in the framework of the proclaimed humanization of state criminal law-related policies, 
the prison population has been steadily declining, but much more slowly than crime.12   

According to the Kommersant newspaper, in 2015 the Russian Federal Penitentiary Service 
(FSIN) was the sixth largest recipient of federal funding among all Russian ministries and agencies, 
which made it the richest penal government authority in Europe.13 However, according to human 
rights defenders, in 2018 daily costs associated with one prisoner in Russia were 2.5 euro while the 
European average was 128 euro.14

The rate of recidivism among Russian prisoners is high. 54% of inmates have had at least one 
prior conviction and 36% have been convicted three or more times.15 Only 24% of inmates have been 
sentenced to less than three years in prison, and the remaining 76% have been sentenced to longer 
prison terms.16

The current penitentiary system was established in the last century and inherited many of its fea-
tures from correctional labour camps of the Soviet Ministry of Internal Affairs and the GULAG before 
that. These features include not only the territories occupied by the penal colonies and the practices 
of strict social segregation, but also its closedness, the informal hierarchies and criminal rules formed 
in the mid-1930s, and the use of torture and the cruel and degrading treatment of prisoners.17 FSIN 
leadership views humanization mostly as an improvement of living conditions but they have been 
reluctant to systematically address many of the problems related to ill-treatment in detention. 

Pre-trial detention

The trajectory of a prisoner from their arrest to release begins with pre-trial detention. If a court 
remands a criminal suspect in custody, they are sent to a detention center run either by the FSIN—
sledstvennyi izolyator (SIZO)—or by the Ministry of Internal Affairs or the Federal Security Service—
izolyator vremennogo soderzhaniya (IVS). IVS run by the Ministry of Internal Affairs are considered 
police branches under Article 9 of the Federal Law No. 103-FZ. 

Within 48 hours after the arrest, a court must either impose a pre-trial restraint (including re-
manding the suspect in custody) or order their release under Article 94 of the Criminal Procedure Code. 
The suspect should be charged within 10 days after their arrest. For terrorism-related and some other 
crimes, this period could be extended for up to 45 days (Article 100 of the Criminal Procedure Code).18 

11 «Краткая характеристика уголовно-исполнительной системы Российской Федерации» [“Russian penitentiary 
system factsheet”], Russian Federal Penitentiary Service, https://fsin.gov.ru/structure/inspector/iao/statistika/Kratkaya%20har-
ka%20UIS/.

12 «Расходы по неволе» [“The cost of locks and keys”], Kommersnat, 13 February 2017.
13 Ibid.
14 «Преступления и наказания: что делать с российскими тюрьмами?» [“Crimes and punishments: What do we do with 

Russian prisons?”], All-Russia Civil Forum, 2019.
15 Ibid.
16 Ibid.
17 A. Vinogradov «Откуда берутся „опущенные“. К истории вопроса» [“Where ‘prison bitches’ come from: Historical 

background”], Novaya Gazeta, 8 August 2020.
18 This includes crimes under the following articles of the Russian Criminal Code: 205, 205.1, 205.3, 205.4, 205.5, 206, 208, 

209, 210, 210.1, 277, 278, 279, 281, 360, and 361.
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Generally, pre-trial detention cannot exceed two months. When investigation cannot be com-
pleted within this time frame, pre-trial detention can be extended for up to six months or, in an es-
pecially complex case of a grave or particularly grave crime, for up to 12 months. In some exceptional 
cases of particularly grave crimes, pre-trial detention can be extended for up to 18 months (Article 109 
of the Criminal Procedure Code).

After the criminal case has been referred to court, new rules for keeping the suspect in custody 
take effect. The detention period between the referral of the criminal case to court and sentencing 
cannot exceed six months. However, the court reviewing the case of a grave or particularly grave 
crime can extend the detention further, in up to three-month increments (Article 255 of the Criminal 
Procedure Code). After the defendant is found guilty, the court also decides on measures of restraint 
until the sentence enters into legal force (Article 308(1)(10) of the Criminal Procedure Code). Thus, 
the current Russian Criminal Procedure Code allows holding people suspected of grave or particular-
ly grave crimes in detention for several years.

Human rights defenders regularly document violations and various forms of inhuman and cruel 
treatment against prisoners. Those placed in detention centers (SIZO or IVS) have their rights to 
personal security, to access to their lawyers, to file a request to see the director of the detention fa-
cility, to receive family visits, correspondence and parcels, and to practice their faith etc. (Article 17 
of the Federal Law No. 103-FZ). However, detainees are often denied these rights. The main types of 
violations during this period include: restricting access to the lawyer of the detainee’s choosing and/
or providing a biased lawyer who cooperates with investigators against their client, refusing family 
visits, parcels, telephone calls and/or correspondence, as well as denial of access to necessary medical 
care, beatings and torture.19 The problem is so widespread that “rules of survival” in SIZO are regu-
larly published on the internet.20

According to human rights activists, torture at the stage of preliminary investigation, even before 
detention is officially recorded, is a very widespread phenomenon in the North Caucasus. Isa, who 
was detained together with his brother, said:

“They threw me into the ‘Gazelle’ [minibus] and took me to an unknown place. I realized that 
it was a forest belt, there were trees there, they threatened that they would kill us. Then they took 
me to some building, tied me up to the radiator, interrogated me… didn’t give me anything to eat or 
drink. Before they took us out, they wrapped a bandage around our heads, as if we were injured by 
something, as if they were taking us to get treatment, they put cotton wool in our ears. Then the FSB 
and CPE [Center for the combat of extremism department of the interior ministry] officers drove 
us somewhere at a high speed. From time to time, they pressed us to the floor, apparently when we 
were passing by the traffic cops. 

They brought us back to some deserted place; [after a while] they took me in, I could hear my 
brother’s voice: he is yelling, screaming, he is being tortured. They take off my outer clothing, put 
wires on me and torture me with electric current for a long time. They strangle me with a bag, beat 
me, I can’t describe it all… They tell me: I’ve been reported on for this and that, I have to sign [the 
testimony], otherwise they’ll put me on a bottle, rape me with a baton ... and show me a video where 
they shove it in other guys ... They wanted me to sign that I helped with secret transportation, to tes-
tify against myself and some other men. I decided that I would take it upon myself but that I would 
not lie about the other chaps [and signed]...

Then they took me out of the basement, I had deep scars on my arms from twitching, burns 
on my ears, on my face, on my body, my kidneys are beaten, my legs are bruised... A lawyer 
came and I told him everything. He says to me: ‘Let’s write a refusal.’ I told him that they will 
torture me again, ‘let my relatives come, you go to the temporary detention facility, if they 
[security services] don’t bring me there, make a fuss. It’s my third day of fasting, I didn’t eat 

19 Vera Chelishcheva «Взять на излом» [“Breaking them down”], Novaya Gazeta, 19 August 2020.
20 «СИЗО: простые правила выживания» [“SIZO: simple rules of survival”], Vsegda_tvoj Livejournal account, 

23 November 2014. 
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or sleep’. We agreed. I am writing a refusal and am brought back to the basement — all with 
renewed vigor, with even greater anger. They forced me to terminate my current lawyer. They 
gave me one of theirs. They tortured me again, I said ‘this time I’ll take everything, stop it.’ The 
new lawyer came and I told him: Look at my body. I opened my shirt, my whole body was blue, 
my nipples were burnt from the electric shocks. I said, ‘I didn’t do this.’ And him: ‘They will kill 
you, write a confession now, then you can deny it in court.’ I denied it at the trial but I was con-
victed anyway,” — Isa (Ingushetia).

The aim of torture at this stage is to pressure a detainee into cutting a deal with investigative 
authorities, signing a “confession”, or incriminate others. Subsequently, these “testimonies” form the 
basis of evidence in the criminal case against them.

After sentencing

When the court passes a custodial sentence, it also has to specify which penal facility the con-
vict will be serving their punishment in and the level of security in such facility (Article 308(1)(6) 
of the Criminal Procedure Code). The court can sentence the convict to serving their punishment 
in a settlement colony, juvenile correctional colony, medical correctional facility, prison, or in a 
general, high-security or maximum-security penal colony (Article 16(9) of the Russian Code on the 
Execution of Sentences). 

Settlement colonies hold people convicted for crimes committed through negligence or for 
premeditated petty or medium-gravity crimes. Settlement colony prisoners live in shared accommo-
dations; in special cases, a family can have an individual accommodation inside or outside the colony. 
Although prisoners are supervised and monitored by the colony administration, they are not guarded. 
They are allowed to move freely around the colony premises between their rise and bedtime, leave 
the colony to work or study upon the administration’s permission, possess money or valuables, spend 
money without any restrictions, and get an unlimited number of parcels and visits (Article 129 of the 
Code on the Execution of Sentences).

High-security penal colonies hold male first-time perpetrators of major crimes and repeated 
offenders. Those who perpetrate particularly dangerous repeated offences are sent to maximum-se-
curity colonies. Maximum-security colonies also hold prisoners who serve life sentences. There are 
seven such colonies in Russia, including the Black Dolphin in Orenburg Region, the White Swan in 
Solikamsk, and the Polar Owl in Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous District.21 

Prisoners of maximum-security penal colonies usually share a cell with one other inmate and 
have the right for a walk outdoors for 1.5-2.5 hours a day. After 10 years of imprisonment, the security 
regime for a prisoner can be relaxed under certain conditions (Article 127 of the Code on the Execu-
tion of Sentences). The security measures in these penitentiary institutions have been described in 
the media as follows: “The prisoners remain under surveillance 24/7. Light in their cells never goes 
off, CCTV is constantly recorded, and duty guards check on prisoners every 15 minutes. Prisoners 
are woken up at 6 am and go to bed 16 hours later. During the day, they are not allowed to lie on 
their beds. When an offender exits his cell, he is accompanied by at least three guards and a dog 
specialist with a dog. When a prisoner goes from one building to another, he is blindfolded so that 
he cannot remember the prison layout.”22

All other convicts are sent to general penal colonies. Women serve their sentences in settle-
ment colonies or general penal colonies. High-security and maximum-security penal colo-
nies prisoners are usually accommodated in large, guarded dormitories.

21 «Отсюда только один выход — смерть: самые суровые колонии России» [“From here there is only one way out — 
death: the most severe colonies in Russia”], RIA Novosti, 10 December 2017. 

22 «”Лебедь”, “сова” и “дельфин”: как живут в самых строгих тюрьмах России» [“Swan, Owl and Dolphin: What 
Russian maximum-security prisons look like”], RIA Novosti, 3 March 2020.
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Prisons hold those sentenced to more than five years for major or terrorism-related crimes.23 
Those who perpetrate particularly dangerous repeated offences or grossly violate penal colony rules 
are also sent to prisons. Prison inmates are held in locked common cells. 

Prisoners with active tuberculosis or alcohol or drug addiction can serve their sentences in med-
ical correctional facilities or medical and prophylactic facilities. 

Juvenile correctional colonies hold minor offenders and those who have been left there 
until 19 years of age (Article 74 of the Code on the Execution of Sentences).

As of 1 February 2021, the Russian penitentiary system held 478,714 people, including: 
• 373,917 prisoners (78 %) in 670 penal colonies, including 29,427 prisoners in 106 settlement 

colonies, and 1,980 prisoners in seven maximum-security penal colonies; 
• 102,575 detainees (21,4 %) in 209 detentions centers (SIZO) and 86 facilities equivalent to SIZO;
• 1,276 prisoners in eight prisons; and 
• 946 prisoners in 18 juvenile correctional colonies.

The female prison population amounted to 39,100 women, including: 
• 29,974 female prisoners in penal colonies, medical correctional facilities, medical and 

prophylactic facilities, and juvenile correctional colonies; and
•  9,126 female detainees in detention centers (SIZO).24

For “good behaviour, a responsible attitude towards work and learning, and active partic-
ipation in correctional interventions,” prisoners get incentives in the form of commendations, 
permission for an extra parcel or visit, permission to spend money from their account over the 
limit, extra exercise time, or early remission of a penalty (Article 113 of the Code on the Execution 
of Sentences). For violating prison rules, a prisoner can be sanctioned by a formal reprimand, 
a fine, or by being placed in a punitive isolation cell (shtrafnoy isolyator, SHIZO) for up to 15 
days, cell-type rooms (pomeshcheniye kamernogo tipa, PKT), shared cell-type rooms (edinoye 
pomeshcheniye kamernogo tipa, EPKT), or solitary cells (Article 115 of the Code on the Execu-
tion of Sentences). 

While in the punitive isolation cell, prisoners are not allowed visits, telephone calls, food pur-
chases, or parcels, and the time for walks is reduced to one hour per day. Depending on the prisoner’s 
attitude towards work and their adherence to prison rules, the treatment of a prisoner can be milder 
or harsher on the orders of the prison administration which creates an environment conducive for 
corruption and abuse of authority.25 

Human rights violations in the penitentiary system

Prisoner transportation to the place of detention is often accompanied by human rights viola-
tions and degrading treatment. In 2017, international human rights organisation Amnesty Interna-
tional highlighted in its report26 that people are often sent to serve their sentences hundreds or even 
thousands of kilometres away from their homes; during transportation, prisoners experience very 

23 These include the following articles of the Russian Criminal Code: 205–205.5 (terrorism-related crimes), 206 (hostage-
taking), 208 (organization of or participation in an illegal armed group), 211 (hijacking of an aircraft), 220 (illegal treatment 
of nuclear materials or radioactive substances), 221 (stealing or extortion of nuclear materials or radioactive substances), 277 
(encroachment on the life of a statesman or a public figure), 278 (forcible seizure of power or forcible retention of power), 279 
(armed rebellion), 281 (sabotage), 317 (encroachment on the life of an officer of a law-enforcement agency), 360 (assaults on 
persons or institutions enjoying international protection), 361(acts of international terrorism).

24 «Краткая характеристика уголовно-исполнительной системы Российской Федерации». Op. cit. There are 13 
children’s homes run by penal colonies for women that host 330 children.

25 Ksenia Runova «Как устроена исправительная система» [“How penitentiary system works”], Vedomosti, 
19 September 2019.

26 “Prisoner transportation in Russia: Travelling into the unknown,” Amnesty International, 2017.
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severe and degrading living conditions while their families remain unaware of their whereabouts 
(which, according to Amnesty, amounts to an enforced disappearance).27 

A prisoner we interviewed described his experience of this stage as follows:
“The train car, the windows with iron bars are closed with curtains, they cannot be kept 

open. The beds are wooden, sometimes iron. Four people can be shoved into one seat, it is very 
cramped... But the most difficult thing is when you are transported in a police vehicle — a ‘cup’. 
There is one small chair in the back of the ‘cup’, I am 186 cm tall, I could not sit straight back there, 
I was pressed against the door and the car, and my legs could not fit. They can put the cup under 
the sun, close it, and it is impossible to breathe. They do not open doors, do not allow breathing, 
do not turn on the air conditioner, I had to bend over and inhale air from below. And they change, 
they drink water in front of your eyes. Five or six hours pass like this,” — Ilez (Ingushetia).

In some penal colonies, new prisoners are beaten upon their arrival. In his article about “red” 
and “black” penal colonies (see definitions of “red” and “black” colonies below), Ivan Zhadaev quotes 
his interview with a prisoner who said:

“Already in the voronok [transportation vehicle] I was told, ‘Swing your bag on your back, bend 
down and run.’ We knew where we were going, but it did not make it any easier. The door opened 
[and we heard] shouting and dogs’ barking. [Guards] were standing in two lines, yelling and [beat-
ing] us with batons from two sides as we were running between them. One man was bitten by a 
dog. I was knocked to the ground right away. They spat into my face. Someone pressed his foot to 
my chest, and they began tossing out my belongings. They took everything, with no inventory list, 
nothing. Just took all my things — and that was it.”28

According to Article 73 of the Code on the Execution of Sentences, a person shall serve their 
punishment in the region of their residence with the exception for those convicted on certain criminal 
charges, including for extremism- or terrorism-related offences. North Caucasus natives are often 
convicted on such charges. As such, most of them serve their sentences thousands of kilometres away 
from their place of residence and in effect their families.

In 2017, the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) ruled in Polyakova and Others v. Russia 
that Articles 73(2), 73(4) and 81 of the Code on the Execution of Sentences (they regulate the distance of 
the penal facility from the place of residence) did not satisfy the “quality of law” requirement. This case 
included application No. 35845/11 by Chechnya resident Natalya Kibalo and her minor daughters; their 
husband and father, Ali Khadzhiev, was sent to serve his sentence 8,000 km away from their home to 
Blagoveshchensk, Amur Region. Natalia Kibalo claimed in her application that the cost of air tickets was 
prohibitive for her, and the railroad trip from Chechnya to Blagoveshchensk took eight days, which was 
very hard for her children. Since his arrest Ali Khadzhiev had only seen his elder daughter once and had 
never seen his younger daughter who was born during his detention. The ECtHR found that the deten-
tion of the husband and father in the remote penal facility violated their right to respect for family life.29 

27 Prisoners are usually transported to the place where they are supposed to serve their sentence in prison train carriages attached 
to regular trains. The journey can take from two weeks to a month (or more) as prisoners are often transported via complicated routes 
depending on the trains available. Prisoner compartments in the carriages are often overcrowded — the internal instructions allow for 
having as little as 0.29 square meters per person. The layout of the compartment makes it impossible to stand upright. The overcrowding 
is also exacerbated by the fact that each prisoner must carry with them all their belongings, and there is no provision for baggage in 
the compartments…No mattresses or bedding are provided. Prisoners are fed with powdered rations that they dilute with hot water 
issued to them three times a day. Between the legs of the journey, before they are escorted to their next train, prisoners are searched 
and accommodated in transit cells in pre-trial detention centers, sometimes for weeks at a time. “Prisoner transportation in Russia: 
Travelling into the unknown,” Amnesty International, 2017, p. 17–18. See also: Ksenia Runova and Anna Bulina «Важнейший 
этап в жизни страны» [“The most important transportation in the country’s life”], Novaya Gazeta, 26 February 2021. 

28 Ivan Zhadaev «Красное и черное: две стороны российской исправительной системы» [“Red and black: Two sides of 
Russian penitentiary system”], MBKh, 15 July 2020.

29 Polyakova and Others v. Russia (2017). See also: «ЕСПЧ признал нарушением содержание заключенного в колонии 
далеко от дома» [“ECtHR found that detention in remote penal facility violates rights”], Human Rights Center “Memorial,” 
9 March 2017.
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After the ECtHR ruling, the Russian Ministry of Justice developed amendments to the Code on 
the Execution of Sentences that were adopted on 1 April 2020. According to the amendments, upon 
the written request of a prisoner or one of their immediate family members the prisoner can be sent 
to the penal facility in the region where their family member resides, provided that the penal facility 
can accommodate them. If the penal facility in that region cannot accommodate them, the convict 
can be sent to the penal facility in the closest Russian region that can accommodate them. The imple-
mentation of the law began in September 2020 and experts noted that being essentially non-binding, 
these amendments were unlikely to be applied to those convicted of serious offences, especially ter-
rorism-related ones.30 “In practice, this is exactly what happened: the amendments did not affect 
those convicted under these articles. On numerous appeals to the FSIN, prisoners had their transfer 
requests rejected with references to Article 73 of the Criminal Procedure Code”– explained to us the 
coordinator of the project ‘Protection of the rights of residents of the North Caucasus in the prisons of 
the Russian Federation’ of the Committee ‘Civil Assistance’, Oyub Titiev. 

Beatings and torture 

Detainees and convicts are subjected to physical violence, including sexual violence.31 According 
to human rights defenders, torture and beating of prisoners in Russian penal colonies, including 
sexual violence are widespread and systematic.32 In 2020, the “Russia Behind Bars” foundation sur-
veyed current and former prisoners and 67% of their interviewees reported physical abuse by FSIN 
officers.33 The system that is closed to any external scrutiny and enjoys almost complete impunity can 
hardly resist the temptation to exert physical pressure on prisoners with various goals.34 

While in pre-trial detention violence is used to force “confessions”; in penal colonies it is also 
used to force prisoners to incriminate others, to extort money and valuables, to coerce prisoners to co-
operate with the prison administration, or to simply break a person’s spirit with degrading treatment. 

The perpetrators of violence are not limited to FSIN staff and often include other prisoners—so-
called “activists”. In return, the “activists” get preferential treatment from the administration (for 
example, they are allowed to use phones in their cells), benefits or early release. The designated cell 
with the “activists” assigned by the prison administration have been dubbed a press-khata (room 
where a prisoner is pressured). Both men’s and women’s penal colonies have such cells.35 In the sur-
vey conducted by the “Russia Behind Bars” foundation, 33% of prisoners complained about violence 
by other inmates.36 

Along with beating, prisoners are subjected to various kinds of torture. “The Encyclopaedia of 
Russian Torture Techniques” compiled by the Insider media project and the “Russia Behind Bars” 
foundation describes around 40 torture methods, including pulling out finger nails, rape, “the swal-
low”, and the use of electric shocks.37 Political activist Ildar Dadin gave a detailed account of torture 
used in the IK-7 penal colony in Segezha, Karelia Region where he was serving his sentence for re-

30 «Изменения в УИК РФ: отбывание наказания почти по месту жительства» [“Amendments to the Russian Code 
on the Execution of Sentences: Serving sentence almost in the region of residence”], Prison and Freedom Center, 10 April 2020.

31 Galina Mursalieva and Sergei Sokolov «Это высшая мера наказания — страшнее смертной казни» [“This is capital 
punishment, and it is worse than death penalty”], Novaya Gazeta, 8 August 2020.

32 «Защита прав жителей Северного Кавказа, отбывающих наказание в учреждениях пенитенциарной системы 
России (2015–2018 годы)» [“Protection of the rights of residents of the North Caucasus in the prisons of the Russian Federation 
(2015–2018)”], Civic Assistance Committee, 2019. 

33 Alexandra Bayeva «ФСИН не желает видеть адвокатов» [“FSIN does not welcome lawyers”], Advokatskaya Ulitsa, 
29 January 2020. 

34 Arnold Khachaturov «Пять лет отсидки — точка невозврата» [Five years inside: The point of no return], Novaya 
Gazeta, 22 October 2019.

35 Lyubov Shirizhik «Непокорных насилуют шваброй» [“Rebels are raped with a broom”], Lenta.ru, 16 March 2018.
36 Alexandra Bayeva. Op. cit.
37 Oleg Pshenichny «Энциклопедия российских пыток (с иллюстрациями Олега Навального)» [“Encyclopaedia of 

Russian Torture Techniques (illustrated by Oleg Navalny)”], The Insider, 24 August 2018.
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peated violation of the rules of organizing or conducting public assemblies.38 In March 2021, prisoner 
Valery Istomin held in the Prison No. 2 in Vladimir Region (“Vladimirsky Tsentral”) reported that 
he had been tortured to coerce him to cooperate with the prison administration: he had a plastic bag 
put over his head and was electrocuted.39 In December 2020, the Investigative Committee opened a 
criminal investigation into the rape of a prisoner who had participated in the prison riot in the penal 
colony in Angarsk. According to his sister’s testimony, his cell mates “put a portable immersion wa-
ter heater in his anus, and it exploded inside.”40 Elena Masyuk, a journalist at the Novaya Gazeta 
newspaper, noted that deviant brutality is encouraged and fostered by FSIN in Omsk Region, for 
example.41 

Human rights defenders have long been reporting of mass beatings of prisoners. For example, 
in March 2021 prisoners in Chita filed a complaint to the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) 
alleging torture by the IK-5 penal colony staff members who, after the defeat of the Russian soccer 
team in the World Cup quarterfinals, had taken out their rage on the prisoners. According to the com-
plainants, on 8 June 2018, after the Russia — Croatia match, drunken prison guards beat prisoners 
with rubber truncheons and used electro-shock devices and tear gas “Zveroboy”.42 

In early 2021, some reports emerged regarding brutal beatings and torture of prisoners after the 
prison riot in the IK-15 penal colony in Angarsk, Irkutsk Region. Evgeny Yurchenko, a former pris-
oner in the penal colony himself, told the movement “For Human Rights” about terrible abuses and 
mass rapes of the prisoners.43 In February 2021, the media reported that a commission assigned by 
the FSIN confirmed that violence had been used against 75 prisoners in Irkutsk Region.44 

The first videos of torture in the IK-1 penal colony in Yaroslavl were published in 2018 and in 
February 2021 the Novaya Gazeta newspaper published further footage. One of the beaten prisoners 
later died.45 Also in 2018, three former Muslim prisoners described in detail to Elena Masyuk, the 
Novaya Gazeta reporter, how they had been brutally tortured and abused in the IK-7 penal colony 
in Omsk.46 In 2017, 48 prisoners of the IK-31 penal colony in Krasnoyarsk Kray, including Aslan 
Cherkesov from Kabardino-Balkaria who had been convicted for the murder of soccer fan Yegor Svir-
idov, complained to FSIN about torture.47 Cherkesov filed numerous complaints about abuse and also 
passed information about it to the media.48

Some prisoners die or commit suicide after abuse and torture. On September 16, 2020, infor-
mation surfaced that the Russian ultra-right nationalist Maksim Martsinkevich, known as Tesak, 
committed suicide in SIZO No. 3 in Chelyabinsk. Tesak’s lawyers claim that he was tortured for a long 
time in order to get him to confess to murders committed in the 1990s.

38 «Избивали по 10–12 человек одновременно, ногами» [“They were beating 10 to 12 people at a time, kicking”], 
Meduza, 1 November 2016.

39 «Владимирская область: в ФКУ Т-2 к заключенному применяли пытки?» [“Vladimir Region: Prisoner tortured in 
Prison No. 2?”], Foundation for the Rights of Prisoners, 19 March 2021.

40 «Иркутская область: уволен начальника СИЗО, арестанту которого засунули кипятильник в задний проход» 
[“Irkutsk Region: Director of SIZO where water heater was put in prisoner’s anus fired”], Foundation for the Rights of Prisoners, 
17 February 2021.

41 Elena Masyuk «Ломка. Омск» [“Breaking down. Omsk”], Novaya Gazeta, 13 May 2018.
42 «Чита: заключенные пожаловались в ЕСПЧ на пытки» [“Chita: Prisoners complain to the ECtHR about torture”], 

Foundation for the Rights of Prisoners, 23 March 2021.
43 Anastasia Kashkina «Апрель 2020 года. Пытки после протеста заключенных в ИК-15» [“April 2020. Torture after 

prisoner protests in IK-15”], For Human Rights, 13 January 2021.
44 Zoya Oskolkova «В тюрьмах Иркутской области 75 человек подверглись насилию» [“Violence was used against 75 

men in Irkutsk prisons”], Novyi Den, 25 February 2021.
45 «Ты там наказывай, кого надо, пожестче» [“Punish who you need, and make it tough for them”], Novaya Gazeta, 

24 August 2018; «Тут, конечно, крыть уже нечем» [“Nothing to repel accusations with”], Novaya Gazeta, 23 February 2021.
46 Elena Masyuk. Op. cit.
47 «Обращение Черкесова пополнило список из десятков жалоб заключенных на пытки» [“Complaint by Cherkesov 

added to the list of dozens prisoners’ complaints about torture”], Caucasian Knot, 9 August 2017.
48 “Aslan Cherkesov complains about torture and beatings in colony,” Caucasian Knot, 1 August 2017.
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On March 12, 2019, Ayub Tuntuev, a former security guard for the head of Chechnya Akhmad 
Kadyrov, was found dead in IK-6 of the Vladimir region where he was sentenced to 24 years for the 
terrorist attack in the village of Znamenskoye. Tuntuev repeatedly stated that he was tortured. On 
behalf of Tuntuev, two complaints were filed: about torture during the investigation period through 
which confessions were obtained about participation in terrorist activities, and the second about tor-
ture in the colony. According to the official documentation, the cause of Tuntuev’s death is suicide. 
However, according to his lawyer, Tuntuev was not going to end with his life and was rather looking 
forward to the decision of the European Court. In February 2021, the European Court of Human 
Rights passed a decision in favour of Tuntuev stating the violation of Articles 3 and 6 of the European 
Convention for Human Rights (prohibition of torture and the right to fair trial) and posthumously 
assigned him a compensation of 100 thousand euros.49In 2017, Ruslan Saifutdinov, a medical student 
from Tyumen who had been convicted of fighting in Syria, died in the IK-1 penal colony in Kurgan. 
Human rights defenders reported50 that he had been tortured. 

According to the official information, Islam Magomadov from Chechnya, who had been convict-
ed of the murders that had led to mass violence in Kondopoga in 2006, committed suicide in the penal 
colony on 30 October 2017. However, his relatives have maintained that Magomadov was not capable 
of killing himself. According to them, he was tortured in the penal colony in Krasnoyarsk Region.51 

Inadequate medical treatment or denial of medical care 

In the survey conducted by the “Russia Behind Bars” foundation, the vast majority of prisoner 
complaints concerned the quality of medical care, with 91% of interviewees reporting this kind of 
violation. The main issue reported was the unmotivated denial of medical treatment or delayed and 
inadequate care.52 For example, in late 2020 prisoner Kovalyov who has been serving his sentence in 
the IK-47 in Sverdlovsk Region complained to human rights defenders that the prison administration 
denied him a medical examination for the purpose of granting him disability status; consequently, 
some of his conditions have become chronic, and now Kovalyov can only move around in a wheel-
chair.53

A former prisoner from Ingushetia told us:
“My cell [punishment cell] was terribly damp, two drops of water per second dripped from the pipe. 

In the summer it was hot in there, it was impossible to breathe. I got very sick and started coughing. 
[The doctors] listened and gave me cough pills. [After a while] I felt worse, I couldn’t go up the stairs 
anymore, [because of] the cough. I went to the medical unit, I asked them to take an X-ray. For two and 
a half months they did not take an X-ray. Once they did it, they said, ‘you have pneumonia,’ and took me 
to the TB dispensary. It turned out to be a complicated form of TB. I was in the hospital for six months.”

According to the report by Olga Shepeleva, “Crimes and punishments: What do we do with Rus-
sian prisons?” to get their medicines, prisoners have to wait in line several times a day, often outside, 
which can worsen their condition.54 Shepeleva also noted that prison medical facilities are far worse 
resourced than civilian hospitals, including in terms of equipment, staff and medicines. Penal facil-

49 «ЕСПЧ посмертно присудил 100 тысяч евро эксохраннику Ахмата Кадырова, который рассказывал о пыт-
ках током и пакетом при задержании в 2005 году» [«The ECHR posthumously awarded 100 thousand euros to ex-guard of 
Akhmat Kadyrov who spoke about torture with electric shock and bags during his arrest in 2005”], Mediazona, 11 February 2021. 

50 “Student wanted in Dagestan dies in colony,” Caucasian Knot, 9 January 2017.
51 «Родные Ислама Магомадова не поверили в его суицид в колонии» [“Islam Magomadov’s family do not believe in his 

suicide in the penal colony”], Caucasian Knot, 8 November 2017.
52 Alexandra Bayeva. Op. cit.
53 «Администрация ИК-47 довела заключенного до инвалидного кресла» [“Administration of the IK-47 made a prisoner 

wheelchair-bound”], Human Rights Defenders of the Ural, 22 December 2020.
54 «Преступления и наказания: что делать с российскими тюрьмами?» Op. cit.
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ities often lack doctors specializing in a particular field, accommodations for prisoners with disabil-
ities, or staff to take care of critically sick patients.55 Prisoners have also complained that they are 
treated with expired medicine, if any at all.56

According to human rights defenders, as prison medics are part of the Russian penitentiary sys-
tem, and as such, they are dependent on colony directors and other FSIN’s executives.57 This is why 
they often refuse to document the beating of prisoners who have just arrived or who have been held 
in the penal facility for a while. A prisoner’s health condition is never a matter of consideration in the 
decision to place them in an isolation cell. 

By law, critically ill detainees and prisoners can be released, but this norm is very rarely im-
plemented and is very hard to achieve. In 2016, Oksana Semyonova who was serving her sentence 
on drug-related charges in the IK-2 in Leningrad Region died of cancer.58 A year earlier, she was 
diagnosed with stage 4 cancer, but the court refused to release her ruling that she was getting the 
treatment “that can alleviate her suffering.” The BBC quoted the judge saying that Semyonova 
“could not rule out using narcotics to relieve her pain syndrome.”59 In 2017, the ECtHR found 
Russia responsible for diagnosing Semyonova with cancer too late and effectively denying her the 
necessary treatment. 

Intolerable working conditions and arbitrary isolation 

According to the survey conducted by the “Russia Behind Bars” foundation, 52% of current and 
former prisoners interviewed either experienced slavery-like working conditions themselves or knew 
others who did. Since 2020, the foundation has been working on the case of Anna Gaidukova who 
complained about “slavery-like working conditions” at the garment production facility in the IK-2 
penal colony in Mordovia. She said that “all prisoners are forced to work without any days off or hol-
idays. We are tasked with producing 600 complete suits for the Russian Railways workers (pants, 
jacket, hood etc.) per week. This means around 120 suits per day. With approximately 160–170 pris-
oners in our colony, it is a huge workload… Our administration turns off CCTV recording around 
6pm every day so that no one sees that all prisoners remain in the shops. So women have to work 
from 8am to 9pm with one 10-minute lunch break and only one visit to the washroom allowed. The 
monthly salary of the workers is as little as 11,000 rubles [less than 150 USD], and after “utility and 
source deductions” they are left with no more than 5,000 rubles.”60

“Russia Behind Bars” also interviewed a former prisoner of this penal colony. She confirmed that 
“in the IK-2, [women] are forced to work 12–14 hours at the garment manufacturing shop, includ-
ing on weekends… Guards say that going to the washroom is not prohibited, but if anyone goes to 
the washroom other than when directed, the whole team is punished. Prisoners with children have 
to work too. If the target output has not been delivered, the guards do not let [the woman] go to her 
child after her shift is over and make her continue to work.”61 

Isolation is another method used to pressure and intimidate prisoners. To this end, cell-type 
rooms (PKT), shared cell-type rooms (EPKT) and punitive isolation cells (SHIZO) as well as mov-
ing prisoners to serve punishment under stricter conditions of the high-security regime or a “prison 
regime” are used. Placement in the punitive isolation cell, SHIZO, is the most severe punishment. 

55 «Защита прав жителей Северного Кавказа, отбывающих наказание в учреждениях пенитенциарной системы 
России (2015–2018 годы)». Op. cit.

56 Alexandra Bayeva. Op. cit.
57 Arnold Khachaturov. Op. cit.
58 Alexandra Bayeva. Op. cit.
59 «Оксана Семенова умерла от рака в тюрьме. ЕСПЧ осудил Россию за бесчеловечность» [“Oksana Semyonova died 

of cancer in prison. ECtHR found Russia guilty of inhuman treatment”], ВВС News — Russian Service, 3 October 2017.
60 Maria Litvinova «Колония каторжного режима» [“Hard-labour penal colony”], Kommersant, 11 January 2021.
61 Ibid.
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While in SHIZO, prisoners are not allowed visits or telephone calls. After SHIZO, a prisoner receives a 
negative character reference and thus can hardly hope to get parole or have a relaxed security regime 
applied to them.62

Prisoners are often placed in isolation cells for spurious reasons (for example, for missing a but-
ton on their clothes) or absent any legitimate grounds. 

The ‘Russia Behind Bars’ Foundation has compiled a list of the most unreasonable bans in cor-
rectional institutions which are punishable by placement in a punishment cell. Here are some of them:

— a ban on taking off a headdress outside, even in extreme heat, despite the fact that a prisoner’s 
black cap may cause heatstroke;

— a ban on unbuttoning the top button, even in extreme heat;
— a ban on removing the upper part of the uniform (even in hot weather and during work);
— a ban on taking bread and other food out from the dining room. For the discovery of a piece of 

bread, the prisoner faces a punishment cell for three or more days. You cannot carry food with you, 
even if convicts labor for more than eight hours a day and stock up on chocolate bars to maintain their 
strength;

— a ban on wearing a scarf, despite the fact that most of the colonies are in harsh climates. Quilt-
ed camp jackets do not protect from the icy wind, and if convicts wrap themselves in scarves they 
receive penalties;

— it is forbidden to engage in fitness activities in cells; even in the SIZO it is forbidden to do exer-
cises or do push-ups.The fear of being sent to the isolation cell makes prisoners reluctant to complain 
about the actions of the prison administration. Sometimes isolation is used to break their spirit or 
punish them for no particular reason. 

The situation of the North Caucasus Muslim prisoners 

In the penitentiary system, North Caucasus Muslim prisoners suffer the same abuses as pris-
oners of any other regions, faiths or atheists. However, their situation is aggravated by a prejudiced 
attitude as well as by the fact that, against the background of an active fight against terrorism and an 
orientation towards identifying extremism in prisons, the security forces perceive them as a potential 
threat, to a greater extent than other convicts.

The Civic Assistance Committee that has been helping convicted Caucasus natives for over a dec-
ade has reported that they are one of the most vulnerable groups among prisoners as there is a tacit 
directive to discriminate against them.63 

The Chechen wars affected the mind-set of security officers. Some of FSIN personnel fought in 
those wars and still treat North Caucasus natives with suspicion and as enemies. Thus, torture and 
ill-treatment are often committed on the grounds of racial or religious intolerance.64

In addition, in recent years, ultra-radical forms of jihadism have been the main ideology of ter-
rorist organizations operating in Russia; at the same time, employees of the Federal Penitentiary 
Service are not always trained and able to distinguish radical forms of Islam from simple religiosity. 
As aresult they see a danger in everyone.

 The authorities give the penitentiary system carte blanche; consequently, human rights viola-
tions of such prisoners go unpunished in most cases. 

On 21 February 2021, the media reported that a Muslim prisoner in the IK-6 in Irkutsk had 
been “tied with sticky tape, raped with a broom [handle] and forced to stay under the bunk bed 
for two days”.65 In its report on the situation of the North Caucasus natives in Russian prisons, the 

62 «Защита прав жителей Северного Кавказа, отбывающих наказание в учреждениях пенитенциарной системы 
России (2015–2018 годы)». Op.cit.

63 Ibid, p. 7.
64 Ibid.
65 «Gulagu.net: заключенного ангарской колонии связали скотчем, изнасиловали шваброй и двое суток держали 

под нарами» [“Gulagu.net: Prisoner from the penal colony in Angarsk tied with sticky tape, raped with a broom and forced to stay 
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Civic Assistance Committee described the case of a woman from Dagestan who had been placed in 
the punitive isolation cell for refusing to eat pork, wearing a longer robe and covering her head and 
neck with a scarf.66 In October 2017, several men from Chechnya who were serving their sentences 
in the penal colony in Vologda complained of being beaten and placed in the punitive isolation cells 
because they were Muslims. The mother of one of the prisoners, Adam Magomerzaev, informed the 
Caucasian Knot news portal about this case.67 The prisoners went on a hunger strike because of the 
abuse. Numerous other similar cases have been reported.68

Upon their arrival to the penal colony, practicing Muslim prisoners are often put on a preven-
tive register of those inclined to break the rules or escape, and additional criminal cases are often 
instigated against them. For example, Islam Tukhuzhuev, convicted in the case of the 2005 attack 
in Nalchik, was supposed to be released from the penal colony in Ivanovo in early 2020 but some 
six months prior to his release date, he was sentenced for another crime: justification of terrorism. 
He had been discussing humanitarian activities of Jabhat al-Nusra in Syria69 with four other pris-
oners being unaware of the fact that Jabhat al-Nusra had been labelled as a terrorist organization 
and banned in Russia.70

Muslims are rigorous about their religious precepts, but prison rules, especially the prison daily 
schedule, often prevent them from fully performing their rituals.71 For example, they are often unable 
to do ablution and pray five times a day. In 2016, some media reported that instigators of the prison 
riot in the IK-35 penal colony in Khakassia included Muslims who demanded that they be allowed to 
pray according to their religious rites, not according to the prison schedule.72 Prisoners also experi-
ence difficulties with keeping the Quran and other devotional objects. In 2020, a prisoner in the IK-7 
penal colony in Mordovia was beaten for his refusal to give up his Quran.73 In February 2021, the 
Novaya Gazeta newspaper published a video that showed the brutal beating of Andrei Ivanov (name 
changed), a Muslim prisoner in the IK-1 penal colony in Yaroslavl, for protesting against the Quran 
being thrown on the cell floor during a cell search.74 

Between 2015 and 2018, the Civic Assistance Committee received around 2,000 complaints 
from prisoners or their relatives about rights violations on the grounds of their ethnicity or religion. 
Despite the growing number of mosques or prayer rooms within the Russian penitentiary system, 
around half of the complaints concerned violations of the right to practice their religion. 

The prisoners we interviewed also complained about difficulties in adhering to religious pre-
cepts, especially during the fasting period, when Muslims do not take food and water from sunrise to 
sunset. Therefore, in the evening a fasting Muslim can eat only after the end of the official dinner and 
have breakfast only before dawn. During the fast, Muslims usually wake up at night to eat and drink 

under the bunk bed for two days”], Mediazona, 21 February 2021.
66 «Защита прав жителей Северного Кавказа, отбывающих наказание в учреждениях пенитенциарной системы 

России (2015–2018 годы)». Op. cit., p. 22.
67 «Жительница Чечни сообщила о голодовке мусульман в вологодской колонии» [“Chechen woman reported Muslims’ 

hunger strike in penal colony in Vologda”], Caucasian Knot, 6 October 2017.
68 «Тюремщики задевают религию и национальность для усиления эффекта» [“Prison guards bring up religion and 

ethnicity for heightened effect”] , Kavkaz.Realii, 28 February 2020; «Пытки мусульман в тюрьмах. Страшные свидетельст-
ва» [“Torture of Muslims in prisons. Terrifying testimonies”], Alif, 23 January 2019.

69 The organization was recognized as terrorist and banned in Russia
70 «Разговоры в ШИЗО о гуманитарной деятельности как публичное оправдание терроризма» [“Discussions 

in SHIZO about humanitarian activities considered public justification of terrorism”], Human Rights Center “Memorial,” 
27 November 2020.

71 The Civic Assistance Committee that has been helping North Caucasus natives who serve their sentences away from their 
home regions systematized and documented this kind of violations in their report «Защита прав жителей Северного Кавказа, 
отбывающих наказание в учреждениях пенитенциарной системы России (2015–2018 годы)». Op. cit.

72 «Заключенные с криками: „Аллаху Акбар!“ разгромили помещение ИК-35 в Хакасии» [“Prisoners shouting ‘Allahu 
Akbar!’ destroyed a facility of the IK-35 in Khakassia”], 19RUS, 25 July 2016.

73 «Тюремщики задевают религию и национальность для усиления эффекта». Op. cit.
74 «Тут, конечно, крыть уже нечем». Op. cit.
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water so that it is easier to hold out until the following evening. In many colonies outside the North 
Caucasus the administration refuses to accommodate their needs during this period.

According to Denis Timokhin, an employee of “Russia Behind Bars” and a former prisoner, in 
correctional institutions meals take place at a strictly set time and no flexibility is provided in this 
matter. “Even if you don’t want to eat, you must come to the dining room. This is a regimented 
event; everyone marches in formation for a trip to the canteen. You can just sit [in the dining hall] 
and look at the others, but not going is not an option. You can’t eat at night either. After the lights go 
out, no walks are allowed by the internal regulations”.

Failure to comply with these regulations is considered a violation and is punishable by place-
ment in punishment cells.

Prisoners’ rights protection

While defending rights and dignity in pre-trial detention is increasingly difficult, in a penal fa-
cility it is next to impossible. The abuse is sanctioned or sometimes even organized by penal facility 
staff and administration. 

There have been numerous media reports about criminal investigations into torture in prisons (in-
vestigations are usually opened under Article 286 of the Criminal Code on exceeding official powers).75 
However, few cases end up in convictions. Only 123 FSIN officers were convicted between 2015 and 2019. 
“The convictions are really few compared to the number of official complaints registered by the Investi-
gative Committee. For example, over the course of four years — between 2015 and 2018 — the Investiga-
tive Committee received over 6,500 complaints about torture,” the report by the Project stated.76 

Specialized public prosecutor’s offices supervise the execution of laws and protections of human 
rights in penal facilities and detention centers. Sanitary and labour inspection bodies can also mon-
itor the conditions in penal facilities, but according to human rights defenders, they regularly fail to 
perform their supervisory role.77 

Moreover, Public Monitoring Commissions have been specifically set up to oversee prisons. Each 
region has its own Commission of 5 to 40 members who hold their position for three years. Com-
mission members visit detention facilities, review applications and complaints, request information 
from facility administrations, and forward documents to respective Ombudspersons (human rights, 
children’s or business). In many cases, the Commissions play a crucial role in defending the human 
rights of prisoners and publicizing flagrant abuses. However, in a large number of Russian regions 
independent activists have failed to secure membership on the commission and the PMCs are turning 
into decorative bodies which consist mainly of former law enforcement agency employees or people 
who have never previously been involved in the protection of prisoners’ rights.

 After the 2018 amendments to the PMC law, a large number of leading human rights NGOs 
were deprived of the opportunity to nominate their candidates for PMC members due to a ban on 
NGOs entered in the register of “foreign agents” (part 3 of Article 10 of the POC Law) to join the 
commissions. In addition, in 2018 the PMC law introduced a provision that PMC members meet 
and speak with prisoners in the presence of an employee of the penal institution, and the latter 
has the right to interrupt the conversation (paragraph 3 of part 1 of article 16 of the PMC Law). 
Also, since 2018, the practice of excluding the most active and independent members of the PMC 
has gained in popularity (the case of Olympiada Usanova, the case of Marina Litvinovich), often 

75 «В Иркутской области возбудили два уголовных дела из-за пыток заключенных после бунта в ангарской коло-
нии» [“After prison riots in Angarsk, two criminal investigations into torture of prisoners opened in Irkutsk Region”], Mediazona, 
4 February 2021. «СК возбудил уголовное дело после публикации новых видео с пытками заключенных в ярослав-
ской ИК-1» [“Investigative Committee opened criminal case after new footage of torture in the IK-1 in Yaroslavl emerged”], 
Mediazona, 23 February 2021.

76 Svetlana Osipova «C первой пытки. Исследование о том, как пытки в российских тюрьмах стали нормой» [“From 
the first torture. Research into normalization of torture in Russian prisons”], Project, 7 October 2020.

77 «Мониторинг состояния мест лишения свободы» [“Monitoring of conditions in penal facilities”], “Russia Behind 
Bars” foundation. 
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for far-fetched reasons. In April 2021, the Public Chamber adopted amendments to the ethics 
code for members of the POC, which further restricts them. Even if the Commissions are active, 
their decisions are non-binding for FSIN personnel, so this mechanism effectively has no real 
leverage over prison administrations.78 As a result of abuse and impunity, some prisoners resort 
to extreme measures: go on hunger strikes,79 attempt suicides, sew up their mouths,80 drive nails 
into their abdomens,81 and instigate riots.82 In April 2020, a riot broke out the penal colony IK-15 
in Angarsk, Irkutsk Region after one of its prisoners, had been beaten.83 Around 300 riot police 
officers were sent to suppress the unrest. About 200 prisoners cut their veins. Some 300 people 
were injured.84

Prison caste system

Places of detention across Russia and most of the former USSR countries are traditionally gov-
erned by unwritten rules (“thieves” common code of law”, or “prison law”).85 In many prisons, there 
is a strict hierarchy among male inmates who can belong to one of several castes, also known as suits 
(masti). Various authors mention different numbers of suits;86 however, the four main suits include 
“thieves” (blatnyye) and “guys” (muzhiki) (the two “good” suits), and “goats” (kozly), also known as 
the “reds”, and “untouchables”, also called “prison bitches” (opushchennyye) (the two “bad” suits). 

The highest ranks among the “thieves” are “thieves in law” — a small group of professional 
criminals. According to some media reports, there were 230 “thieves in law” in Russia in 2019.87 
“Thieves” control other inmates’ behaviours, ensure top-ups to the collective monetary fund (obsh-
chak), mediate conflicts, and recruit new members. They are prohibited from working. 

“Guys” are common prisoners, they work and live by the “prison law,” contribute to the 
collective fund, do not aspire to power, and strive for early release. 

“Goats” (“reds”, or “activists”) cooperate with the prison administration, openly or covertly. 
Prison bitches (untouchables, or the miffed) are the lowest caste that does all the dirty 

work. Members of other groups are prohibited from sharing food or cigarettes with them, among 
other exchanges.

78 Federal Law No. 76-FZ of 10 June 2008 “On public control for ensuring human rights in detention facilities and assisting 
persons in detention facilities.”

79 «В Ярославской области заключенные объявили голодовку после того, как их начали кормить с лопат» [“Prisoners 
in Yaroslavl Region go on a hunger strike after being fed from shovels”], Takie Dela, 24 October 2018.

80 «В ОНК рассказали, что в якутской ИК-1 семеро заключенных зашили себе рты» [“Public Monitoring Commission: 
Prisoners in the IK-1 in Yakutsk sewed up their mouths”], Mediazona, 6 December 2018.

81 «В Мордовии заключенные спецколонии проткнули себе животы гвоздями» [“Prisoners in special penal colony in 
Mordovia drove nails into their abdomens”], Novyye Izvestia, 22 March 2019.

82 Unrests and riots were reported in the IK-35 penal colony in Khakassia in 2016, in the IK-2 in Smolensk Region in 2015, 
in IK-2 in Salavat, Bashkiria, in 2015 etc. In November 2012, around 500 prisoners in the IK-6 in Kopeysk, Chelyabinsk Region, 
climbed onto the roof of a building and unfurled bed-sheets turned into banners asking for help: in the penal colony, they had been 
subjected to degrading treatment and extortion. Organizers and participants of this peaceful protest were given additional prison 
sentences. The director of the penal facility received a suspended sentence for exaction; his deputies were fired. Anna Karpova 
«Конец бунта» [“End of riot”], Snob; Oksana Chizh «Бунт против пыток в Копейске: заключенные осуждены, сотрудники 
ФСИН — нет» [“Protest against torture in Kopeysk: prisoners convicted, FSIN staff scot-free”], ВВС News — Russian Service, 
13 April 2018. 

83 «В Иркутской области произошел бунт в колонии строгого режима. Его подавил спецназ, пострадали сотни за-
ключенных» [“Prison riot in high-security penal colony in Irkutsk Region crushed by riot police. Hundreds of prisoners injured”], 
Meduza, 11  April 2020. «Бунт в ангарской колонии» [“Riot in penal colony in Angarsk”], Mediazona, 17 April 2020.

84 «Они насиловали конкретно тех, кто за что-то отвечал в колонии» [“They raped those who had been responsible 
for something in the colony”], Novaya Gazeta, 29 January 2021.

85 For more information, see: Yuri Alexandrov «Очерки криминальной субкультуры» [“Studies of criminal subculture”], 
Prava Cheloveka, 2001.

86 «Закон воровской: иерархия и понятия в МЛС» [“Thieves’ common code of law: hierarchy and rules in prisons”], 
MBKh, 28 June 2020. Yuri Alexandrov. Op. cit.

87 «В России пересчитали всех воров в законе» [“‘Thieves in law’ counted in Russia”], URA.ru, 17 November 2019. There 
are also polozhentsy (proxies of ‘thieves in law’), smotryashchie (enforcers) and stremyagi (wannabe ‘thieves’).



16

North Caucasus Muslims in Prisons of Russia

 Upward hierarchy mobility is difficult, but for “prison bitches” it is entirely impossible. On the 
contrary, loss in status is common; for example, for breaking the “prison law.” Even prison adminis-
trators must take the “prison law” into consideration: “thieves” cannot be placed in the same cell with 
“prison bitches”, “prison bitches” cannot be seated with members of other castes in the dining area.88 

There is no strict division into castes in women’s penal colonies. Yet, here as well some inmates are 
more privileged than others. Each cell has its “headwoman” who is responsible for maintaining order and 
supervising other inmates.89 The “headwoman” partially delegates her powers to her aides. The lowest group 
of female inmates consists of so-called chepushily — women who do not take care of themselves well, work 
poorly, and usually cling together. However, this group is not actually a caste; it is nothing like “prison bitch-
es” in men’s penal colonies. A woman can leave this group by simply changing her behaviour.90 

Like in men’s penal colonies, there are “activists” among female inmates who cooperate with 
the prison administration. The attitude towards them is neutral unless they inform on other inmates 
or cause other damage. There are also kratki — female recidivists who tend to act like “thieves” and 
speak prison slang.91 

Colours of colonies

Depending on who informally controls the men’s prison, places of detention can be “black” or 
“red”. So-called “black” penal colonies are controlled by the “thieves.” And so-called “enforcer” agrees 
to the conditions for serving punishment with the prison administration. These rules of conduct (pos-
tanova) in this particular penal facility completely override official prison rules. Inmates in “black” 
penal colonies can often freely move around the premises anytime.92 Prisoners contribute to their 
collective monetary fund (obshchak). 

“Red” penal colonies are controlled by FSIN personnel and their “activists” (“goats”).93 These 
colonies are governed by official prison rules. There is no collective fund, and hierarchical division is 
limited to distinguishing the prisoners who are close to the prison administration. 

Since the early 2000s, the media have been reporting about the existence of “green” penal col-
onies that have a majority of Muslims prisoners or are controlled by Muslim inmates.94 It remains 
unclear whether “green” penal colonies are a myth or a reality. Our interviews have showed that some 
Muslim prisoners fit into the established regular hierarchy.95 Others defy thieves’ common code of 
law, form their own religious-based groups and follow their own rules.96 They organize jamaats to 
protect themselves against violence and other degrading practices in Russian prisons and jointly de-
mand their right to practice Islam.97 They keep to themselves, stand up for each other and contribute 

88 Yuri Alexandrov. Op. cit.
89 «По какому принципу становятся авторитетом в женской колонии» [“Who becomes an authority in women’s penal 

colonies”], The Criminal.ru.
90 «Женщина может дать сигареты, и другая согласна за это лечь с ней» [“Woman can give cigarettes, and the other 

agrees to lie down with her for that”], 7x7 Horizontal Russia, 1 May 2018.
91 «„В тюрьме к тебе всегда будут обращаться на «ты»“: Светлана Бахмина о быте в женской колонии» [“‘You’ll be 

always called by your first name in prison’: Svetlana Bakhmina about living conditions in women’s colony”], Wonderzine, 29 June 2018.
92 Ivan Zhadaev. Op. cit.
93 Ibid.
94 Lubov Shirizhik «Старшие по мечети» [“The heads of mosque”], Lenta.ru, 16 April 2018. Some believe that “green” penal 

colonies is a fake created by fighters. See also: «Черные, красные, зеленые. Как ФСИН, воры и мусульмане делят уральские 
зоны» [“Black, red and green: How FSIN, ‘thieves’ and Muslims share penal colonies in the Ural”], Znak, 23 November 2017.

95 Alexander Shestun, the former head of Serpukhov District of Moscow Region, told journalists that proxies and enforcers 
assigned by “thieves in law” to all detention centers in Moscow that he had visited (at least three SIZOs: “Vodnik”, “Lefortovo” 
and “Matrosskaya Tishina”) were Chechens or Ingushes. See: «Тюремный джихад» [“Prison jihad”], Versiya, 20 January 2020.

96 Grigiry Tumanov «Зеленая зона. ФСИН усиливает борьбу с тюремными исламистами» [“‘Green’ penal colony: FSIN 
steps up its fight against Islamists in prisons”], Kommersant, 26 January 2016.

97 «Зеленая зона: кавказские заключенные в тюрьмах России» [“‘Green’ penal colony: Cauacasus natives in Russian 
prisons”], OC Media, 1 October 2018. «Воровской закон, армейский устав и Коран» [“Thieves’ common code of law, military 
regulations, and Quran”], idelreal.org, 20 March 2018.
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to their own collective fund.98 They elect a prison imam and treat the imams appointed to them sus-
piciously or reject them. “Prison jamaats” concern prison administrations because of their independ-
ence and defiance of the established system of control over inmates and “thieves rules” in general. 

FSIN and the Federal Security Service have been combating against Muslim communities in 
detention, and FSIN analysts brand such communities extremist and criminal99. For example, there 
was a case of Valery Ilmendeev,100 a Muslim who served his sentence in the IK-2 penal colony in No-
voulyanovsk. The investigation claimed that he was circulating “Wahhabi literature” and recruiting 
for Imarat Kavkaz in the colony. He was charged with creating a terrorist cell and transferred to a pe-
nal colony in Murmansk Region where he continued to preach radical ideas. Another case of “setting 
up a terrorist association ‘Jamaat’” in the IK-2 penal colony in Kalmykia has been under investigation 
since late 2019. Forty-three men have been charged in this case so far.101 

In the third chapter, we present the interviews with our respondents about jamaats. All of them 
argue that the jamaat is an informal union of Muslims in prison, and not a radical cell of extremists. 
Azat Gainutdinov, the head of the Tatarstan “Center for Adaptation and Rehabilitation” for persons 
released from prison, also believes this. He considers it groundless to attribute the representatives of 
the Muslim jamaats of the colonies to members of terrorist groups.

“The FSIN employees themselves need to be taught the basics of Islam, they must understand 
the worldview of the groups that they work with. For some, just performing namaz is already a 
manifestation of extremism...”, — Gainutdinov told the “Caucasian Knot”.102

From time to time, FSIN announces its interventions with “prison jamaats.” The content and ef-
fectiveness of these efforts remain unclear, with media mostly reporting new criminal investigations 
against “radicals in prisons.”103 In 2018, FSIN sought assistance from the spiritual boards of Muslims. 
“We have Nazis and nationalists, and we know how to work with them. But we do not quite know 
how to deal with people who preach aggressive forms of Islam,” — Anatoly Rudyi, FSIN Deputy Di-
rector, said in his interview to the Kommersant newspaper.104

98 Alexander Surovyy «В чем разница между зелеными, красными и черными тюрьмами» [“What is the difference 
between ‘green,’ ‘red,’ and ‘black’ penal colonies”], Vestnik Mezhdunarodnogo Ugolovnogo Pravosudiya, 16 March 2019.

99 Меркурьев ВВ. Пенитенциарные горизонты борьбы с экстремистской деятельностью. Crimas.ru, Мирзорин М.Л. 
«Криминальная субкультура как одна из причин радикализации пенитенциарной системы РФ». Сборник докладов XIX 
научно-практической конференции преподавателей, студентов, аспирантов и молодых ученых. Таганрогский инсти-
тут управления и экономики. 2018

100 Sergei Melnikov. «Ислам строгого режима» [“High-security Islam”], Kommersant, 26 August 2013.
101 «Мы даже освобождаться боимся» [“We are even afraid to be released”], Mediazona, 6 October 2020.
102 “Аналитики усомнились в масштабности вербовки ИГ* в калмыцкой колонии” [Analysts expressed doubts about 

the scale of ISIS recruitment in the Kalmyk colony], The Caucasus Knot, 1 April 2020.
103 Ibid.
104 Anastasia Kurilova «Тюремному джамаату ищут имамов» [“In search for imams for a prison jamaat”], Kommersant, 

16 February 2018.
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CHAPTER II. LIFE IN PENAL COLONIES 
This section presents the results of the field research conducted by the Conflict Analysis and Pre-

vention Center (CAPC) between January and March 2021. In the course of our research, we carried 
out in-depth interviews with 30 recently released prisoners and five experts working on issues relat-
ed to people in detention in Russia. Interviews were conducted by Ekaterina Sokirianskaia, Janetta 
Akhilgova, and three consultants who wished to remain anonymous. As the respondents’ trust in in-
terviewers was important for our survey, we chose researchers who had already contacts with former 
prisoners due to their professional duties or personal circumstances.

This section aims at analyzing the life of North Caucasian Muslim prisoners in penal facilities 
based on their first-hand accounts. We asked various questions about their time in correctional facili-
ties, including about their socio-psychological adaptation, relationships with fellow inmates and pris-
on administrations, their joys and disappointments, communications with families, attitudes towards 
their faith and themselves, and their hobbies behind bars.

The section does not profess to be fully objective. However, it offers important insights on pris-
oners’ feelings and struggles that can help assess their needs and potential reintegration and adapta-
tion trajectories after their release.

Apart from the socio-psychological perspective, we sought to look into prisoners’ religiosity dy-
namics during their jail time and after their release; possible ideological influences exerted in de-
tention, by other people, by books, or through the internet; and education and prevention efforts in 
prisons and upon release, and the perception of such activities by prisoners. 

Our interviewees originally come from Chechnya, Ingushetia and Kabardino-Balkaria. Some 
of them currently reside or used to live at the time of their arrest outside their home regions or 
country. We were able to interview only five women because it was exceptionally hard to find fe-
male respondents who would be willing to talk on topics covered in this research, with difficulties 
further exacerbated by the pandemic. Two potential female interviewees from Chechnya refused to 
talk due to various fears expressed at the last moment, despite the fact that our researchers came 
recommended by the NGO which they knew very well since the NGO assisted in their post-release 
reintegration.

Male interviewees could also only be found through personal references. As such, our male re-
spondents include only those who were referred to us either by other respondents or by the NGOs that 
worked with them. 

Despite the limitations, we believe that the material gathered in this report will help shed light on 
some important aspects of the life of North Caucasus natives in Russian prisons.

General information about interviewees and contexts of their arrests 

Former prisoners we have interviewed come from various of backgrounds: from rural or urban 
areas, from large families with both parents or single-parent (usually, single-mother) households; 
some have a university degree while others do not. Prior to their arrests, they worked in different 
fields — as a civil servant, factory executive, courier, lawyer, construction worker, soldier, and a hand-
yman. One of our respondents was a repeated offender who has served his second sentence. 

Our youngest respondent just turned 18 at the time of his arrest. He was brought up by his 
mother as, according to him and human rights defenders, his father had been forcibly disappeared by 
security forces in the mid-2000s. Our oldest respondent was 54 at the time of her arrest. A significant 
number of former prisoners we spoke with were married with children at the time of their arrest. One 
of the respondents had five children. Another had four Muslim wives and he divorced all of them on 
the day of his sentencing according to Muslim laws. All interviewees’ names in this section have been 
changed, and some of the pseudonyms were chosen by the respondents themselves.

The former prisoners we interviewed received sentences ranging from seven months to 10 years 
of imprisonment. They served their sentences in correctional institutions with various levels of secu-
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rity, such as settlements, general or high-security penal colonies or prisons (in the sense of the Code 
on the Execution of Sentences), located across Russia: in Dagestan, Moscow, Oryol Region, Tver Re-
gion, Tobolsk, Kalmykia, Krasnoyarsk Kray, Omsk, Orenburg, Chechnya, Kabardino-Balkaria, Yama-
lo-Nenets Autonomous District, and Stavropol Kray. 

They were convicted of fraud, rape, murder, violent robbery, extortion, bribery mediation, mak-
ing an attempt on the life of a law enforcement officer, banditism, unauthorized possession of fire-
arms, or participation in an illegal armed group. The majority of our interviewees were sentenced for 
illegal drug purchases, possession, transportation, production, or processing, including on a large 
scale.

Only 8 out of 30 respondents admitted that they had committed the crimes they were sentenced 
for. Another four said that they had committed some of the actions they were charged with while the 
rest of their cases were fabricated. Some alleged that charges against them were entirely fabricated 
and claimed their complete innocence. 

А young woman told us that she had served 10 years for the murder of a police officer who had 
assaulted her and tried to rape her. An elderly woman with three children who had been head of a par-
ents’ committee at a local school was sentenced to 10 years in penal colony for possessing a package 
she said she had been given by an acquaintance for safekeeping. The package turned out to contain a 
large amount of heroin. She was convicted despite the absence of any evidence that she was the actual 
owner of the package. Among our interviewees, there were also two community activists who had had 
drugs planted on them.

Those who considered themselves innocent and unjustly jailed suffered from prison hardships 
the most. The woman who had served her sentence for heroin-related crimes seemed to be in shock 
even after her release both because of what happened to her and because of the unaccountability of 
the system she had believed to be just prior her arrest. Others who claimed their innocence described 
their feelings in a similar way. 

 
“I used to pinch myself… Could it be a dream? I just could not wrap my head around it. Prison 

and I are incompatible. Before I was sent to jail, I used to think that judges and prosecutors could 
not all be corrupt. [I believed] I would be acquitted [on the appeal],” — Malkho (Chechnya).

“During my first six months in the preliminary detention center, every day I expected my 
prompt release. Until my verdict, I could not believe that I was going to be sent to prison. I was so 
naive. After sentencing, I realized that I would not be released as soon as I thought I would be. I lost 
all my faith in the state and in justice,” — Ahmed (Chechnya).

Six of the former prisoners we interviewed alleged that investigative authorities had been unable 
to find sufficient evidence for their alleged crimes. However, as they had already been kept in pre-trial 
detention for a long time, in order to avoid admitting their mistakes, investigators charged them with 
other crimes. In practice, if a person has already spent a significant amount of time in pre-trial deten-
tion, they are rarely released without a charge or prison sentence. 

“If you’ve got into this system, you won’t be released. If the defendant is from the Caucasus, the 
court will add at least one [extra year]. That’s a common practice... Investigators used to go on sick 
leaves or did not show up. Finally, an elderly female investigator said to me that she would build 
her case around Article 161 [robbery]. ‘We anyway have to put you to jail,’ [she said],” — Khasan 
(Ingushetia).

“[I was] detained by the Chechen OMON [special police force]. I was accompanied by my rela-
tive. They took [us] to the OMON base. Next morning, federal officers from Khankala arrived. My 
relative was left at the base. Most likely, he is dead now. I was taken to Khankala. I was charged 
with the kidnapping of a doctor who I actually had helped to free… It saved my life, so to say, — the 
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fact that they connected me to that case as a suspect. The court acquitted me. I was charged with 
a whole bunch of offences: terrorism (Article 205) — acquitted; kidnapping and hostage-taking — 
acquitted… The court ruled that we had released the doctor. But they could not let me go, so I was 
sentenced for banditism, firearm possession and making an attempt on the life of an officer. I got 
10 years as a result,” — Deni (Chechnya).

15 out of 30 respondents said that they had been beaten or tortured during investigation and 
pre-trial detention. The level of violence varied depending on the region and the crime the person 
was suspected of. In Chechnya, even those arrested on suspicion of drug-related offences were held 
in illegal detention facilities or in cells at police stations (IVS) for extensive periods of time and were 
repeatedly beaten. As a result, the majority of our respondents detained in Chechnya actually felt re-
lieved when they were finally placed in a regular preliminary detention center (SIZO).

Lechi from Chechnya convicted of drug possession said:
 “I was held in unlawful detention for almost a month by the time they officially processed me. 

They tortured me a little but threatened to torture me [more] and create more troubles for me if I 
refused to sign a confession. After [I was transferred from] the IVS and officially processed at the 
SIZO, things were more or less okay: I was regularly fed, wasn’t humiliated or tortured — at least 
not to the extent I was previously in the IVS. [In the IVS], police officers would often come and beat 
some detainees up to extract testimonies.” 

Shamil from Chechnya convicted of drug possession said:
“I had a light version of it: two senior officers were holding my arms and legs as another officer 

was beating me on my legs and back with a plastic pipe. It was accompanied by terrible swearing, 
that was worse than obscene words, to break a person’s spirit. They do not call you ‘he’ or ‘she’, just 
‘it’ — that’s their know-how, as if you are of neutral gender. So I got lucky — unlike many others, 
I was not tortured with electric shocks. When I was finally transferred to the SIZO some time later, 
I felt a protection of sorts, that I would not be simply killed — I was remanded in custody [by a] 
court’s decision, and physical examination was performed in the SIZO. Before that, I thought I could 
be killed.”  

For those suspected of membership in illegal armed groups, things were much worse. One such 
respondent, who did not deny that he had given food to insurgents, said:

“I grew up during the first and second Chechen wars and saw many atrocities committed by 
[Russian] military in our republic. Many of my friends joined armed groups and almost all of them 
fell in action. I didn’t fight. In 2013, during regular raids in our area, I was taken to a police station 
with some other guys. Shortly before that, two policemen had been killed, and the authorities were 
searching for perpetrators. There were some 30 of us in the IVS. Some were later released. I was 
charged, along with four other guys, under Article 208 [participation in an illegal armed group].

“They failed to go through with the charge of participation in an illegal armed group and built 
up accessory cases against each of us instead. Back then, this article [of the Criminal Code] was 
nicknamed ‘Rollton’ [after the brand of instant noodles] — many guys were jailed for supplying 
those noodles or bread to Chechen warriors. We were brutally tortured in the IVS. They shoot me in 
the leg during torture and I’ve been a cripple ever since,” — Aslambek (Chechnya).

Timur from Kabardino-Balkaria who had been convicted of assisting fighters told us about tor-
ture with electric shocks:

“I was arrested in January 2010. I was driving on my own business when I was blocked from 
two sides and masked armed men rushed at me and pulled me to the ground. They handcuffed me 
behind my back and put a bag over my head. They took me and my car away. It all happened in 
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front of people in the street. The first two days were the worst: they kept torturing and beating me 
and giving me electric shocks until I agreed that the grenade that had been planted on me belonged 
to me and that I had been occasionally driving and supplying my brother-in-law who was wanted 
as a member of an illegal armed group with food,” — Timur (Kabardino-Balkaria).

Two interviewees from Chechnya alleged that their family members bribed the investigative of-
ficials with 200,000 rubles (over 3,200 USD) to have a charge dropped: 

“They added something to the fact that I gave food [to an insurgent] and turned a single case 
into a series of episodes. I was sentenced to two and a half years in prison. Today, [courts usually] 
give at least five, if not eight, years under this article. That’s because my family gave 200,000 rubles 
to the investigator. It was a lot of money at the time,” — Aslambek (Chechnya). 

A third former prisoner, once a successful businessman, who was apprehended in Moscow de-
cided against bribing investigators since he did not believe that he could be convicted in the case, he 
thought, which was so obviously fabricated:

“They asked for a bribe of 200,000 [US] dollars. If I knew I would be put in jail, I would have 
gathered and given this money to them. I often think that if I were born in another country, my 
life would be different. And just because I was born here, this trouble happened to me,” — Malkho 
(Chechnya).

All former prisoners we have interviewed said that in preliminary detention centers (SIZO) they 
had not been subjected to torture, although some had been beaten, particularly in Kabardino-Balka-
ria. Despite difficult living conditions, lack of movement and exercise, and absence of long visits, our 
respondents spoke quite positively about their time in SIZOs.

Ibrahim from Kabardino-Balkaria who had been held in the SIZO-1 in Nalchik during the inves-
tigation said:

“I remember only good things about the SIZO, even though my time there coincided with 
breaking down [detainees] due to the appointment of the new director and I was badly beaten. In 
the SIZO, I met some real people. I often remember them and thank Allah for meeting them and 
understanding what human relations actually mean. At the same time, I had to go on a hunger 
strike there due to all those outrages the new director committed. In the SIZO, I did not feel like a 
suspect whose guilt had to be proven; we were all treated as convicts proven guilty of crimes. Four 
or five of us would be placed in a tiny two-person cell to humiliate us and break our spirit; the cells 
were damp and cold. Good memories come only from the experience of companionship with good 
people.” 

Similarly to Ibrahim, other respondents also alleged that they had been treated as convicts, not 
as suspects, in the pre-trial detention. 

Some noted that they had dreaded the transportation to a penal colony as they heard how hard it 
was. Human rights defenders have confirmed that transportation is a long and exhausting process:105

“Transportation is very humiliating, disgusting and brutal,” — Asma (Chechnya). 

“My journey to the penal colony took three months. During my transportation, I was placed 
in a transit prison. I was worried that I might be eventually sent to a ‘red’ prison or a ‘red’ colony 
where newcomers are met with beatings. During my journey, I got to a transit prison (‘red’) where 
inmates were scared even to breathe loudly — no one talked to each other as they were too scared to. 
Upon arrival to my penal colony, I was quarantined, as usual. It was in the basement [cell]. I spent 
a week there and was admitted to the colony after that,” — Zeitun (Kabardino-Balkaria).

105 Our interview with Oyub Titiev, coordinator of “Protection of the rights of residents of the North Caucasus in the prisons of 
the Russian Federation” program at the Civic Assistance Committee.
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Adapting to life in penal colonies

The process and duration of prisoners’ adaptation depend on the charges they have been con-
victed of, the level of security in the prison, and the penal facility itself. The first several weeks tend to 
be the most challenging. There is a noticeable difference between the adaptation process for women 
and men. Women usually say that they felt ashamed and were thinking about their children they 
had left behind. As local traditions do not allow for a woman to be imprisoned, female prisoners lose 
everything: their families, their property, their children, and their social ties. Being overwhelmed by 
stress, many of these women attempt suicide or self-harm in the early days of their imprisonment. 

The women we have interviewed described their feelings immediately after they got to prison as 
follows: 

“Fear that my children were left alone and shame for my disgrace. The shame that could never 
be wiped out… Non-stop humiliation. [It was] hell. It was very difficult for me to adapt. I used to 
withdraw into myself. Each day lived was an eternity,” — Madina (Chechnya).

“The system is set to break you down. You either accept this or go down the grimmest road that 
you might fail to survive,” — Roza (Chechnya).

The NGO Laram Center in Chechnya supports female detainees and ex-convicts. The center has 
no financial support and thus had to suspend some of its activities, although counsellors, lawyers 
and clerics continue working there as volunteers. The NGO staff help women to adapt to their new 
situation:

“Our goal is to calm them down, explain to them what to do next, and support their adapta-
tion,” — an expert helping female prisoners said. 

While women found coping with shame and the loss of social ties to be the hardest part, men in 
penal colonies, especially in general or high-security colonies, found it particularly difficult to adapt 
to the dire living conditions, a total absence of privacy, and the violent prison environment: 

“Living conditions [were] terrible. They still had ‘retro-conditions’ [in the colony] where I was. 
I like to be alone. In a colony, it’s impossible. You cannot be alone even in the bath-house, and I felt 
very uneasy about this,” — Adam (Ingushetia).

“I couldn’t eat during my first days [in prison]. I felt nausea with just the smell of that food. The 
food was awful there; it smelled so disgusting. Everything smells bad in prison; your clothes smell bad 
too. I had worn suits since school, and even [in prison] I asked [my family] to send me white pants and 
a white shirt in a parcel. It was very difficult for me to get used to it,” — Malkho (Chechnya).

“When I got into the system, it felt like being inside a dragon’s stomach. You sense that this 
apparatus can digest you. The system tries to wipe out your personality. The system doesn’t want 
to put you in the [right] track. This is not the system’s goal. Its goal is to break [you] down,” — Deni 
(Chechnya).

“They kept me in solitary for a year. They barely fed me. I lost 26 kilograms,” — Temir (In-
gushetia).

Mechanisms of adaptation vary from person to person: some eventually got used to living in 
prison and joined in, others were unable to fit in the prison environment up to the end of their term:

“The early days, when your entire life stops abruptly, are the most difficult. But later on, items 
just disappear from your to-do list. After a year in detention, you start asking yourself, ‘Have I ever 
had any other life at all?’” — Yusuf (Ingushetia). 
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“After a year and a half [in prison], I still failed to get used to captivity. It was very difficult 
for me both physically and emotionally… however hard I tried to adapt. Everything was alien to 
me; all the people around me had problems and all of this took a psychological toll no matter how 
good the penal colony was. You were put there on a trumped-up charge; a person had stumbled 
once, and they just finished him off, figuratively speaking. My body and soul were looking at 
the gate all the time. I was not getting used to it, and I never got used to it,” — Sad Patrick (Kab-
ardino-Balkaria).

As brutal as the investigation stage in Chechnya is, penal colonies in the republic seemed quite 
comfortable to our respondents, and the attitude towards prisoners was relatively respectful: 

“When I was brought to the penal colony, the impressions were good. I wanted to take frequent 
walks or even beat someone up to warm up. I was met with a normal, respectful attitude,” — Vakha 
(Chechnya).

Former prisoners who served their sentences elsewhere in the North Caucasus did not complain 
about violence or ill-treatment by prison administrations or violations of their religious rights or 
feelings either. 

Penal colonies in the North Caucasus and those in the rest of Russia are like “heaven and earth” 
according to Oyub Titiev, human rights defender and former political prisoner. “In Chechnya, no one 
goes to bed feeling hungry — [prisoner] catering is well-organized and decent. Treatment is much 
better than in other Russian regions too. This is because prison staff are locals, and they can be held 
accountable for abuse anytime [by prisoners’ relatives]. In the Caucasus, relatives are close by and 
can support their prisoner,” Oyub Titiev said. According to the former political prisoner, there were 
some officers who had a very “rotten” attitude towards prisoners, but there were “not so many” of 
them. 

Settlement colonies in the North Caucasus allow parcels with food and clothes and visitation 
with very few limitations. 

Relations with fellow inmates

Our respondents occupied various positions in the informal prison hierarchy. One acted as an 
enforcer who controlled the entire penal facility on behalf of “thieves in law;” another two watched 
over fellow inmates in their respective prison cells. Several former prisoners belonged to jamaats. 
Another served his sentence in a penal colony where his jamaat enforced rules throughout the facility. 
One of our respondents served his sentence in a special prison for convicted former law enforcement 
officers. 

Most of our interviewees were treated fine by fellow inmates and have not complained about 
serious conflicts. Many believe that Caucasus natives’ solidarity and strength of spirit is widely ac-
knowledged by other inmates, hence the regard and respect:

“Other cons met me as usual. There were two guys I had been held with in [unlawful detention] 
in the IVS. So, we had lots to talk about… The three of us stuck together. The relationships were like 
between any humans: normal with some; non-existent with others. There were some real scums, 
hopeless junkies, or thugs, but not too many of them. It was a settlement colony after all, not some 
high-security [facility]. Mostly small-time thieves, drug addicts or other poor fellows like us,” — 
Aslambek (Chechnya).

Although several interviewees told us that they had made some close friends in prison, most not-
ed that their social interactions with other inmates were superficial due to lack of trust. Ramazan said:

“…what [do you mean by] relationships or social interactions? Those were no intimate or can-
did conversations, no. You just talk business, on some very superficial topics. The rule ‘don’t trust, 
don’t fear, don’t beg’ is still in place”. 
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A former prisoner from Kabardino-Balkaria who called himself “Francis” said:
“I had more or less normal relationships with several people. But no one got too close, no one 

trusted anyone… although there were no open conflicts either. Had I only had a word with anyone, 
‘goats’ would go to [the prison administration] and report that certain people had talked to each 
other, and then questions would be asked what was the talk about. In this first colony there was 
absolutely no place for jamaats or close relations. It was not until I got transferred to the prison [in 
the sense of the Code on the Execution of Sentences] and then to the [high-security penal] colony in 
Vladimir Region that I was able to have some normal relationships with other inmates, irrespective 
of their faith or ethnicity. But I sill could not completely trust anyone.” 

However, several interviewees highlighted that they had had to pay close attention to their words 
and actions to avoid getting into the lowest caste of prisoners. Moreover, they were intentionally pro-
voked both by other inmates and prison staff:

“My colony was neither ‘black’ nor ‘red’, more like ‘greyish.’ Colonies have their pros and cons 
compared to SIZOs: you can move around [the facility], but on the downside, you find yourself 
around criminals and their criminal subculture instead of Muslims you used to share a SIZO cell 
with. There are always psychological tensions in such an environment. You have to maintain your 
dignity while others are deliberately provoking you and watching your behaviour: will you slip or 
not? I had special treatment, most likely because of the charges I had been convicted on [Article 208 
(participation in an illegal armed group)]. No one was treated with so much prejudice as I was. Since 
day one, they were pressuring me into doing my bed the white way [a very specific and immaculate 
way] and thus becoming a ‘goat.’ I refused and was put in the isolation cell… I did not share thieves’ 
beliefs but had to refrain from certain actions that might have discredited me in the eyes of the crim-
inals to remain among ‘the guys,’ to avoid getting into the lowest caste and to have a voice among 
other prisoners. I had to manoeuvre,” — Zeitun (Kabardino-Balkaria).

Our respondents generally noted that North Caucasians had their ways to make “thieves” respect 
them even in challenging, in the sense of the criminal subculture, situations. Also, as noted above, 
Muslims often kept together, which was very helpful. They could also use the “prison law,” if need 
be. One of our interviewees explained his understanding of the “thieves’ common code of law” as a 
universal reference system that facilitated interactions between people of different backgrounds in 
prison:

“When a person arrives in prison, it needs to be explained how he has to behave himself. You 
cannot do this in [terms of] religion so you have to use the ‘prison law.’ If I say that something is 
haram [forbidden in Islam] and something is halal [permissible], they just won’t understand this 
due to their different mentality. I have my Adats and my religion, it’s easy for me. But many other 
people who ended up in jail have never been taught this either at home or in the street. So how else 
do you explain this to them?” — Ilez (Ingushetia).

Another respondent convicted of rape (on the girl’s false accusation, he claimed) also said that he 
had solved his problems through the “prison law” and had to assert himself in the prison hierarchy:

“If a man gets caught for a real rape, he will be in trouble in the colony. It’s only fair that those 
rightfully convicted [get raped] with a broom. Yet, there are many guys in the colonies who just had 
sex with a girl with no strings attached and the girl got upset because the man wasn’t into [serious 
relations] with her or for some other reason and reported him [to the police]. I was able to prove to 
other cons that I was [innocent] and [wrongfully] convicted so they did not touch me. While I was 
being transferred, a word got to the colony that I was a [normal] guy and that ‘thieves’ should not 
have anything against me. I was met all right. Some used to leer at me, but I resolved all that within 
a week. I talked to the enforcers and [explained] my situation. I also [explained] everything to oper-
atives during our first conversation so that they did not bug me as I’d been [wrongfully] convicted. 
So, they didn’t bug me much,” — Ramazan (Chechnya).



25

Сonflict analysis and prevention center

 Most of the penal facilities where our interviewees were held were neither “red,” or “black,” or 
“green,” but were a combination of all three:

“There were three communities [in our penal colony]: ‘thieves,’ ‘jamaat,’ and ‘integral sub-
stance.’ The latter mostly consisted of young Muslims who could either be among ‘thieves’ or 
be [committed] to a common cause [thieves interests]… Thieves’ ways had no authority in this 
prison so ‘thieves’ could only use this ‘integral resource.’ But it wasn’t the Islamic way either. It 
was just the environment where the majority consisted of practicing Muslims, no matter their 
charges. ‘Thieves’ might not have liked it, but they did not show their teeth too much,” — Rasul 
(Kabardino-Balkaria).

However, several of our respondents happened to be held in “red” penal colonies where, accord-
ing to them, they were brutally tortured, and the rules established by the prison administration were 
the only law. 

One former prisoner who served his sentence outside the North Caucasus told us that in his pe-
nal colony their Muslim jamaat was on top of the informal prison hierarchy: 

“We, Muslims, stayed together and ate separately. There were several nationalists in prison 
but generally everyone listened to us and did what we said. And we acted so that not only other 
prisoners but also the prison staff respected us. How did we do it? We behaved ourselves so that 
they could respect us. We were always balanced to set an example to others. Everyone was happy 
because we maintained order and did not violate either Muslims’ or Christians’ rights… We were 
in the jamaat all the time. In the dining area, no one else would sit where we ate — everyone knew 
it was our table. Even if someone would sit there by accident, he would be told, ‘Go away! It’s their 
table’,” — Aslan (Chechnya).

According to Ilez from Ingushetia, “Caucasus natives are very well respected in prisons” 
because they are not easy to break down, so some “tough guys of other ethnic origins” tend to 
keep with those from the Caucasus although even if they do not convert to Islam. Other former 
prisoners said that they had seen some opportunists in their penal facilities who would convert 
to Islam and join Muslim jamaats to have an easier life in prison. Another two former prisoners 
said that during their time in prison two Slavic inmates (a Russian in one case, and a Ukrainian 
in the other) had embraced Islam.

Although the solidarity of North Caucasus natives helped them to avoid problems with other 
inmates, according to Adam from Ingushetia, “it would be easier for our prisoners if they tried to 
integrate outside their ethnic groups. Some Ingush men managed to communicate with anyone, but 
most of them just kept to the group of their own.”

Leisure and coping mechanisms 

Most of our respondents used to do sports in prison. Many read books. One interviewee got in-
terested in metaphysics and Tibetan philosophy; another began to draw. He also used to do tattoos 
and albums for other prisoners. Some of the prisoners worked, but not all penal facilities had oppor-
tunities for work, and not everyone wanted to work.

We asked former prisoners what kept them going or made them feel down the most in prison. 
Our respondents often named their faith, reading, exercising, communications with family and par-
cels from home as sources of support:

“I entirely trusted in Allah and hoped that he would reward me for my hardships, and this gave 
me strength. I did not have any close friends in the colony. We used to play ping-pong — there was 
a ping-pong table. I also read a lot of books from the prison library, mostly on history,” — Zeitun 
(Kabardino-Balkaria).
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“Being alone with God and praying used to help me... My Ingush background was also a source 
of support. [I remembered] elders’ stories about their hard times, horrors, their orphanhood and 
how they managed to preserve themselves… When I was locked in the isolation cell — concrete 
everywhere — I hunkered down and [plumbed the depths of despair]. Then I saw an inscription on 
the wall saying, ‘Fend off despair.’ Allah knows I thought at that moment, ‘You are Ingush!’ And I 
started to dance,” — Khasan (Ingushetia).

Deni, who used to fight in the Dzhokhar Dudayev army, explained:
“What kept me going was my belief that I was on the right path and that it had been my conscious 

choice. I knew that I could have been killed or taken captive. I thought that if I keep thinking about free-
dom, it would kill me. So, I tried to come to terms with the fact that I was living in that system. My goal 
was to get out healthy so I tried to create a life in the colony. I read, exercised… My faith was my primary 
aid. It was the most important factor. I knew it was a test, maybe for my sins, to cleanse myself. Com-
munications with family and friends, the greetings people sent me also supported me… And the fact that 
I was informed about the pitfalls, relationships and hierarchies [behind bars was helpful, too]”.

“The only thing that brought me joy was communicating with my children. In the colony, par-
cels[from home] mean a lot — not because it’s food, but because you know you still have someone. It 
was not the sweets they brought me that I needed, but their warm words. This kind of support is the 
most precious,” — Madina (Chechnya).

“I am very sociable. I could easily find a common language even with a crocodile. Reading 
books was very helpful — we mostly borrowed from the prison library. I also read Quran, the trans-
lation and the original. But otherwise, it was secular literature. My last colony had a gym on prem-
ises, and it was also very helpful. Parcels and visits were a great support. Not being beaten up was 
also good [laughs],” — Bilal (Kabardino-Balkaria).

Remarkably, many of our interviewees mentioned that reading was one of their main activities 
in penal facilities. This offers a great opportunity for development and intellectual enrichment of 
prisoners. However, many noted that the choice of books was limited and the books themselves were 
mostly old, Soviet-era:

“I spent a year in isolation. It’s very hard. I read around 500 books over that time. But the 
library was scarce. I read some 300 books about the Soviet Union and Lenin. You read — and you 
don’t get it. But I just kept reading to kill time. We used to [bring] good books to the colony from time 
to time so there were some good ones too,” — Ilez (Ingushetia).

“The most popular books in prison are those about detention, like The Count of Monte Cristo. 
Papillon was the most popular book — it was difficult to get to your cell as everyone wanted to read 
it. All colonies limit the weight of parcels [they accept]. So [families] tend to bring as much food as 
they can, and no room for books is left,” — Adam (Ingushetia).

We believe it would be reasonable if FSIN pays more attention to enriching their prison library 
collections as books are one of the main sources for inmates’ personal growth.

What upset our interviewees most was the violence and humiliations by prison administrations 
(where it happened), scheming and dirty tricks by fellow prisoners, news about their loved ones be-
ing sick or dying outside the jail, and, for those who consider themselves wrongfully convicted, their 
unjust sentencing:

“Injustice tormented me most of all. I’m not afraid of physical hardships,” — Asma (Chechnya).

“The attitude frustrated me, that you were treated like a dog,” Gilani (Chechnya).
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“I mostly exhausted myself with hopes for my acquittal — each day when they opened the door 
to bring food, I expected this acquittal. That’s how I exhausted myself. It was going on for almost 
four and a half years, and it was driving me crazy,” — Malkho (Chechnya).

Female prisoners were most upset with self-hatred for allowing this to have happened to them: 
“I’m frustrated with my inability to accept this. How could I end up in a place like this?!” — 

Madina (Chechnya). 

Faith in detention 

The overwhelming majority of our interviewees said that their faith was the factor that supported 
them most during their time in prison. The availability of clerics depended on the penal facility and its 
location. For example, Muslims from Central Asia and the North Caucasus constituted a significant 
portion of inmates in one of the largest Moscow prisons where our respondent was held. And yet, 
only Christian cleric visitations and activities were organized at the facility. In the North Caucasus, 
particularly in Chechnya, Kabardino-Balkaria and Stavropol Kray, Muslim clerics had access to penal 
colonies and religious holidays were celebrated. 

The availability of religious literature also depended on the prison administration’s attitude to-
wards Muslims. Some penal facilities permitted relatives’ bringing or sending Qurans or other reli-
gious books to inmates. After security screening, these books were then released to the prisoner. If 
there was internet access in the penal facility, prisoners also had alternative sources of information. 
Administrations of some other penal facilities would take away (or would not let in) Qurans, desecrate 
Qurans or taunt worshippers:

“A guy had a rug pulled from under him when he was praying. He resisted and got beaten. 
They were jumping on that man,” — Khasan (Ingushetia).

“The guys from Dagestan would get into conflicts with prison staff on religious grounds if 
a staff member said something during namaz or threw a religious book on the floor,” — Deni 
(Chechnya).

The conditions for praying varied from maximum resistance by prison authorities and placing 
individuals in an isolation cell for the breach of prison schedule due to prayer, to offering prayer 
rooms, inviting imams and taking prisoners for Friday prayers to the village mosque. 

Many former prisoners mentioned that Islamic fasting was really hard for them where the pris-
on administration refused to accommodate meals after sunset and before down. Some said that they 
had been placed in an isolation cell for their attempts to organize their meals according to the fasting 
rules: 

“As soon as Ramadan began, I was placed in the isolation cell. I could not eat the entire day. So, 
I left a piece of bread which I divided into two parts: one I ate in the evening, and the other, in the 
morning before sunrise. I could only drink cold water. There were no conditions[for fasting]. Only 
bread and water,” — Ilez (Ingushetia).

However, in some other penal colonies, including outside the North Caucasus, jamaats managed 
to negotiate with prison administrations for regular feeding during Ramadan fasting:

“We agreed that they don’t disturb the [jamaat], we don’t disturb them. We managed to get 
some parcels in for holidays — they allowed this. Muslims would gather on holidays — we had our 
own mosque,” — Supyan (Chechnya).

Almost all former prisoners noted that they became more thorough about following religious 
precepts and more serious about their religion in prison. Yet, few studied religion or increased their 
knowledge during their jail time.
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“I’ve always been interested in religion, but it is the opium of the people. There are too many 
worshippers, but few real believers,” — Roza (Chechnya).

“It was my faith that saved me. I have not studied [Islam], but your faith is inside you: in your 
blood, in your soul,” — Asma (Chechnya).

“Has my faith changed? I don’t know. In the colony — as at any hard time — it used to be, of 
course, stronger than today. During those years [in prison], I could read religious books and get 
information and knowledge I had not had before. There were study opportunities; there were peo-
ple who could read the Quran very well and could teach those willing [to learn]. But I didn’t see too 
many willing — maybe just three to five percent of the prison population,” — Ramazan (Chechnya).

“My faith improved in prison… I joined a jamaat. People around me didn’t gamble; we were 
prohibited from swearing, using obscene words, slandering, quarrelling, attacking someone’s dig-
nity, smoking, using drugs and stealing. So, everything harmful was prohibited and everything 
beneficial — reading and studying (not only religion; knowledge in general) — was welcome and 
mandatory. There were brothers who knew our religion well. But there were not too many who 
were eager to learn. In prison, people get very lazy, and many just don’t want to learn because 
many cannot even read,” — Viskhan (Chechnya).

Only four out of 30 respondents said that they had begun some serious religious studies: 
“As for religion, I became dozens of times better than before prison. I had an opportunity to 

read books, learn prayers, Duas and Quran… There were guys who knew religion well, and I could 
ask them about things I did not understand,” — Lechi (Chechnya).

Relations with prison administrations 

Relations between our respondents and their respective prison administrations varied. They sig-
nificantly depended on the penal facility itself and its location, the prisoner’s personality and — often, 
but not always — on the charges the prisoner had been convicted on:

“In the colonies there is a special account of this category. It is called the ‘list of Chechens’, al-
though it also includes Dagestanis and sometimes even Tajiks. The list is updated, it must always 
be up-to-date, how many Chechens are there in a section. There are personal cards, where did the 
convict come from, what are their charges. With red ink on a personal card, they write especially 
important things about this person, for example: ‘HIV’. But for this category, they write nationality. 
On the card of a native of Chechnya, ‘Chechen’ will be written in large letters,” — Denis Timokhin 
(“Russia Behind Bars”).

Around half of our interviewees said that there had been instances of degrading treatment and 
baseless punishment and frequent fault-finding, but no physical abuse or serious rights violations in 
the penal colonies where they had been serving their sentences. As we have noted above, brutal vio-
lence rarely happens in penal colonies in the North Caucasus. Some penal colonies elsewhere in the 
country (mostly high-security ones) created unbearable conditions for prisoners, especially for North 
Caucasus natives who had been sentenced on the charges related to illegal armed groups. The pris-
oners were tortured, beaten, held in isolation for months, intimidated, psychologically broken down, 
and denied medical care. Human rights defenders and the former prisoners we have interviewed 
noted that the regions where the use of torture in correctional facilities was most often document-
ed included Mordovia, Irkutsk, Vladimir, Murmansk, Krasnoyarsk, Omsk, Volgograd, Saratov, and 
Yekaterinburg:

“The colony I got in… It was like Auschwitz. They just destroyed, broke people down, turned 
a man into ‘it’; [it was] a slaughterhouse. There was an overwhelming atmosphere of breaking 
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[people] down. The colony was as “red” as a fire truck. ‘Goat activists’ were fully authorized to use 
violence”.

“I developed dystrophy and tuberculosis there... Life in this colony was organized to leave no 
single minute of spare time even to use water outside the schedule. I once made an ablution outside 
of the schedule and received 15 days in solitary confinement for this. In this colony, I felt more free 
in the isolation cell, even though I got beaten every time I was placed in isolation. Every Friday, 
[masked men] would come to isolation cells and beat the inmates — they used to call it ‘prophylac-
tics.’ Mostly Muslims, those from other regions, were placed in isolation — all those from the North 
Caucasus, generally [deemed] untrustworthy,” — Bilal (Kabardino-Balkaria).

Nearly all our respondents noted that prison staff would send prisoners to isolation on slightest 
or even false pretexts. Behaviour requirements in penal colonies were often humiliating, sometimes 
unlawful, and non-compliance was severely punished:

 “Prison administration… was finding the tiniest faults, such as lack of a tag on a robe or a bed; 
you can’t do this, you can’t do that,” — Lechi (Chechnya).

“I refused to obey certain requirements, for example I refused to address [prison staff] as ‘citi-
zen boss’[‘grazhdanin nachalnik’]. By the way, this address was later legally abolished. It offended 
me: [I], a man who had never been brought to a police station until 40, who had been hard-working 
his entire life, got drugs planted on [me], jailed and was made say ‘citizen boss’! I refused and got 
reprimanded for this. Every time I was taken to court, I was forced to undress completely, get fully 
naked. It was insulting for me as a man, as a Muslim and as a Chechen. It was very hard for me,” — 
Malkho (Chechnya).

“…verbal abuse was an integral part [of treatment], ‘education and prophylactics.’ For exam-
ple, if you don’t want to take off your cap, they start shouting at you. You talk back and can be 
slapped in the face in return, if you are an ordinary prisoner, if you don’t belong to any [prison] 
community,” — Anzor (Kabardino-Balkaria).

According to Denis Timokhin, absurd demands and punishments for their non-fulfillment are 
part of the lives of all prisoners in Russia, regardless of their origin. However, people from the North 
Caucasus are often reluctant to comply with the regime regulations:

“[When] it’s time to clean up after yourself in your section [some say] ‘We won’t take a rag, it’s 
not my duty.’ Refusing to do compulsory cleaning of your prison wing — SHIZO [punishment cell]. 
Repeated refusal — again a punishment cell, and then transfer to stricter conditions of detention, 
transfer to a covered prison. I wanted to lie down on my bed during the day — a violation. If you 
do not want to go in formation to the dining room — a violation. Others fall in line, but they often 
resist…”.

One of our respondents confirmed that all convicts resist the ridiculous and humiliating instruc-
tions as best they can, especially Caucasians. 

Chechen prisoners sometimes had additional tensions with other inmates who had fought in 
Chechnya. According to our interviewees, some prison staff used those tensions to their own ends:

“They used to intentionally provoke conflicts, for example by placing me in the cell with a man 
who had killed people in Chechnya. They call it ‘playing’, in other words, creating conflict situa-
tions,” — Malkho (Chechnya).

Many respondents noted that prison staff had demonstrated their arrogance and contempt for 
inmates (“treated like dirt”, “did not believe a single word”), which created an added stress. Of course, 
a penal facility, especially a high-security one, implies strict treatment of prisoners. However, both 
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the Russian Constitution and the European Convention on Human Rights explicitly prohibit degrad-
ing treatment of any person, including prisoners. 

And yet, humiliating treatment was not the worst thing that happened to our respondents in 
prison: 

“The [penal colony] director would break down girls who refused to cooperate — to give them 
up, or set them up, or do what the staff said. The colony director raped women. There were only 
a few who turned him down… [When] the rumours about the colony director’s raping and black-
mailing girls started to circulate, [the investigative authorities] became interested in him. All the 
girls later refused [to testify against him]. I didn’t. So, he started tormenting me. I was unlawfully 
[committed to a psychiatric facility and] kept with psychiatric patients for two years. Prison staff 
provoked us into doing certain things that would allow them to extend your sentence. They kept us 
cold and hungry, madeus work and carry heavy weights in cold [conditions]. You are constantly 
overworked. If you get sick, you get no treatment. I was working for weeks with a fever of 380C,” — 
Roza (Chechnya).

Malkho (his full name is Malkho Bisultanov) gave a detailed account of his torture in the penal 
colony in Omsk to the Novaya Gazeta newspaper:

“On 12 February 2015, I was brought to the EPKT [shared cell-type room] at the IK-7. I was 
standing in a cage in my underwear and shoes. The captain on duty, Anatolyevich, was filming me 
and told me to take off my underwear. I asked his permission to wrap a towel or some undergar-
ments around [my hips] as I am a believer and I cannot be completely naked. Anatolyevich asked 
me, ‘Do you refuse to take off your underwear?’ I answered, ‘Yes.’ When he finished filming me, Ana-
tolyevich left. Three men charged at me, twisted my hands behind my back, put a bag over my head 
and dragged me to a room in front of the washroom. They handcuffed me and tied my legs. They put 
a trapper hat on top of the bag over my head and taped it with adhesive tape and also wrapped the 
tape around my neck. After that, they attached wires to my … toes, splashed water onto my body, 
attached another wire to my genitals and started giving me electric shocks. When I lost conscious-
ness, they would pour more water on me and slap me.

…Then they pinched my nose so that I could breathe only with my mouth and began pouring 
water into my mouth though double-layered pillowcases. When I began to throw up, the man who 
was holding my head would turn me from side to side. Then they removed one of the wires from my 
toe and attached it to my glans penis, poured more water on the right side of my stomach, put a wire 
there, and gave me more electric shocks. I passed out. When I regained consciousness, they dragged 
me to a room. There was a cage in the corner of that room. They put me in the cage and cuffed me to 
the cage: one arm up, the other at the mid-level of the cage so that I could not sit down. Every hour 
they would come and switch my arms: upper cuffed down, lower cuffed up. They told me to move 
my hands so that they did not swell. But I could not move them, I could hardly feel them. So, they hit 
me on my hands, swore at me, called me names and turned a key between my buttocks. This was 
going on until the next day’s afternoon. I was completely naked wearing two pillowcases over my 
head dirty with the puke I had thrown up during torture.”106

Malkho told us that keeping prisoners in cold cells was another form of tormenting:
“I was regularly placed in an isolation cell or a cell-type room. It was very cold there. Floors 

were one-half or one-third made of concrete or some other solid [material], and two-thirds were 
bare earth, with a puddle. It was damp and cold all the time. If you started doing squats or push-ups 
to beat the cold in the cell-type room, you could be beaten up or humiliated.”

106 Elena Masyuk «Ломка. Если бы пытки имели категории жестокости, то СИЗО и колонии Сибирского региона 
точно боролись бы за общероссийское лидерство» [“Breaking down. If torture were rated by their cruelty, SIZOs and penal 
colonies in Siberia could claim all-Russian leadership”], Novaya Gazeta, 14 May 2018.
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He also said that he had reached out for help and tried to pass information to the outside, but it 
was increasingly difficult as he was kept incommunicado in solitary confinement:

“In Omsk, neither mullah nor imam visited me despite my repeated requests. But father [an Or-
thodox cleric] came though. I told him everything about what was going on there. He listened to me, 
and left and never came back… When my lawyer visited me, I would start to cry. She was the only 
person who had access to me. She kept saying to me, ‘Just don’t cry, please, I’m doing everything I 
can for you.’ But I could not stop [crying],” — Malkho (Chechnya).

We also asked our interviewees if they ever felt support from prison staff. Some categorically 
said “No”:

“I’ve never seen any support whatsoever from the prison staff, nothing except contempt on 
their part, which they demonstrated with their every word,” — Zakhar (Kabardino-Balkaria).

“In my first [penal colony] in Volgograd Region, the prison administration openly disdained, 
abused and threatened me (‘You won’t get out of here alive’) because of the charges I had been con-
victed on [membership in illegal armed groups],” — Bilal (Kabardino-Balkaria).

However, many respondents said that there were members of prison staff who supported them 
at some point or demonstrated a humane attitude: 

“In the IK-7 in Omsk, there was only one man, a low-rank officer, who demonstrated some hu-
mane attitude. And there was one doctor I met all that time: she was unable to help, but at least she 
would listen to you and offer advice,” — Malkho (Chechnya).

The interviewees who could remember such cases said that those were staff members of a low 
rank who were trying to conceal their compassion for prisoners from their colleagues. 

Resocialization efforts 

Most prison administrations organized some events for prisoners in their penal facilities, such 
as lectures, concerts, holiday celebrations or contests. Some respondents actively participated in al-
most every event. But most of our interviewees tended to avoid them. In some penal colonies, the 
attendance of educational events or talks was mandatory, and prisoners could not skip them. In penal 
colonies in Chechnya, regular meetings with clerics from the Spiritual Board of Muslims or with law 
enforcement officials were held. Most of the respondents spoke negatively about such events:

“I loathed the events organized by the prison administration. I attended against my will, just 
because there was no way around it. I didn’t believe a word they said. Normal knowledgeable [fellow] 
inmates were thousand times better for me than those preachers. They were haughty. They usually 
visited during Ramadan with a sermon or a lecture. It was most likely a box-ticking exercise, but I was 
not interested. All those mullahs are of no interest to me as they work for [the security services]. There 
were also concerts by local performers and meetings with local authorities and community activists, 
but this was entirely uninteresting and useless stupidity. For example, a prosecutor came and gave a 
talk about law in the room where half of men had been brutally tortured in police stations. Would he 
help if anyone complained about this to him? This prosecutor would be the first to send [the complain-
ant] to the punishment cell, to say the least, or would report him to the police,” — Lechi (Chechnya).

“Our prison administration used to hold some events, but it was not for the benefit of the pris-
oners — just ticking some boxes. [The events] were of no interest to prisoners. Colonies spare no real 
efforts to reform prisoners or integrate them into society. I don’t know why the colonies are called 
correctional as the system does not do any correction. What correction are we talking about in plac-
es where your food is maggot-infested, and you just try to eat slowly so that you do not swallow a 
maggot? And I won’t even mention halal meals for Muslims,” — Ahmed (Chechnya).
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“An auntie comes from the district house of culture. In front of her are 200 men who have not 
seen a woman for two years, and she sings ‘You are my tenderness, you are my weakness.’ These 
types of events,” — Gilani (Chechnya).

Several former prisoners told us that refusal to attend mandatory events had been punished by 
placement in a punishment cell:

“The [prison] administration used to hold some events. They were of no interest to me, but they 
were mandatory. Refusal to attend was sometimes punished by placing in solitary. There were 
some concerts, talks by some officials etc. I’ve never seen a prisoner who benefited from them. Those 
who attended did so for a change, to pass the time,” — Viskhan (Chechnya).

One prisoner said that they had celebrated holidays in their penal colony and it had been fun, 
especially the festive spirit on New Year’s Eve:

“We celebrated all kinds of holidays, such as 23 February [Defender of the Fatherland Day], 
9 May [Victory Day], Christian and Muslim holidays. We were allowed to celebrate our holidays. 
The attendance of events was optional. There were some categories of people who were not treated 
like people, ‘the bitches,’ — they always attended. They always prepared presents and served meals 
while [‘guys’] only did this when they felt like it. There were athletic [competitions], such as in ket-
tlebell lifting, arm wrestling or pull-ups. There were New Year feasts, it was fun. Holiday spirit was 
in the air,” — Gilani (Chechnya).

Several interviewees said that there were no events organized in their penal facility: 
“There were no events in our facility. There was a weekend newspaper, Arestant [The De-

tainee], but no one cared much about it,” — Anzor (Kabardino-Balkaria).

“We had a gym — we set it up ourselves, at the back of our barracks, in the open air. We would 
exercise there the year round, but it was impossible to work out for too long in summer because of 
mosquitoes, and in winter because of [low temperatures of] -300C. But we had nothing else. We had 
no other entertainment. We did not have any mandatory mass events either,” — Zeitun (Kabar dino-
Balkaria).

“There were no events. The only thing we had was training: tractor or train driving lessons etc. 
That was the only useful thing we had. Sometimes we played football. The [prison] administration 
did not organize anything,” — Sad Patrick (Kabardino-Balkaria).

Many of our interviewees considered vocational training the most beneficial intervention by 
FSIN. It was a high-quality useful training, and many took the opportunity to acquire valuable skills 
for their future life outside and pass the time. 

Communications with families

Family ties is one the most important elements of prisoners’ life. Maintaining family connections 
and marriage is essential for reintegration and adaptation after the release: 

“Worrying about your family is particularly difficult to deal with in prison. I left a wife and five 
children behind. No one will understand this until they go through it themselves. [I kept thinking] 
whether they had food on their table, whether they were warm… in short, fatherly responsibili-
ties,” — Lechi (Chechnya).

“Letters from my children supported me. My kids were small, a year apart in age. My elder 
son was twelve, and the others were five, six and seven years old. When my youngest son wrote his 
first letter to me (he had just learned to write), I was staring at this letter, at what he had scribbled, 
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for hours. And what he wrote was, ‘Daddy, do you have another wife there?’ I was crying all night. 
The kid thought that I had left them and gone away. They didn’t know that I was [in prison]. They 
thought I was working somewhere in Siberia. I decided that I would do anything to get [out from 
the solitary] to be able to call them, to have [family] visits. And after that, I bore all hardships, all 
unlawful treatment to get out,” — Malkho (Chechnya).

All our interviewees could talk to their families over the phone unless they were placed in isola-
tion. As we have mentioned in Section I of this report, the number of phone calls and opportunities 
for short and extended visits depend on the level of security at the penal facility. Those placed in 
isolation are not allowed any visitors. Our respondents also used FSIN’s special system for electronic 
correspondence. One interviewee said that he had had problems using this system because his family 
members could not write in Russian properly, and the system would not allow e-mails in Chechen. 

Mobile phones are prohibited in penal facilities; only landline phones can be used. Upon their 
arrival to the penal colony, prisoners receive their calling cards. Some North Caucasus natives had 
difficulties calling because phone conversations are allowed in Russian only, and this caused awk-
wardness in their communications with their families, especially with children.

In some penal colonies, illegal mobile phone possession is impossible. In many others, prisoners 
can have a mobile phone after bribing prison personnel. Prisoners either hid their mobile phones or 
chipped in to pay the prison staff. Depending on the availability of mobile connectivity in the particu-
lar penal facility, prisoners’ communications with their families ranged from sporadic calls to staying 
in touch with their loved ones all the time, including videoconferencing, and using the internet.

Many of our respondents served their sentences in multiple penal colonies, and the situation 
with communications in each of them was different:

“Having a [mobile] phone in prisons where torture is used is unimaginable,” — Malkho 
(Chechnya).

“At first, there were only letters. In the prison [in the sense of the Code on the Execution of 
Sentences] in Balashov, I could call from a mobile once in a while; some [prisoners] had [mobile] 
phones in their cells. In my last colony, I could always stay in touch through the internet, smart-
phones or [feature] phones,” — Bilal (Kabardino-Balkaria).

If the penal facility was not too far from home, families could come and bring parcels regularly. 
In cases of remote penal colonies, prisoners often talked their family members out of coming. In one 
case, our respondent’s family was able to use the ICRC program that assisted family members in vis-
iting their imprisoned relatives. The frequency of communication with the family also depended on 
the strictness of the regime:

“I could get in touch with my family as soon as I got to the colony. I talked to them over the 
phone. I had no visits — I didn’t invite my wife so that she didn’t spend money [on the trip]. Our 
finances were very strained,” — Lechi (Chechnya, general regime colony).

“There were no mobile phones in our colony. So, we called over the [landline] phone with the 
permission of the [prison unit supervisor] or had visitors. There were no problems with visitation. 
Visitors could come with short visits as often as every week. [Prison authorities] would not let us go 
home [for a short period of time] — not with our charges. But those who lived near [the penal colony] 
and was sentenced on other charges could go home for one day once a month, provided they had not 
been reprimanded,” — Aslambek (Chechnya, penal colony).

“I could not communicate [with my family] in SIZO. In my colony, there were no obstacles to 
visitation— visitors could come four times a month. There were also [mobile] phones, but there were 
many informants among younger prisoners. So, the [prison] administration waited until prisoners 
accumulated a lot of [mobile phones] and then [performed a raid]. So, I tried not to show to anyone 
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that I was calling, if I could. I drove away all those shady young prisoners, and only after that I 
took out [my phone] and called, if I needed to,” — Sad Patrick (Kabardino-Balkaria, general regime 
colony).

This section has showed that the first several weeks or months constitute the most difficult pe-
riod of prisoners’ adaptation to their life in the colony when they have to get used to captivity, poor 
living conditions, lack of privacy and their new status of a convict or a detained suspect. According to 
our respondents, being a suspect was quite similar to being a convict. Over that period, prisoners also 
adjust emotionally and learn to cope with their main feelings, such as fear, despair or shame. Female 
prisoners find it harder to adapt as they lose their families, their children, almost all social ties and 
property. Adaptation was the most challenging for those who say they were sentenced unjustly or 
convicted on fabricated charges. 

The relationships with fellow inmates were generally calm, with no serious conflicts reported. 
However, all our respondents had to take informal prison hierarchies and behavioural norms into 
account and largely follow the “prison law.” North Caucasus natives usually kept to the groups of 
their own, including religion-based jamaats that often stood out of the informal hierarchy or, in some 
cases, even dominated it. Where forming a jamaat was not an option or the prisoner did not want to 
join, sticking to other North Caucasus natives still helped to be respected among the inmates. Some 
of our interviewees told us that they were subjected to cruel and very cruel and degrading treatment. 
Violence could happen both at the stage of preliminary investigation and in any subsequent stage. 
They left the colonies morally and physically ruined. 

Faith, communications with family, reading and parcels from home served as the greatest sourc-
es of support for our respondents. Most of them said that their faith in God strengthened during their 
time behind bars, but they did not take the opportunity to study religion deeper during their deten-
tion due to their laziness or lack of interest. Everyone could communicate with their families if they 
wanted to, except for those who were placed for prolonged periods in isolations cells where commu-
nication and visitation is not allowed. The overwhelming majority of our respondents said that they 
had not been interested in any events held by prison administrations and called them useless and 
“box-ticking.” Vocational training was deemed the most beneficial effort by prison authorities. Many 
former prisoners noted that the Russian penitentiary system does not intend to reform the prisoner, 
but rather aims to maximize the prisoner’s punishment, humiliation, and suppress their personality, 
especially for those who are trying to protect their dignity.  
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CHAPTER III. RADICALISM  
AND “DE-RADICALIZATION”

The number of offenders convicted under articles related to violent extremism is on the rise 
worldwide. As the Islamic State107 lost ground in Syria and Iraq, fighters and their families, who had 
traveled there, tried to return home, and many of them ended up behind bars. Their ideological influ-
ence on other inmates is of concern to the authorities and security forces in many countries.

Historically, prisons have played a large role in the rise of many radical political movements, 
including the Russian Bolsheviks, Egyptian Islamists, and, more recently, German neo-Nazis.108 Ac-
cording to experts, some major Brazilian criminal groups, such as the Primeiro Comando da Capital 
in São Paulo or Comando Vermelho in Rio de Janeiro, have formed in prisons. 109

Al-Qaeda110 leader Ayman al-Zawahiri111 is believed to have become a staunch jihadist ready for 
armed struggle during his imprisonment in Egypt, and a large number of key Islamic State112 figures, 
including the self-proclaimed caliph Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi,113 passed either through Saddam’s pris-
ons or the American prison in Iraq, Camp Bucca.114 It is well-known that a closed space, a criminal 
subculture, a complex system of relationships, prison violence, disillusionment and anger among 
prisoners make some of them more open to radical ideologies.

In Russia, the problem of the spread of radical ideologies in prisons existed even before the Is-
lamic State. It was associated with the spread of right-wing radical misanthropic ideologies as well 
as the ideology of the militant jihadist organization Emarat Kavkaz (the Caucasus Emirate),115 which 
existed from 2007 to 2015 in the North Caucasus and saw its mission in creating a radical Sharia state 
in the region. As a method of waging war against the Russian presence in the Caucasus, the Emarat 
leaders advocated, among other tactics, terrorist attacks against the civilian population. With the 
emergence of the Islamic State, its appeal also spread to Russian prisons. Already in 2016, Kommer-
sant argued that the popularity of Islamist ideas behind bars is directly related to the intensifying 
activities of the Islamic State. However, large-scale return of the Islamic State fighters from Russia 
back to their homeland never took place.

The experts we interviewed said that the spread of violent religious ideas in Russian prisons is 
quite prominent. Some prisoners also noted that such a problem exists but, in their view, its signif-
icance is exaggerated. One of the respondents said that in his youth he was under the influence of 
radical religious ideas, which caused him to leave the university, but in prison, his faith only became 
more moderate. Another respondent said that he was convicted on a drug charge, but in prison, he 
joined a jamaat, overcame his addition and, at the time of his release, was on the preventive list as 
prone to extremist ideology.

According to Federal Penitentiary Service experts, prisoners convicted under articles related to 
armed activities and terrorism, mainly are the natives of the North Caucasus. We were only able to 
find the 2015 data, according to which 87.4% of inmates convicted under these articles were from 

107 The organization is recognized as terrorist and banned on the territory of the Russian Federation.
108 “Neo-Nazi Network in German Prisons,” DW, 12 April 2013.
109 Julia Rushchenko. “Terrorist recruitment and prison radicalization: Assessing the UK experiment of ‘separation centers’”, 

European Journal of Criminology, 25 February 2019.
110 The organization is recognized as terrorist and banned on the territory of the Russian Federation.
111 He is included on the list of individuals of whom there is information about their involvement in extremist activities or 

terrorism, Rosfin monitoring
112 The organization is recognized as terrorist and banned on the territory of the Russian Federation.
113 He is included on the list of individuals of whom there is information about their involvement in extremist activities or 

terrorism, Rosfin monitoring 
114 Julia Rushchenko «Terrorist recruitment and prison radicalization: Assessing the UK experiment of ‘separation centers’», 

European Journal of Criminology, 25 February 2019.
115 The organization is recognized as terrorist and banned on the territory of the Russian Federation.
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the North Caucasus, and only 17.2% of them had previous experience of imprisonment; almost all of 
them did not drink alcohol and most of them were married.116 Since then, the situation has somewhat 
changed — people from other regions are more prominently represented in this category but most of 
the convicted offenders still come from the Caucasus. Experts classify such inmates as prisoners with 
special social and psychological characteristics and recognize the need to develop special deradicali-
zation programs.117

Prison jamaat — protection from abuse?

Experts of the Federal Penitentiary Service often cite the presence of prison jamaats as one of the 
main indicators of radical sentiments in prisons. Many former inmates who served their sentences both in 
the North Caucasus and in other regions of Russia spoke about the presence of jamaats in prisons. Howev-
er, they all emphasized that jamaats are an association of Muslims in prison, whose members observe the 
norms of Islam, and not radical Islamist cells. They firmly separated the radicals and the jamaat:

“Prisoners in a jamaat, do not adhere to the underworld rules. These two groups (criminal 
authorities and jamaats) make agreements — one lives by one set of rules, the other by a differ-
ent set of rules, so they make agreements in order not to harm both groups. For example, how to 
smuggle forbidden items in a way that no one gets hurt. They can agree that everyone attends 
the morning and evening roll calls, so that they don’t search the cells... If a prosecutor is about to 
visit, then to clean up the rooms, put away all prohibited things, blades, knives, and telephones. 
But there are also other rules in a jamaat. I remember we had 15 rules. If you enter a jamaat, you 
must attend a prayer, you cannot swear, insult others, slander, smoke, play cards or other gam-
bling games, and cannot use drugs. There is a duty to study the Quran, to learn the Arabic script. 
There is a Muftiyat textbook; you can learn it in two weeks. I was taught by a man who used to be 
an absolute drug addict; he was brought from Moscow. After I learned, I taught others,” — Gilani 
(Chechnya).

The jamaat is led by an informal leader or emir:
“When I arrived there in 2017, there was an emir, he was elected democratically by secret ballot. 

He has the power to punish and be an arbitrator,” — the same Gilani told us. It happens that the emir 
is replaced either in connection with his release, from the colony or because he recluses himself, or he 
can be removed at the request of the community.

 
From time to time, prisoners move out of the jamaat to the “human mass.” It may also be the case 

that the community itself expels a prisoner who has been caught grossly violating the rules several 
times.

According to our respondents, not all prisons had jamaats, and they were especially not allowed 
in the “red” ones:

“There were no jamaats in the penal colony. The atmosphere of mistrust was everywhere and 
in everything. People were usually divided into castes, kozly [translators note: literally “goats,” de-
noting inmates supporting the colony’s administration, see Chapter I] with kozly, blatnye [t.n.: pro-
fessional criminals] with blatnye, muzhiki [t.n.: “guys” ordinary inmates] with muzhiki, untoucha-
bles with untouchables,” — Zeitun (Kabardino-Balkaria).

According to the respondents, one of the goals of creating jamaats is the desire to stick together 
and receive protection. For this reason, they are sometimes joined by neophyte prisoners who convert 
to Islam in prison:

116 P.N. Kazberov, Typologization of Penal, Psychological and Socio-Demographic Characteristics of Individuals Convicted 
of Terrorist Crimes.” Vestnik Udmurtskogo Universiteta, Series “Economics and Law” 2015. No. 5. 

117 Danil N. Sergeev. Countermeasures against prisoners’ radicalization in Russia. RUSSIAN LAW: THEORY AND 
PRACTICE ) 2018, pp. 145–154. 
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“In front of my eyes, non-ethnic Muslims adopted Islam en masse. They see that this culture is 
closer to them, the person is not left alone. There are jamaats in prisons. If someone is being sexually 
abused, he simply says: I accept Islam — and he will be protected, because the others are afraid,” — 
Khasan (Ingushetia).

Several of our respondents spoke of prison converts not as ideologically and spiritually motivat-
ed people, but as “opportunists”:

“As a rule, Muslims already end up [in prison] with already formed views, and if they change 
them, it is not because they are in prison. Most often [this happens] when non-Muslims join a group 
of Muslims... [converting to Islam]. Because in such a collective there is more brotherhood and there 
is protection in the event of any conflicts among the prisoners. For the same reason, opportunists, 
who can be found everywhere, also join in,” — Rasul (Kabardino-Balkaria).

“Opportunists” do not always win as a result of such a step, says Bilal from Kabardino-Balkaria:
“Why do they convert to Islam? There is an opinion that this will somehow help to survive, 

socialize; [they] begin to perform namaz, but in the end it does not solve his problems and does not 
help in any way. As a result, a person still solves his problems himself, but already as a praying 
Muslim.”

Researcher M.L. Mirzorin also believes that “prison jamaats are nothing more than an attempt 
to break out of the prison caste system and get protection from the need to follow the orders of 
criminal authorities and finance them”, that “jamaat leaders use Islam to seize power in a pen-
itentiary from the traditional authorities.” Mirzorin asks why the jamaats, and not the Christian 
communities, which preach brotherhood in Christ regardless of social status, are protecting Slavs in 
prison. “Because neither Orthodoxy, nor the state can protect them from the humiliation of being in 
the lower castes, and, in fact, many code-bound thieves and blatnye call themselves Orthodox,” he 
said. According to the expert, actions to weaken the position of the underworld will also lead to the 
weakening of prison jamaats, which will lose the inmates who currently join them for protection. “The 
clergy of the Russian Orthodox Church should also be involved in the fight against the underworld 
rules ... opening the eyes of young people, first of all, to the fact that one cannot wear a cross and, 
at the same time, abuse a person just because that person did something considered shameful under 
the underworld rules.118

Experts, including independent ones, believe that, from time to time, prison jamaats can be 
radicalized. More often than not, radicalization depends on the leaders of a particular group. In the 
first chapter, we have already mentioned the jamaat that was created in the colony IK-2 of Kalmykia 
in 2010. According to some sources, the group initially pursued the goals of following Islam in prison, 
but later changed its composition and became a follower of the Islamic State. In 2019, the Investiga-
tive Committee opened a criminal case on the creation of a terrorist community in correctional colony 
No. 2 of the Federal Penitentiary Service of Russia in Kalmykia, which by the time of the court decision 
included 43 suspects; the emir of the jamaat was killed after his release during a special operation in 
Dagestan. Similar criminal cases were initiated at different times in other regions of Russia. Joanna 
Paraschuk, the creator of the “Chechens in Syria” project, who tracks Russian-speaking jihadists on-
line, said that she saw how radical inmates in Russian prisons could communicate with other people 
in pro-Islamic State telegram chats.119 However, it is practically impossible to conduct an independent 
assessment of the extent to which extremist and terrorist jamaats are active in Russian prisons.

118 M.L. Mirzorin, “Criminal subculture as one of the reasons for the radicalization of the Russian penitentiary system.” 
Collection of Reports of The XIX Scientific-Practical Conference of Teachers, Students, Graduate Students and Young Scientists. 
Taganrog Institute of Management and Economics.2018

119 Analysts Questioned the Scale of the Islamic State Recruitment in a Kalmyk Colony, Kavkazsky Uzel 1 April 2020
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Radicalisation in prisons

According to the experts of the Federal Penitentiary Service (FPS), the process of radicalisation 
in prisons is well established120. At the same time, those we have interviewed believe that the radicali-
sation of prisoners is not very widespread, and the scale of the problem is strongly exaggerated:

“This can happen both on the outside and inside the prison, either way. But in our colony I have 
not seen it. In our colony, there could be chancers who got chummy with the Muslims so that they 
could eat their tasty food,” — Sad Patrick (Kabardino-Balkaria).

“In general, I do not think that the prison environment encourages radicalisation in any way. 
Even if someone does get radicalised here, it cannot be seen as a threat to the state system because, 
as a rule, there is no substance behind such radicalisation but rather nihilism and romanticised 
bravado,” — Bilal (Kabardino-Balkaria).

According to some respondents, one of the factors behind slow spread of ultra-radical ideas is 
the climate of mutual distrust and snitching: 

“In prison, even if you come up with radical ideas, you will still not be trusted by other radicals. 
This can take a lot of time, and in this environment nobody trusts each other,” — Sad Patrick (Kab-
ardino-Balkaria).

Our respondents provided different explanations of how inmates become radicalised. It is widely 
believed that if you had radical views before going to prison, your views will remain radical. It is very 
rare to become radicalised inside:

“Those easily influenced outside of prison are likely to fall for this damaging influence inside, 
especially those who are still on a journey to self-discovery and try to understand themselves, 
those who have not found themselves, those who have no critical thinking,” — Rasul (Kabar  dino-
Balkaria).

“There are colonies where people really buy into the ideology of takfir121, but why is this hap-
pening? It seems to me that such influence comes from the outside, e.g. through the Internet etc.,” — 
Bilal (Kabardino-Balkaria).

“If you had radical views before, you will most likely become more radicalised, but if you did 
not, you will not become a radical,” — Ramazan (Chechnya).

It is widely believed that the reasons behind radicalisation in prison are similar to those existing 
outside prison. Everyone we spoke with cited violence and injustice as key factors, as well as the con-
sequences of the unresolved armed conflict in Chechnya and the North Caucasus: 

“First time offenders in particular are subjected to great injustice. First timers are likely to fall 
under the influence of religion because they’ve lost hope that they will ever see justice, and you must 
believe in something in order to survive,” — Malkho (Chechnya).

“What turns people into true radicals is police lawlessness and the lack of freedom,” — Yusup 
(Chechnya).

“The whole idea for such people is the historical subtext of the Caucasian war... and the denial 
of the system,” — Bilal (Kabardino-Balkaria).

120 ‘Penitentiary horizons to fight extremist activities’, Merkuriev VV; ‘The process of radicalisation in the penitentiary system 
of Russia. Characteristics of administration of national territories in Russia’; educational materials from a national conference; 
executive editor: I.K. Ochir-Gariaeva; 2019; Publisher: BB Gorodovikova Kalmyk State University, Elista

121 Takfeer is a theological declaration that a Muslim has become an apostate, or a person is an infidel. 
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Many said that the deep trauma of the Chechen wars, the gross violations of human rights during 
the military campaign, and the lack of a political solution to the armed conflict are still key factors in 
the radicalization of immigrants from Chechnya today.

Interestingly, even the FSIN researchers recognise the problem of human rights violations 
as a factor leading to radicalisation in prisons. For example, Maxim Yavorsky, an expert at 
Samara Law Institute of Russia’s Federal Penitentiary Service, considers ‘systematic torture 
and humiliation of inmates’ among the main reasons for radicalisation in prisons in Russia and 
abroad.

Other factors he identified include violations of rights of religious groups in prisons, discrimina-
tion against religious minorities, denial the right to practice their religion, limited access to prison for 
minority faith chaplains, poor organisation of recreational activities and employment for prisoners — 
which means that they involuntarily remain idle. Other factors include the lack of a state system to 
effectively counter ideological and informational radicalism in prisons.122

According to our respondents, the most vulnerable to radicalisation in prison are those who were 
wrongly convicted, those who were subjected to violence after arrest, those who have nothing to lose, 
those lonely and abandoned, and young girls who do not have parents or other relatives and who 
know little about their religion. The respondents add that most often, fellow inmates are the source of 
religious radicalisation in prisons. In rare cases, it comes from the Internet — if it is available and fast 
enough to access religious literature. According to one of the inmates, ‘it was not easy to read online, 
the phones there are only for calls and have small screens.’

“In my days [the influence came] from people. Certain people, once they get in, they start dis-
seminating their ideology. The attitude of the staff matters too, especially ill treatment of people,”  — 
Deni (Chechnya).

“If women are in prison for extremism, they usually start recruiting other women. And women 
in prison are very malleable. Then they are then put in a different cell, the staff makes sure that they 
are kept separately,” — expert on work with inmates. 

“It is impossible to get radicalised from the books there, it comes mostly from people. In these 
conditions it was impossible to read and use your brain, so it’s just what you hear from other peo-
ple,” — Malkho (Chechnya).

Almost all of the former prisoners we interviewed said that inmates with radical religious views 
have it really tough in prison:

“In general, it’s difficult for radicals out there. As regards religious radicals in prison, it 
gets extra difficult as religious inmates are considered higher risk than ordinary prisoners. And 
if someone lures others into doing something that they shouldn’t do, and then they get snitched 
on or rumours start flying, they can open a case of incitement against them; then after they’re 
released they get re-arrested and charged with a new offence. (...) almost all religious people are 
imprisoned on trumped-up charges, and they have it more difficult than ordinary criminals,” — 
Viskhan (Chechnya).

“With religious views, they will not make it very far. They will either end up in a punishment 
cell or will be transferred to a higher security unit,” Aslambek (Chechnya).

Some prisoners said that a person who is deeply immersed in religion in prison can be consid-
ered as a radical, with all the ensuing consequences:

122 ‘Reasons for radicalisation of convicts in places of deprivation of liberty in Russia and abroad’, M. A. Yavorskiy; Samara 
Law Institute of the Federal Penitentiary Service of Russia. ‘National Security: Strategic Priorities and Support System’; materials 
from the international conference, 2016; Publisher: Prikamsky Social Institute, Perm
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“When someone starts practising their religion or engages in religious expression, the colony 
administration automatically starts keeping a close eye on them. They are singled out, watched, 
they become a kind of black sheep. Same as on the outside,” — Akhmed (Chechnya).

Asked whether there were people inside who were knowledgeable about their religion, the re-
spondents often answered in the negative. However, our respondents added that in the North Cau-
casus, in pre-trial detention facilities it is easier to come across people with a religious education or 
those who, in their opinion, understand religion:

“I would not say that there were people who were well versed in their religion but compared 
with practicing Christians, you could say that they knew about their religion. Some were well versed 
in the technicalities of Islam (e.g., the Koran, the readings, Arabic grammar etc.), but hardly anyone 
was familiar with targeted training, (e.g. Islamic scholasticism or Fiqh, the Islamic jurisprudence). 
But there are few of them on the outside too,” — Bilal (Kabardino-Balkaria).

When asked whether they were aware of the recent developments in Syria and how they felt 
about people from the Caucasus going there, most inmates said that in general they were aware al-
though there was little information, but they empathised with the groups fighting Bashar al-Assad:

“When I was inside, we didn’t know anything, it was before the serious events. Fortunately, no-
body was talking about it. There was little information about how the Islamic world and the Islamic 
scholars reacted to it. Now, with time, it’s all more clear, many respected scholars have spoken 
about how wrong it is to support these groups,” — Sad Patrick (Kabardino-Balkaria).

A prisoner doing time in Chechnya said:
“We saw the news about Syria, everyone had a different opinion on it but in general we empa-

thised with the warriors who fought against the taghut.123 I have not heard of anyone supporting 
Assad or Putin. People liked the idea of   an Islamic state, but this does not mean that they supported 
everything that is happening there. In Syria, there are so many different factions competing with 
each other, but according to the media they are all one group,” — Lechi (Chechnya).

Another convict serving time in Chechnya said:
“Inmates are not the kind of people who follow the current events. Sometimes they get sent a 

link, or a video, or a picture — and this is how they receive information. From the point of view of 
an average inmate, Muslims do not have their Islamic state. There are Muslim countries but there 
is no fully-fledged Sharia state. For example, Saudi Arabia is the most sacred place, but the Saudi 
king and princes are not exemplary Muslim leaders. They have seized power and are feeding off this 
power. Why do people leave for Syria? They leave because they cannot practice their religion in the 
form that they think is correct, they see Russia not as their country, but as a state that has occupied 
their territory. Law does not work in the Caucasus. Therefore, in theory, people approve of the idea 
of   creating some sort of Islamic state. 

This is not to say that ISIS (in the form it existed) was popular, but most of the [inmates] empa-
thised with those fighting the dictatorship. As an example, many also support rallies in Venezuela. 
People who are in [prison] generally oppose dictatorship and power. As regards Syria, most in-
mates had an image and their individual attitude to the conflict, and they were all more supportive 
of the idea of   ISIS than of the idea of   the Russian intervention and support for Assad. They did not 
like it when the Russian troops were sent to Syria.”

Although some of the candid opinions, we are almost sure that the overwhelming majority were 
not comfortable answering the question about Syria because of the high sensitivity of the topic.

123 Taghut describes someone who stepped beyond the borders of what is permissible in Islam.
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Members of militant groups in prison

As a part of this study, we also interviewed several former inmates convicted for armed activities, 
participation in illegal armed groups, attacks on police officers, and attempted entry to the Syrian 
Arab Republic in order to participate in the conflict. We are not in the position to say that they were 
all members of illegal armed groups. At least two claimed that they were not involved in any group, 
that cases against them were fabricated and confessions were obtained under torture. 

However, here its important for us that the inmates in question were treated in prison as mili-
tants.

None of these prisoners were able to tell us anything about de-radicalisation or preventive work 
done with them. However, they confirmed that they had been kept under special control, which in-
volved collecting information about them and observing the change in attitudes. Deni, who had fought 
in the army of Dzhokhar Dudayev, said:

“There are special services there, who watch people like me. They often visit the colony. As 
scheduled or on demand. They watched me, the dynamics of my views. The locals give them infor-
mation... They keep a close watch on everything — what you read, who you talk to.”

Another former inmate we interviewed, sentenced for participation in illegal armed group (Arti-
cle 208), said that after he was held in a punishment cell for various reasons for a year, he took ill and 
began to cough very badly. Later it turned out that he had got TB. Then the staff of the colony held a 
very peculiar de-radicalisation session for him:

“They told me: ‘You’ve got very ill. We will release you to the colony [release you from the sol-
itary confinement], refer you for treatment, but we want to make a video. You will say on camera 
that you do not support terrorism, that you have had a change of heart.’ I answered that I was not 
going to say that I was guilty and that I repented. They said: ‘Okay, then you will say that you are 
against terrorism, that it is evil.’ I agreed to this. After all I am against terrorism. And I had a really 
bad cough. They needed the video to show their results ‘look, here’s a militant, we worked with him 
and he repented’,” — Ilez (Ingushetia).

During his five years inside, nobody discussed his views or his life with him anymore. At the 
same time, the father of this then very young man, according to his account and those of human rights 
defenders, was abducted by security forces in the mid-2000s, and disappeared without a trace. The 
young man himself was given a relatively short sentence, did not plead guilty, and was tortured. In 
our opinion, psychological support and work with a trained theologian would have been very benefi-
cial to him.

Denis Timokhin, a member of Russia Behind Bars, an NGO that helps convicts and their fami-
lies, confirmed that there is no de-radicalisation work done with inmates: ‘educational work is not 
done with anyone in prison. The staff themselves should get an education, you need to work with 
them, improve their literacy. Some dropped out of school very early.’ 

According to Timokhin, the key strategy of the special services for working with prisoners con-
victed of terrorism-related offences is ‘preventive isolation’:

“If [an inmate] is in for Article 208 [ illegal armed groups], he is preventively put in a single cell 
or punitive confinement. They are usually isolated from the general population. The security forces 
fear that they may start recruiting there so why should they waste infiltration resources on him and 
watch what work he is doing there, it’s easier to send him to a solitary.”

Our respondents confirm this: 
“Arrived at the colony. Was sent for quarantine. [Then] was supposed to be transferred to the 

general population. They transferred everyone, and I was told that I was the first [in this colony] 
to have joined an illegal armed group. Was told there were inmates there who had fought on the 
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opposite side. That I may get into trouble with them. And for my safety, they would keep me in a 
solitary for a while, and then, they said, they would decide. I had no choice. I felt that something was 
wrong... I was put in a single cell ... they artificially created a violation [t.n.as if he violated the re-
gime]. 15 days in solitary confinement. Then it was extended. Then again. And they were constantly 
extending my stay in this ‘safe’ place. For three months. Half a year. Then they again said that I 
violated the rules. Then I was told that I was a persistent troublemaker, if they were two or more vi-
olations in a row, they would put me under stricter conditions. And they did ...,” — Deni (Chechnya).

“When I arrived at the colony, I was the only one sentenced under the Article [208 — illegal 
armed groups]. The staff called me in and said: ‘You have to sign a paper that you cooperate with 
us. You will be our man, you will give us information about the Muslims. We will not send you to a 
solitary cell, we will not have you down as a troublemaker. Or until the end of your time here you 
will be held in strict conditions.’ I refused to sign. They locked me in a punishment cell. They said it 
was because I had not put on the nametag. And I always carry it with me. For 15 days. Then they 
said that I lay down during the day. They threw me into solitary confinement again... In total, I 
spent more than a year in solitary confinement,” — Ilez (Ingushetia).

If someone shows extremist views, placing them in solitary confinement may not suffice:
“They brought guys from Dagestan ... After me, they started taking people like me [convicted mili-

tants] there [to this colony]... They’re watching TV. The news is on about an attack or an explosion, and 
these guys from Dagestan rejoice. They are showing emotions. And they are being watched and their 
emotions are recorded. Then an FSB officer arrives and asks: are you happy when our people are being 
killed? The guy denies this. But there will be consequences. They place him in solitary confinement. They 
extend it. Then in stricter conditions. Then they send him to Kharp [a special regime colony in the Yama-
lo-Nenets District]. They are tortured there, Kharp is a place of torture,” — Deni (Chechnya).

Thus, although in the last decade many countries in Europe, Asia, Africa and the Arab world 
have been trying to develop de-radicalisation and preventive programmes for inmates, such work is 
not carried out in Russia. Dealing with prisoners convicted of terrorism-related offences is reduced 
to isolation and violence. At the same time, according to criminologists, de-radicalisation cannot be 
achieved with traditional methods of structure, discipline and work. However, according to research-
er Daniil Sergeev, the Russian penitentiary system is not ready yet to introduce de-radicalisation 
programmes and practices124.

CVE and deradicalization in prisons in the international context

In many countries, prisoners convicted under articles related to terrorism and violent extremism 
serve their sentences in the same conditions and participate in the same correctional programs as 
other convicts. However, the risk that ideological criminals may get out of prison retaining and per-
haps even hardening their views during their period of imprisonment has led many countries to look 
for other approaches. Specialists have sought to design and implement de-radicalization programs in 
prisons to help prisoners abandon their adherence to violent ideologies. After years of development, 
we can consider a variety of established approaches and programs that are applied with varying de-
grees of success in different contexts.

Looking at international approaches to prison-based deradicalization programs reveals a number 
of creative and inspiring lessons, as well as words of caution. In order to understand if these interna-
tional programs or their elements can be suited to the Russian conditions, it is necessary to assess their 
applicability to the Russian context. To be effective, prison-based deradicalization programs must care-
fully consider various aspects of the interconnectivity between the person, the prison, and the society. 

124 ‘Countermeasures against prisoners’ radicalisation in Russia’, Danil N. Sergeev; Russian law: Theory and Practice 2018, 
pp. 145-154
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What is deradicalization in prison?

The first important point of clarification is around the ambiguity of the concept of ‘deradicali-
zation’ itself. As many researchers and practitioners have noted deradicalization does not have ‘con-
ceptual and theoretical’ clarity that is shared across actors and contexts in which the term is imple-
mented.125 Nevertheless, deradicalization is most commonly viewed as the process by which a person 
who has demonstrated their commitment to ideological violence reduces that commitment.126 This 
understanding is premised on several assumptions that have a number of caveats.

To begin, ‘a commitment to ideological violence’ is broadly taken to mean radicalized into vio-
lence, but what exactly does this mean? Whereas some indicators of violent radicalization are unde-
niable—such as committing an attack or joining an armed grouping—others are not as definitive of a 
commitment—such as viewing and sharing extremist material. If deradicalization programs intend 
to ‘reduce a violent commitment’, it is essential that the extent of that commitment is understood. 
While using violence as a threshold seems intuitive, it is also important to note that many prisoners 
who are convicted of terrorism or extremist-related charges may not have committed violence them-
selves, such as those who are convicted of fundraising or online recruitment, or women, who joined 
their husbands and never participated in combat. While such people may advocate for violence, they 
are not themselves violent. Clearly both violent and violence-supporting ideological commitments 
must be decreased; as such, deradicalization programming must consider the nature and expression 
of the commitment in order to be effective.127 A disproportionate response to the nature of the crime 
may not only be ineffective, but it may also be counterproductive and harden a radical commitment. 
A definition of what “a commitment to violence” looks like should be established before any program-
ming is developed and must be informed by the social context as well as personal circumstances of 
the offenders. 

Following the challenges around defining deradicalization, the second point of consideration 
concerns identifying how deradicalization displays itself and what a program can be expected to 
achieve. The fundamental question is: can a person be required to change their beliefs?128 While this 
question has philosophical and ethical dimensions surrounding changing one’s beliefs, there is the 
more practical question of how you can really know if beliefs have changed. We can never see what is 
inside a person’s head, all we can reliably observe is what they do. In response to these tensions, many 
programs differentiate their efforts between deradicalization (changes in ideological commitments) 
and disengagement (changes in extremist behaviors)129. With that in mind, it is cautioned that “the 
disengaged terrorist may not be ‘deradicalized’ or repentant at all. Often physical disengagement may 
not result in any concomitant change or reduction in ideological support.”130

The stated goals of a program—deradicalization or disengagement—determine how the program 
evaluates success as different criteria are engaged for each approach. For example, disengagement 
programs have looked at rates of recidivism and if the released offenders return to their old group-
ings. Deradicalization programs that focus on ideological change may include all of the abovemen-
tioned behaviors but may also attempt to measure change by assessing participants’ attitudes and 
considering a program evaluators’ assessments of individual progress. Success indicators also deter-
mine what elements of the individual are monitored, and, in some cases, the terms of a prisoner’s ear-

125 Stig Jarle Hansen and Stian Lid “Why Do We Need a Handbook on Disengagement and Deradicalization?” chapter 1 in 
“Routledge Handbook on Deradicalisation and Disengagement,” 2020.

126 Daniel Koehler “Terminology and Definitions,” chapter 2 in “Routledge Handbook on Deradicalisation and 
Disengagement,” 2020.

127 “Preventing Radicalisation to Terrorism and Violent Extremism: Prison and Probation Interventions,” Radicalisation 
Awareness Network (RAN), 2019. 

128 John Horgan “Deradicalization or disengagement? A process in need of clarity and a counterterrorism initiative in need of 
evaluation,” Perspectives on Terrorism, 2008. 

129 Ibid., 
130 John Horgan “Individual Disengagement: A Psychological Analysis,” chapter 2 in “Leaving Terrorism Behind,” 2009, p. 27.
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ly release. Whatever the specific indicators used to evaluate success are, deradicalization effectiveness 
is generally understand as “the extremist’s increased intention to reintegrate into society and support 
its laws.”131

Putting aside what programs can reliably measure or ethically require, in practice most pro-
grams include a mix of both ideological and behavioral interventions. Specifically, in order for any 
deradicalization programming to be effective, it must look at why the individual became involved with 
the terrorist or extremist group in the first place.132 Whether someone became a violent extremist out 
of a sense of ideological commitment, life circumstances, a desire for adventure or romance, through 
coercion, or because they followed family ties will depend on how the programming should be direct-
ed. For example, a program that focuses exclusively on bringing about ideological deradicalization 
(by providing religious counseling or psychosocial therapy) may not be what is needed for someone 
who joined a group to escape from domestic violence (in which case trauma counseling and help re-
building a life independent of the abuser would be more valuable). 

The reasons for joining a group and staying in a group are often very different; in addition to ad-
dressing the reasons for radicalization, it is also important to address everything that happened while 
they were in that group (such as indoctrination, abuse, and other forms of trauma).Thus, prison-based 
deradicalization programs must take into account the reasons for one’s radicalization, respond to the 
specific needs of extremist offenders, and engage a multi-pronged and integrated approach. It is also 
important to deal with the problem of individual trauma (both as a factor leading to violence and as a 
result of time spent in an armed conflict zone or as part of an armed group).133 

Another aspect to be considered when designing any prison-based deradicalization interven-
tion, is whether it is voluntary or mandatory for the prisoners.134 The condition selected is largely 
determined by the legality of mandatory participation in the particular national context (whether 
or not prisoners can be forced to participate in programming against their will), but there are also 
substantive factors that should be taken into account. Both mandatory or voluntary deradicaliza-
tion programs have their merits and drawbacks. Voluntary deradicalization programming may be 
strengthened by the fact that those who participate are doing so of their own accord, which may be 
an indicator of their sincere desire to change. While this is not to say that the deradicalization work 
is any easier with volunteers, it does remove significant obstacles if the choice to participate is theirs. 
Deradicalization workers know that their efforts are wanted, and more time can be spent on the ac-
tual process of deradicalization rather than addressing obstructive and resistant behaviors. However, 
the selection effect of voluntary deradicalization programs makes them difficult to evaluate as only 
the ‘easy’ cases are engaged which runs the risk of leaving the most committed prisoners unaffected 
by deradicalization efforts. Some international deradicalization programs have faced scrutiny for re-
porting misleadingly high success rates due to only working with those who volunteer, leaving unad-
dressed the more dangerous extremists.135

On the other hand, mandatory deradicalization programs reach all convicted terrorists and ex-
tremists and can thus be somewhat reassuring that upon release, all individuals have had at least 
some deradicalizing influence and that the government is attempting to help everyone. The challenge 

131 Hamdi Muluk, Ahmad Naufalul Umam, and Mirra Noor Milla “Insights from a deradicalization program in Indonesian 
prisons: The potential benefits of psychological intervention prior to ideological discussion,” Asian Journal of Social Psychology 
(2020) p. 42. 

132 Stig Jarle Hansen and Stian Lid “Why Do We Need a Handbook on Disengagement and Deradicalization?” chapter 1 in 
“Routledge Handbook on Deradicalisation and Disengagement,” 2020.

133 Chris Bosley “Violent Extremist Disengagement and Reconciliation: A Peacebuilding Approach,” United States Institute of 
Peace, July 2020. 

134 Angel Rabasa, Stacie L. Pettyjohn, Jeremy J. Ghez and Christopher Boucek “Deradicalizing Islamist Extremists,” RAND 
Corporation, 2010. 

135 Another way that success rates (measured by recidivism) of deradicalization programs have been misleading is if the 
number of program graduates does not map on to the number of individuals who have left prison. For example, early reporting from 
the Saudi program indicated high success rates due in large part to the fact that more “individuals at the lower end of the terrorism 
spectrum” had been released from the prison, while more hardened militants—who also participated in the deradicalization 
program—remained incarcerated. For more information see Rabasa et al. (2010), p. 75–76. 
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with mandatory programming is that those who are resistant to the process may become spoilers 
for those who do sincerely want the programming. Especially if deradicalization is sponsored in a 
group context, having some participants express resentment, distrust, and anger to the process may 
adversely affect those who are engaging in good faith. Furthermore, expanding the programming to 
all eligible offenders may stretch resources thin as time and attention is given to those who may not 
want to participate, taking away from those who do. 

Finally, for all the methodological design decisions that a deradicalization program must make, 
any prison-based program must also reflect on the societal context of a prison and its assigned tasks.136 
Any deradicalization program that is implemented exists within specific conditions—even with the 
most progressive rehabilitative work, if that individual exists in a broader institution that is punitive 
and degrading, any good work that the deradicalization programming achieves may not counteract 
that effect. Prisoners who are convicted of terror or extremist offences interact with other inmates 
and guards much more than they do with program implementers such as social workers, psycholo-
gists, theologians, and other professionals; if the majority of their interactions are in a climate of fear, 
suspicion, and humiliation, even the best deradicalization program will not have a positive effect. As 
such, for a deradicalization to have a chance to be truly effective and transformative, it must be situ-
ated in a broader prison environment that is conducive to positive change.

International experience in prison deradicalization programs

In 2017, there were between 40-50 ‘high-profile’ programs across the world that aimed to “in-
tervene and dismantle a person’s physical and psychological bond to terrorist and violent extremist 
groups.”137 While these programs report evaluations and may be touted as successful, all of these 
claims should be carefully examined. Because deradicalization lacks a widely agreed upon definition, 
none of these programs apply a single consistent theory of change, and evaluations of these programs 
are not always effectively measured (many of these programs are only reviewed by project imple-
menters, if at all). Daniel Koehler, of the German Institute for Radicalization and Deradicalization 
Studies (GIRDS) notes that “the spread of practical initiatives has outpaced their theoretical and 
methodological development”138. With that note of caution in mind, many international programs 
nevertheless reflect promising and creative approaches to rehabilitation and deradicalization. 

According to analysis by the Radicalisation Awareness Network (RAN), there are three broad 
categories that most intervention measures feature—psychological care, religious and spiritual sup-
port, and social support.139 These divisions are arbitrary however as in practice they are intricately in-
terconnected. Program staff, psychologists, theologians, and social workers must all work together on 
every case to develop a comprehensive and tailored approach to deradicalization. Stakeholders must 
come together to articulate shared goals, reasonable evaluation criteria, and determine appropriate 
timelines. The process must be flexible to feedback from prisoners and capable of quick adjustments. 
It is likely that some interventions will be more central to a particular case than others; and if the 
program is mandatory and participants are engaging reluctantly, progress may be more achievable on 
some fronts than others. For example, in an evaluation of the PAIRS program in France (which has 
a mixture of voluntary and mandatory participations), it was found that some “make the most of the 
help offered to find accommodation or a job while avoiding close relationships with staff members 
who handle the psychological or ideological aspects.”140

136 Stig Jarle Hansen and Stian Lid “Why Do We Need a Handbook on Disengagement and Deradicalization?” chapter 1 in 
“Routledge Handbook on Deradicalisation and Disengagement,” 2020.

137 Daniel Koehler “How and why we should take deradicalization seriously,” Nature Human Behavior, 2017, p. 1. 
138 Ibid., p. 1
139 “Preventing Radicalisation to Terrorism and Violent Extremism: Prison and Probation Interventions,” RAN, 2019.
140 Marc Hecker “Once a Jihadist, Always a Jihadist? A Deradicalization Program Seen from the Inside,” Security Studies 

Center (Feb 2021), p. 40.
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Psychological care: Most deradicalization programs engage some form of psychosocial care 
as the ideological commitment to radical ideas and violent extremism often begins in the mind. Many 
models for radicalization are prefaced on psychological processes—the idea that radicals engage in a 
‘quest for significance’, or that feelings of anger, frustration, and alienation are what lead people to 
find support and validation from extremist groups.141 Psychological support is essential to addressing 
some of the underlying causes that led people to radicalize as well as the degree of their ideological 
development, attachments and trauma suffered on behalf of the group. ISIS was severe in their in-
doctrination of people in the territory of Syria and Iraq; the narratives told to rationalize the severe 
abuses and traumas may be deeply imprinted in the psyche. 

Psychological interventions can take many forms, such as psychoanalysis or humanistic thera-
py, but most deradicalization programs engage approaches from cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT). 
Specifically, “CBT rests on the premise that the cognitive, attitudinal and motivational dispositions of 
offenders — the thoughts, feelings and beliefs that pushed them towards deviancy in the first place — 
are learned rather than innate.”142 CBT thus focuses on changing cognitive processes in order to 
change violent behavior. Talk therapy is the mechanisms by which this is most often pursued and can 
work through either individual or group sessions; individual sessions often generate better results but 
are more costly as a result.143

The role of emotion in deradicalization has been extensively theorized but under studied. One of 
the leading experts in the psychology of radicalization, Arie Kruglanski, and his co-authors in a 2011 
paper describe the role of emotion as “the motivational substrate that keeps someone engaged in his 
or her beliefs and group. Prior to being detained, terrorists are more likely to experience positive emo-
tion towards their ingroup and negative emotion towards relevant outgroups. Conversely, they get a 
chance to feel emotion in the opposite direction once they are inside the prison. They feel estranged 
and abandoned by their former group while having more interaction with the wardens and outgroup 
members.”144 Simply experiencing emotion, however, is not enough for ideological change—training 
must focus on improving emotional intelligence, emotional expression, and emotional regulation. 

Psychological care does not only involve work with therapists, but can include activities to devel-
op other personal qualities, habits, and tendencies not necessarily through a therapeutic approach. 
For example, in Sri Lanka deradicalization programs for the members of Liberation Tigers of Tamil 
Eelam (LTTE) emphasized individual development in order to “counteract the heavy collectivistic 
and group focus which dominated the prisoners’ time in the LTTE.”145 Activities included yoga as a 
way to encourage ‘spiritual insight’ and art activities to develop self-expression. And in Indonesia, 
inmates participate in workshops that are focused on self-empowerment and tackle issues and skills 
such as anger management, emotional expression, and cognitive flexibility.146,147 

In Scandinavian countries, rather than provide ideological alternatives or convince the partici-
pant that they are wrong, counseling work aims to “facilitate the mentee’s own reflection and realiza-
tion that things are not as black and white as suggested by extremist ideology.”148 By confronting the 

141 Randy Borum “Radicalization into Violent Extremism I: A Review of Social Science Theories,” Journal of Strategic 
Security, 2011. 

142 Tinka Veldhuis “Designing Rehabilitation and Reintegration Programmes for Violent Extremist Offenders: A Realist 
Approach,” The International Center for Counter-Terrorism — The Hague (2012), p. 10.

143 “Preventing Radicalisation to Terrorism and Violent Extremism: Prison and Probation Interventions,” RAN, 2019.
144 Muluk et al. “Insights from a deradicalization program in Indonesian prisons: The potential benefits of psychological 

intervention prior to ideological discussion,” Asian Journal of Social Psychology (2020) p. 43, paraphrasing Kruglanski, Gelfand, 
and Gunaratna (2011).

145 Andrew Silke and Tinka Veldhuis “Countering Violent Extremism in Prisons: A Review of Key Recent Research and 
Critical Research Gaps,” Perspectives on Terrorism, October 2017, p. 6.

146 Zora A. Sukabdi “Terrorism in Indonesia: A Review On Rehabilitation And Deradicalization,” Journal of Terrorism 
Research, 25 May 2015. 
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nuance and complexity of the world at large, individuals will come to see that choice to use violence is 
by no means an obvious way to solve problems. 

Religious and spiritual support: Experts and practitioners argue that many who radicalize 
for nominally religious and ideological reasons do not in fact posses that much religious knowledge. 
Recruiters and ideologues are able to sell their extreme interpretation of Islam to vulnerable people in 
large part because they do not know otherwise. As such, some deradicalization efforts enlist theologi-
ans who can provide prisoners with more authoritative readings and interpretations of religious text. 
These efforts are not necessarily won on strength of argument, rather religious discourse can also en-
gage lessons of Islamic history, art, and culture to expand the prisoner’s horizons and prove the point 
that the religion is inherently a peaceful one. The challenge of adopting a religious component to a 
deradicalization program is the role of credible messengers: prisoners often do not trust the imams 
that are sent to prisons and believe that they are collaborating with the state and security services. 

While Muslim-majority contexts (such as Saudi Arabia and Indonesia) have been able to identify 
and cooperate with the religious authorities and theological institutes that the inmates could find 
credible, for other countries (primarily those in Western Europe) is has been more challenging to im-
plement effective religious deradicalization effort. As a result, some countries have abandoned such 
attempts. In France, a relatively recent and limited deradicalization program called PAIRS does not 
“interfere with worship” but rather brings “sociological, historical and anthropological” perspectives. 
The program incorporates “meetings with writers and war reporters or visits to the Louvre’s Islamic 
arts department.”149

The Saudi program begins with an assessment of the prisoner’s ideological motivations by Islam-
ic clerics. Based on how inmates explain their beliefs, the clerics develop a tailored religious ‘course 
of study’, the objective of which is “to persuade the inmates that their jihadist interpretation of the 
Qur’an is incorrect.”150

Programs in Yemen (2002-05), Saudi Arabia (2004), Singapore (2003), and the Philippines 
(2010) have all heavily incorporated religious dialogues and ‘re-education’ (the process of teaching 
religious fundamentals) into their deradicalization programming. In Singapore, religious interlocut-
ers also needed to train as counselors in order to understand the prisoner’s psychological needs. 

In Indonesia, instead of working with official clerics, former militants have been used to debate 
current prisoners about the radical ideology and justifications for violence.151 While the former violent 
extremists may not have deep religious knowledge, they are well-versed in radical narratives and are 
widely viewed as credible and can show through their own example that leaving violent groups has 
many advantages. In some cases, former terrorists were paired with prisoners that they themselves 
“had personally recruited or trained.”152

Using former militants is a contested method; on the one hand former radicals are often seen as 
credible messengers who can relate to convicted extremists in ways that professionals cannot, on the 
other hand there is the risk of entrusting such ideological responsibility to someone who has a radical 
and violent past. 

Social support: The social dimension of deradicalization programming has a lot of varied con-
tent that targets the individual as well as their family. Social interventions often include skills and 
vocational training as well as educational opportunities “which are meant to provide the basis for 
a meaningful and socially secure existence.”153 Interventions that equip offenders with employable 
skills are crucial to helping them return to a civilian life and provide them with healthy socialization. 

149 “Display the parent document Austria attack highlights Europe’s jihadist dilemma,” France24, 3 February 2021. 
150 Andreas Casptack “Deradicalization Programs in Saudi Arabia: A Case Study,” Middle East Institute, 10 June 2015, p. 2.
151 Silke and Veldhuis (2017).
152 “Prisons and Terrorism Radicalisation and De-radicalisation in 15 Countries,” International Center for the Study of 

Radicalisation and Political Violence (ICSR), 2010, p. 52. 
153 “Prisons and Terrorism Radicalisation and De-radicalisation in 15 Countries,” ICSR, 2010, p. 51. 
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Ex-offenders have been paired with mentors and introduced to non-radical peers so that they can 
“build trust-based relationships” after their release.154 

Forms of social support can be very different. For example, early planning of Afghanistan’s de-
radicalization program in 2010 assumed that lower-level Taliban155 soldiers had little ideological com-
mitment and were therefore best served by fundamental skills training (which began with reading 
and writing in many cases) so that they could become productive members of their communities upon 
their release.156

Mentoring can take many forms (where mentors are violent extremist formers, CVE profession-
als, or non-experts from civil society); mentorship has been included in deradicalization programs in 
Denmark, Indonesia and the United States.

When prisoners convicted of extremism-related charges in Indonesian were interviewed for the 
evaluation of the effectiveness of a rehabilitation program, prisoners “had an overwhelming emphasis 
on developing vocational skills which would allow them to gain employment, develop their own busi-
nesses and be economically self-sufficient after release.”157

Social support efforts also focus on rebuilding relationships between extremists and their fami-
lies and friends who they cut ties with when they joined an armed group. 

Families are often critical to successful disengagement and reintegration. After serving their 
sentences, recently released offenders often return to live with their families; it is critical that those 
relationships (are healed during the deradicalization process. Family interventions may work with 
spouses together during and after incarceration but should also attend individually to the wives of 
prisoners who may need to process feelings of frustration, hurt, betrayal, and anger. Depending on 
the composition of families, social support may also be extended to the family members of offenders. 
Wives and children are often the targets of priority assistance for various reasons: so that families do 
not grow resentful while the primary breadwinner is incarcerated, so that the prisoner is not frustrat-
ed with the government when he sees his family unsupported, and so that to keep the family from 
turning to known radical associates for help as families of known radicals are often stigmatized and 
shunned from the local community. 

In the Saudi program, family reconciliation is a priority from day one and families are encour-
aged to participate in many aspects of the deradicalization program. Notably, the role of family is so 
important to the Saudi deradicalization philosophy that prison authorities have helped unmarred 
prisoners find wives and paid for weddings.158

The Singapore program also emphasizes a principal role for families in deradicalization but has a 
fundamentally different view than the Saudi program: “whereas the Saudi programme assumes pris-
oners have been abandoned by their families and are in need of ‘reconciliation’, Singapore believes 
that prisoners’ families are radical too and should be ‘reformed.’”159 As such, families are encouraged 
to participate in religious re-education and psychological counselling sessions in order to create a 
broader de-radicalized environment around the prisoner after release and to distribute the deradical-
izing effect more widely. 

Providing material support to families of prisoners convicted of terrorist and extremist offences 
is controversial as officials must balance the need to support individuals who are struggling with com-
munity perceptions of ‘rewarding’ offenders. While some programs have delivered cash payments 
(such as Saudi Arabia, Singapore, United Arab Emirates, and India),160 it is more common that indi-

154 “Preventing Radicalisation to Terrorism and Violent Extremism: Prison and Probation Interventions,” RAN, 2019, p. 7. 
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rect assistance is provided, such as help with finding housing or employment for families of prisoners 
and enrolling children in school and supporting their tuition.161

How to balance the need to support families of violent extremist offenders without seeming 
to reward them and foster resentment towards them is highly dependent on the social context 
of the community. A generally advised practice would be to first work with families who support 
the deradicalization program and who want their incarcerated family member to abandon their 
violent past. A second general approach would be to support families such that their lives are 
similar to those of their neighbors. For example, if most local children are enrolled in daycare or 
school, helping vulnerable families enroll their children is not an unfair disparity in outcomes. 
On the other hand, if the community has high rates of unemployment, it would not be necessarily 
fair or well-received to give a family member a well-paying job such that their situation becomes 
more secure then that of their neighbors. In Saudi Arabia, providing material support to families 
is largely motivated by the desire to prevent feelings of resentment of the government from de-
veloping among family members. Both government agencies and private organizations support 
the families of incarcerated VEOs. While most forms of support may be kept quiet (for fear of 
stigmatization), some initiatives highlight and acknowledge the families struggles and successes. 
One program called the ‘Best Mother Award’ “supports women who have children and whose 
husbands are serving time in prison.”162 

Besides the specific activities that deradicalization programs can incorporate, there are also 
more general issues affecting the lives of prisons that programs can work to address. Researchers 
George Popp, Sarah Kanna and Jeff Day asked the question, “Are there examples of successful de-
radicalization in history that we can draw lessons from?”, a review of 30 deradicalization programs 
throughout history found that four components were shared among successful practices:163

• Creating a sense of hope and purpose. 
• Creating a sense of community. 
• Providing an individual approach, providing individual attention, and regimented day-to-

day schedules. 
• Providing sustainable, long-term commitment following completion of the program. 

The general approaches and short examples highlighted here are by no means a silver bullet. There 
is no one-size-fits-all model to deradicalization and “what works in one case may be counter-productive 
in another, which means that programmes always need to be adapted to the specific context in which 
they are run.”164 However, we hope that our discussion of some of the common dilemmas and issues that 
can arise when creating such programs can be useful to experts and practitioners. 

Preventing prisoners convicted for other crimes from radicalizing in prison 

In addition to the intensification of the radical attitudes of those already attracted to violent ide-
ologies, in prisons there is also the possibility that non-ideological offenders will become radicalized. 
Therefore, in conjunction with the task of deradicalizing those convicted for terror or extremist-relat-
ed offences, prisons handling radicalized inmates must consider how to prevent the radicalization of 
prisoners who were convicted of other crimes. As noted earlier, the radicalization of prisoners is not 
a completely unprecedented process; criminologists have long observed a process of ‘prisonization’ 
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where “prison time can lead prisoners to adopt criminal values.”165 Research has shown that ideolog-
ical offenders have are often able to cultivate more influence than ordinary prisoners.166 

This is due to many reasons: recruiters are often charismatic people who have something to 
‘sell’; the oppressive prison context may make violent ideologies more enticing (giving meaning to the 
hardships of prison life); and petty criminals may be more susceptible to extremist beliefs which offer 
them a higher purpose. As such, the problem is not in searching for meaning, which criminologists 
have identified as a positive in prison. It is important to note how holding non-violent ideological 
beliefs in prison often have “substantial benefits for inmates. Especially for first-offenders, imprison-
ment can be a disheartening experience. Adopting a belief system can help inmates adopt a new, more 
positive identity, give purpose and meaning to their prison experience, cope with feelings of guilt and 
shame, and gain a sense of control and self-significance while in prison.”167 It is important not to allow 
the need to find meaning in life to be satisfied by a violent ideology. 

While the impulse to keep non-ideological inmates from falling under the influence of violent 
extremists is straightforward, how to achieve this result is unclear. The question essentially comes 
down to whether or not to keep those convicted of terrorist and extremist offences separated from the 
general prison population.168 To start with the most pragmatic reasons, not all prisons have the facil-
ities or resources to keep radicalized offenders separate from everyone else. And even if it is possible 
to house all radicals together, the effect may be the creation of a radicalized prison wing, which while 
potentially protecting the rest of the prisoners from radical influence would inadvertently strengthen 
the networks of VEOs. Furthermore, grouping together indiscriminately ‘radical’ prisoners without 
any consideration of their degree of radicalization or their desire to change threatens to sabotage 
any deradicalization efforts. According to the testimonies of the prisoners we interviewed, radicals 
are often kept in punishment cells in solitary confinement for as long as possible, which in no way 
contributes to their deradicalization, not to mention the fact that solitary confinement is violates a 
number of human rights standards.

In addition to looking at this problem by considering the influence of a VEOs presence in the 
general prison population, there is also concern as to what their absence would indicate. The UN 
Handbook on the Management of Violent Extremist Prisoners and the Prevention of Radicalisation 
to Violence in Prisons warns that the separation of VEOs “may elevate their status in the eyes of other 
prisoners or groups in the community.”169 

International experiences with this challenge have taken a variety of approaches with mixed suc-
cess. A 2014 government-ordered review of radicalization in prisons in England and Wales concluded 
that some “charismatic prisoners were exerting a ‘radicalizing influence’ over fellow Muslims” and 
recommend that the most dangerous extremists be moved to “specialist units”.170 Despite this report, 
the problem persisted over five years later as 2019 reporting by The Times found that “Islamist ex-
tremists in Britain’s prisons are holding makeshift Sharia trials, circulating banned books and openly 
grooming young Muslim inmates.”171 Reporting on Europe broadly in 2021, Thomas Renard of the 
Belgian Egmont Institute found that “The majority of inmates suspected of having radical beliefs are 
mixed in with the main body of detainees to prevent any networks forming.”172 In Indonesia, radical 
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prisoners are dispersed across 26 prisons in the country, with more ideologically extreme prisoners 
being sent to maximum security facilities. At the same time, many of the VEOs are permitted to mix 
with the other prisoners and receive the same treatment as they do. In Algeria, individuals with ter-
rorism-related charges are strictly separated from the general prison population and further divided 
into three categories: violent extremists, ideological extremists, and others (those convicted on charg-
es not directly related to carrying out a terrorist act).173

While charismatic ideologues have a great deal of influence on the radicalization process, they 
are not the only elements that need to be attended to. Radicalization in prison — like in any other 
context — can be influenced by a number of push and pull factors. As our interviews with offenders 
show, radicalization in prisons is a continuation of the conversation about vulnerability. 

Efforts to prevent the radicalization of non-ideological prisoners can be divided into two catego-
ries: the technical and logistical elements, and the psychosocial and ideological aspects. To begin with 
the technical and logistical aspects of CVE, these largely focus on attending to the prison context. For 
example, in Lebanon it was found that “Inadequate conditions of imprisonment, prison overcrowding 
and poor security measures represent the main challenges of the Lebanese prison system, which in 
itself enhance the risk of prison-based radicalization to violence.”174 Poor living conditions in prisons 
make survival a struggle; in response prisoners can develop feelings of resentment, frustration and 
anger, or they can be forced to find resources and protection from radical groups (who capitalize on 
these conditions of deprivation). To this end, one of the most straightforward measures that prisons 
can take to curtail radicalization is to ensure that prisoners have adequate living conditions where 
they are free from desperation. 

While attending to the conditions of incarceration can help to prevent radicalization, it is also 
necessary to equip prison staff with the knowledge and tools to contribute to the task. When radical-
ization to violence is discussed it is often represented at its final stage: an unabashed and vocal com-
mitment to a violent ideology. However, this is only one possible outcome that, in any case, comes at 
the end of a complicated, subtle, and deeply personal process that is still largely unknown and often 
undetected. It is very difficult to identify radicalization as it is occurring; in a prison context, these 
challenges are only exacerbated.

What unlocks radicalization prevention efforts substantially is the recognition that CVE is the 
responsibility of all prison staff. To achieve this, it is necessary to train prison staff to better identify 
behaviors associated with radicalization, empower staff differentiate radicalism from religiosity and 
understand group dynamics of radicalization.

What works?

So, what exactly needs to be done in order to prevent radicalization in prisons? In a 160-page 
handbook on the Management of Violent Extremist Prisoners and the Prevention of Radicalization 
to Violence in Prisons, the UN Office on Drugs and Crime includes just one page on ‘Disrupting rad-
icalization to violence in prisons’ and ‘supporting individuals vulnerable to recruitment by violent 
extremists.’175 This page does not point to any specific references but advises that “counselling; faith 
guidance; civic engagement; working with support networks; involvement in the prison regime; life 
skills; mentoring support; cognitive/behavioural therapies; general work on attitudes and behav-
iours; health awareness; and assessing and addressing any physical or mental health issues” are all 
possible measures depending on the specific case.176 Thus, while plenty of research exists on what may 
increase the risks of radicalization and where efforts can be improved, there is limited evidence as to 
what interventions work to prevent radicalization. 
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Although there seems to be a lack of specific examples of activities that prevent radicalization in 
prisons that work unequivocally, there are significant parallels between the intensification of crimi-
nality and radicalization such that the lessons from criminology may inform practices in CVE. In oth-
er words, efforts to prevent radicalization are largely the same as those that contribute to a generally 
positive prison environment. A 2016 Working Paper by the Radicalisation Awareness Network (RAN) 
on countering radicalization in prisons and probation advocates that a ‘holistic approach’ be taken to 
prison security and identifies a “healthy prison environment” as the most significant factor in lessen-
ing the risks of radicalization.177 These factors include:

• Staff-prisoner relationships. “Prisoners must be treated with dignity, respect and cour-
tesy at all times” as prisoner relationships with staff are important for building trust, reduc-
ing suspicion toward ‘authorities’, and breaking down and us vs. them mentality.178  The role 
of trust is also crucial to post-release success as “Not trusting individuals can damage their 
self-esteem and can have a negative impact on offenders’ capacity to see themselves as 
trustworthy and to reintegrate into society.”179

• Well-being and personal development. Attending to well-being involves providing ba-
sic needs and access to vocational training, social support, educational advancement, and re-
ligious practice, among other essential elements of psychosocial health such as time outside. 
In essence, minimizing intrapersonal distress. 

• Conditions and family contact. Positive family contact is crucial for both periods of in-
carceration as well as after release. Efforts to support family bonds can involve creating com-
fortable spaces for visitation with children and ensuring that meaningful time is allowed for 
visitors. 

• Security, safety and control. Prisoners must feel a sense of safety in the prison; this can 
be achieved through organization, control and efficiency in prison management that “pro-
vides prisoners with a structure that meets expectations.”180 

• Professionalism. Prison rules, punishments and privileges must be applied fairly and 
equally to all prisoners. To that end, a professional prison staff and a fair prison system are 
essential to ensuring prison dynamics are just. 

To conclude, the best deterrent for radicalization in prisons may simply be a prison environment 
that is professional, secure, and fair. Nevertheless, the diversity of approaches to preventing radicali-
zation in prisons reflects differences in prison and state resources, size of the inmate populations and 
numbers of violent extremist offenders, as well as philosophies about incarceration. How this balance 
is struck—between protecting non-ideological prisoners from radical influence on the one hand, and 
deradicalizing ideological convicts by pulling them out of their radical environment on the other—
must be designed with local conditions and prison resources in mind. 

Even with thoughtful and creative approaches that deradicalization programs may take—from 
tailor-made programming during incarceration to extensive post-release support—there remain 
challenges and pitfalls that seem intractable to the task. Specifically, we have seen many examples of 
some offenders successfully tricking deradicalization program staff into believing they are no longer 
a threat. In November 2020, 20-year-old Kujtim Fejzula killed four people and injured 22 more in 
Vienna, Austria after being “discharged from a deradicalization program by tricking his mentors into 
thinking he was reformed.”181 The UK deradicalization scheme has faced repeated criticism. In Feb-
ruary 2020, 20-year-old Sudesh Amman stabbed two people just ten days after he was released early 
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from his three-year sentence after participating in a deradicalization program. Before that in Novem-
ber 2019, 28-year-old Usman Khan stabbed and killed two people after being released early from his 
16-year prison sentence after his completed two deradicalization program. “His victims were fellow 
attendees at a conference on prisoner rehabilitation,” a not-so-hidden message as to the efficacy of 
such programs.182 

The reasons behind these programming failures are complicated: agencies were not sufficiently 
coordinated, program staff were not well trained, evaluation criteria were wrong, etc. Its beyond the 
scope of this report to identify what went wrong in these and other cases like them. Fundamentally, 
there will always be an uncertainty in deradicalization programming as ideological attitudes are still 
mostly ‘in the head’ and its holistic evaluation will never be possible. Nevertheless, advocates of de-
radicalization acknowledge all of the difficulties but are reassured by the belief that programs are not 
having a negative effect. “The results [of prison-based deradicalization programs] are hard to predict, 
there are no guarantees but they’re generally not counter-productive.”183 This is not to say that even 
poorly administered deradicalization programs can be effective; there is still a possibility to do harm 
to individuals through unprofessional handling of treatment, if not further entrench their violent 
beliefs due to poorly managed programming. Any deradicalization undertaking must be founded on 
a solid theory of change (for either ideological or behavioral change) and should strive to be as in-
formed and well-executed as possible. 

At the same time, no deradicalization program will be able to reduce the level of recidivism to 
zero. The question of preventing the recidivism of those prisoners, who cannot be helped by any de-
radicalization programming, it outside the scope of this report and belongs to the sphere of work of 
law enforcement agencies. 
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CHAPTER IV. LIFE AFTER PRISON
After their release from prison, people from the North Caucasus face the same problems as ex-in-

mates from other regions of the country. In some respects, the inhabitants of the Caucasus might have it 
easier — most of the former prisoners are returning to a large family that eagerly anticipates their return, all 
but one of our respondents had a place to return to, housing, and the attitude of society towards men who 
had served time was quite accepting. People formerly convicted on drug charges mentioned the changed 
attitude of some acquaintances, but in general, no one complained about a social stigma in society.

A father of five, formerly incarcerated on drug charges said:
“The feeling of happiness from reuniting with your family is simply beyond words. I had no 

problems communicating with the family, but the attitude of neighbors and some relatives has 
changed. Some of them had negative feelings, as if I were some kind of maniac who served time for 
murder, but overall everything is fine,” — Lechi (Chechnya).

Those without a place to live had a harder time. A man from Kabardino-Balkaria convicted of 
participation in illegal armed groups said that it was difficult for him to rent an apartment, because 
people were afraid to take him as a tenant, “thought I might be a militant, and the apartment would 
be damaged during a raid.”

For women, the situation is much more complicated. “The husband usually has a new family. 
If there are children, then they often do not want to see their mothers and are hostile to them. 
Parents sometimes abandon their daughters too. They meet rejection from all sides and see no 
meaning in life, since everyone close to them has abandoned them, and they lost the most precious 
thing — their children. Women find themselves in a situation where a prison is the only stable en-
vironment they have. Outside of prison, it is difficult for them to survive and sometimes they have 
simply nowhere to go. Therefore, at the initial stage after their release, we see suicide attempts, 
refusal of help, depression and a lot of disappointment,” — an expert, who works with Chechen 
female prisoners told us.

The majority of the men we interviewed had largely restored the circle of acquaintances, relatives and 
friends, except for those convicted on drug charges. Almost everyone in the latter category said that they 
used or “dabbled” in drugs before their arrest, but in the penal colony, they joined a jamaat, overcame their 
addiction and, after leaving the correctional institution, broke with their previous social circle:

“The attitude [of people around me], to my surprise, has changed for the better. Everyone 
pointed out that I had changed in a good way. I changed because of my environment, where I saw 
people who led righteous life. If I had continued to smoke, swear and gamble in prison, choosing a 
criminal path, then I would return as a drug addict, if I returned at all. But the righteous people who 
found themselves there [in prison], they helped me not to deteriorate, but on the contrary, to become 
better. I completely broke off relations with the pleasure-seekers, with whom I associated before 
jail. I keep in touch with the friends I acquired in the colony,” — Viskhan (Chechnya).

The respondents from Kabardino-Balkaria convicted for participation in illegal armed groups 
noted that they were unable to restore their connections, because by the time of their release their old 
friends were no longer alive (they were killed in special operations).

For women, restoring their social circle is difficult:
“Neighbors, acquaintances could bully and find fault with her every movement. Relatives would 

keep reminding. Therefore, they have to always keep their head down,” — expert working with prisoners.

In Chechnya, religious leaders in some cases helped to establish communication between wom-
en ex-prisoners and their families or at least helped them to obtain the right to communicate with 



55

Сonflict analysis and prevention center

children. It should be noted that the women interviewed in this study had no husbands and were able 
to return to their own homes. One of them had children.

Imprisonment often affects the health of the respondents. They named tuberculosis, psoriasis, 
and blindness as consequences of a long stay in difficult and stressful conditions. After being released, 
the respondents felt that the world had changed, felt joy and, at the same time, fear and exhaustion:

“The hardest thing after the release was to stop myself from overeating. I lost twenty kilo-
grams of weight behind bars. Fluorogram taken before the release showed darkening in my lungs. 
It turned out to be tuberculosis,” — Adam (Ingushetia).

Thus, harsh living conditions, lack of adequate medical care, lack of halal food, and high levels of 
stress lead to people leaving prisons with serious health problems, which take time and money to resolve.

Finding Employment

Almost all prisoners named employment as the main problem of the reintegration period:
“Finding a job is very hard. Sometimes we act as their references, recommend them or use our 

own connections. And they can only [get a job doing] hard manual labor,” — expert working with 
prisoners.

The problem is aggravated by the fact that after release, offenders convicted of grave crimes or 
guilty of violations while serving their sentence are placed under court-assigned administrative su-
pervision. Administrative supervision imposes a number of restrictions on its object, but most impor-
tantly, the court restricts the ex-prisoner to a certain territory. They can only leave the territory with 
police permission under exceptional circumstances. Thus, in addition to a criminal record, a person’s 
freedom of movement is restricted, sometimes for a long time.

“You can get up to ten years of supervision. You serve three years, you go out and get five years 
of supervision — that is, you are tied to one place. A person needs to get food for themselves, for the 
family, and in the Caucasus the employment situation is bad anyway; it is almost impossible to find 
a job. And here someone just got out of prison. Of course, a job will go to someone who has not been 
in prison,” — said Oyub Titiev, a coordinator of the project “Protection of the rights of residents of the 
North Caucasus in the prisons of Russia” of the Civic Assistance Committee.

Among the women we interviewed, one went blind after 10 years of imprisonment and does not 
work. Another one, the youngest, is planning to leave and find work at a construction site in Moscow; 
the third one works in a cafeteria, in the kitchen. Among the men surveyed, the most successful were 
the ones who were able to organize their own business, alone or with the people close to them, or 
find a self-employment opportunity. Those who had good labor skills were also able to create a stable 
income for themselves:

“I can do a lot of things in house construction and repair, so work wasn’t a problem. I went to 
Russia [other regions of Russia], where I did construction work, heating and finishing work. First of 
all, in six months, I saved up two hundred thousand for my parents, for the money they had given to 
the investigator. I got married a year later, and, in another year, rented an apartment and moved 
out of my parents’ place,” — Aslambek (Chechnya).

“I could not find a job. We set up a business with friends. Now [I have] my own store and sev-
eral other stalls that sell various goods,” — Ramazan (Chechnya).

“I didn’t even try to find a job. Nobody would hire me anyway, I worked with my father, helped 
him with greenhouses. We had our own farm,” — Rasul (Kabardino-Balkaria).

The state provides almost no social assistance to inmates, and former inmates do not know about 
such opportunities. There are very few nongovernmental organizations that are involved in helping 
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recently released people — “a drop in the bucket,” in the words of one of the experts we interviewed. 
As a result, as Madina from Chechnya explained to us, “it is very difficult for a person to get out of 
this hole and return to their former life.”

According to Malkho from Chechnya:
“When I was released, I felt reborn. I had lost any hope to ever get out. At my age, there 

are many health problems, but my state of mind was that I could regain my strength and work, 
earn money and be useful to my family for at least another ten to fifteen years. But you are not 
allowed to do that. There is no social support; you cannot find a job. There is simply no mon-
ey even to buy clothes until you find a job. A person is just abandoned, like on an island in the 
ocean”.

“I think this [inability to find a job] is the biggest problem for ex-prisoners. Because of this, they 
get into problematic spheres — and then they are back to prison,” — Adam (Ingushetia).

At the same time, none of the former prisoners we interviewed had any problems with applying 
to government agencies to receive government services.

In the North Caucasus, the issue of relations with law enforcement agencies is essential, espe-
cially for those who served time for participation in illegal armed groups. Therefore, some of our 
respondents left the region as soon as they got out of prison. One of them left the territory of Russia, 
without even going home to see his relatives.

 After their release, those who had served their sentences under these articles of the Criminal 
Code were very afraid of the next arrest, torture, and a new criminal case. Those who survived torture 
during the preliminary investigation said that in the first months after their release, fear for their 
safety dominated their lives:

 “The last time they [the security forces] took me away was last year, and they held me and my 
three friends for three weeks. Then three of us were released, and one of our friends is still there, 
for almost a year. I am very worried about him. His relatives are trying to somehow get him out, 
and if he officially gets a prison term, even that would be an improvement... After my last release 
last year, I left the republic. This is no way to live, and I’m tired of these abductions and torture,” — 
Aslambek (Chechnya).

“After my release, I got three years of supervision. I had to go register constantly twice a month 
and could not go anywhere without permission. All the time I was worried that they would come for 
me again. I was able to relax only when I left Russia and was no longer under surveillance,” — Rasul 
(Kabardino-Balkaria).

“I had everything, my home and family, but the police did not allow me to live in peace. They 
periodically came and checked on me for any reason. They constantly called and demanded that 
I always be in touch with them. They warned me that they would not arrest me for the third time, 
they would just kill me,” — Sad Patrick (Kabardino-Balkaria).

“When I was released, an FSB officer had a preliminary conversation with me and said: ‘One 
wrong step, and you might never even get home’,” — Zeitun (Kabardino-Balkaria).

Many people said that, at some point in returning to life out of prison, euphoria and joy of free-
dom gave way to despair and depression:

“After my return, I did not understand how to go on living, where to find a job, or how to get 
medical care. I felt such despair and depression. I didn’t know what to do, how to support my fam-
ily, pay utility bills... I still haven’t found a job,” — Viskhan (Chechnya).

“A crisis, a depression, I had them both. Precisely because I felt that a target was painted on my 
back,” — Sad Patrick (Kabardino-Balkaria).
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Psychological counselling

Our female interviewees have been beneficiaries of the NGO Laram Center in Chechnya where they 
have received counselling services. None of our male respondents have got any professional psycholog-
ical support because none was available to them and also because attending counselling is considered a 
sign of weakness by many men in the North Caucasus. All our female interviewees and five male inter-
viewees said that they needed professional psychological help. Some noted that, although they did not 
receive counselling themselves, many former prisoners indeed needed such professional help:

“I didn’t seek counselling. But many [former prisoners] need help of a professional counsellor. 
Many, especially young men, experience difficulties with getting back to normal life. Guys have 
low levels of phosphorus, glucose and many other vitamins and have no idea what to do with their 
lives,” — Vakha (Chechnya).

“I had some psychological problems upon my release; I still have them now. That’s because 
my future is bleak. I don’t know what to do. I have no [permanent] job. I just do some odd jobs in 
construction. I didn’t seek psychological support — there are no such professionals here. If there was 
a professional I could trust, I would see him to ease my head. Maybe he would proscribe me some 
medicine to relieve my stress and anxiety,” — Lechi (Chechnya).

“My religion and morale helped me to survive all this emotionally. Fear was more difficult to 
deal with. Once tortured, [you know that] they could do anything they wanted to you again. My 
goal was not to be afraid of them. And I overcame that fear inside me,” — Ilez (Ingushetia).

“I definitely needed psychological counselling. Many people need psychological help. If proper-
ly supported, many would not have got in prison again,” — Malkho (Chechnya).

We asked our respondents if they were still angry with the authorities and the government sys-
tem after their release. Those who agreed to answer this question confirmed that they were angry, 
which is something to be expected of almost any former prisoner. However, those convicted for armed 
activities underscored that their attitude towards the authorities and the existing government system 
had not changed during their time in prison:

“I’ve got no new hard feelings about the system — they just did not go away even before my 
imprisonment. I didn’t expect any good surprises, and I’ve never had any nice illusions,” — Rasul 
(Kabardino-Balkaria).

“I’m not angry. I knew what I was up to. We were all bandits to them. And we have our own 
goal [of Chechnya’s independence],” — Deni (Chechnya).

This means that imprisonment had no effect on prisoners’ views, which is no surprise as no one 
has ever tried to persuade them otherwise. 

Only one respondent from Ingushetia said that upon his release he had taken part in some ef-
forts to reintegrate ex-members of illegal armed groups. On the first occasion, officials discussed job 
opportunities with former prisoners and took their photos. On the second occasion, an FSB officer 
tried to discuss his views with him. According to our respondent, “it was brief — just to tick the box.” 
During all his years in prison, no one attempted to have a meaningful conversation with him about his 
beliefs or figure out what was going on in his life, or carry out some preventive interventions: 

“Nothing like this has ever happened. All they needed was to keep me under control and [make 
sure] that I never create a problem. They don’t care about my life,” — he added.

Other former prisoners convicted on the charges related to illegal armed groups also believed 
that the authorities were only interested in controlling them rather than assisting in their reintegra-
tion, changing their views or adaptation:
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“The government isn’t interested in our integration. On the contrary, everything they do is to 
punish and destroy people like me…. Not only did they fail to help — it was half of the problem, but 
they also created barriers to my adaptation to normal life. It would have been good enough if they 
just didn’t interfere with my life,” — Aslambek (Chechnya).

We asked our interviewees why, in their opinion, some former prisoners resumed their armed 
activities or adhered to violent ideologies. We also asked if they knew of such people, and it turned 
out that a some of them did:

 “Many [former prisoners] have radicalized, unfortunately. Many are no longer alive, and in 
my opinion, their problem was that they did not know their religion, that they were ignorant. Fools 
are easy to control, and it doesn’t actually matter into which particular ideology the radicalization 
occurs,” — Aslambek (Chechnya).

“I remember a man who got killed upon his release in a security operation, although he had 
been initially convicted for some ordinary crime and started praying only later in prison. The man 
was a natural leader. But he was more like an exception,” — Bilal (Kabardino-Balkaria).

“I don’t know. Maybe they just try to continue with something they were unable to complete 
prior to their imprisonment [laughs], or they indeed fall under the new radical influence. Everyone 
is different; some are easy to persuade, others are not,” — Zeitun (Kabardino-Balkaria).

Rasul from Kabardino-Balkaria suggested that radicalization of former prisoners resulted from the im-
possibility of their successful adaptation to life as a free man and illustrated this idea by his own example:

“Imagine a man who has spent ten years behind bars in places where he was humiliated. He is 
angry when he gets out. So, if there is no chance for adaptation or socialization for him, he becomes 
even angrier. All these factors can push the man towards radical ideas. I told all this to the Commis-
sion for Adaptation of Former Insurgents to Peaceful Life,184 and I explained this to the judge when 
I filed a motion for early termination of my post-release supervision. I even joined United Russia 
prior to filing the motion for early supervision termination, but later abandoned the party when my 
motion was denied. I told them [United Russia] what I thought about them before my leaving…”. 

Thus, it seems — and our respondents have clearly articulated this — that the penitentiary and 
post-release supervision systems in Russia are aimed at isolating, controlling and punishing the pris-
oner instead of reforming them. No doubt that a person who committed a crime, especially a violent 
crime, should be punished, and the society has to be protected against their possible criminal actions 
in the future. However, rehabilitation, prevention of repeated offences, abandoning violence, per-
sonal growth and deradicalization are to be prioritized in modern penitentiary systems, and yet they 
remain largely unrealized, particularly in respect to many North Caucasian prisoners.

Post-release support: international experiences

It is held that the process of reintegration back into society should really start when the indi-
vidual is still in prison in order to make the transition as smooth as possible. This includes hold-
ing conversations about a prisoner’s plans for their future, assessing their articulated needs and 
concerns, and identifying perhaps what they have not thought about and therefore may not be 
prepared for.185 Depending on risks assessments, applicable laws, and the location of the prison, 

184 The commissions for adaptation of members of illegal armed groups to peaceful live were established in Dagestan, 
Ingushetia and Kabardino-Balkaria in 2010.

185 While some challenges of reintegration may be expected—such as the need to find a job or a place to live—other challenges 
may be unexpected—such as the sadness of seeing loved ones move with their lives or the frustrations of learning new technologies 
and feeling out of touch. In any case, ex-prisoners should be prepared for all that they may experience and feel upon their return 
and eliminate the possibility of unexpected shocks (although they will inevitably occur). 
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“it is desirable to facilitate progressive reintegration by permitting a prisoner to leave the institu-
tion—for a day or a few days—in order to prepare his or her eventual return to the community.”186 
During these short releases, prisoners can apply for work, arrange housing, connect with their 
families, open bank accounts, and apply for drivers licenses, among other important transitionary 
aspects. Slowly introducing prisoners to life in the outside world can prevent them from feeling 
overwhelmed and keep them connected to resources in prisons, which, depending on where they 
relocate to upon their release, can be critically important in the early days when former prisoners 
are most vulnerable.187 

 To support prisoners in the reintegration process and provide social assistance, an initiative in 
Denmark called the Back on Track (BOT) training program has been developed. The program works 
by pairing prisoners with mentors who can support them with a range of practical issues they will 
face upon their release, such as “finding work and accommodation on release, to liaise and work with 
the prisoner’s family, and to help motivate the prisoners to change their lifestyle.”188 BOT provides 
12 days of training to new mentors to develop their skills around “coaching, managing conflict and 
dialogue techniques” and subsequently are guided by the specific needs of the relationship with their 
‘mentee’.189 Similar programs exist in other countries as well. 

As we learned from our interviews, of the many challenges that former prisoners face upon 
their release, the most significant and consequential one is finding employment. This challenge is 
typical for prisoners all over the world. Not only is a job necessary for securing an income, but em-
ployment helps keep ex-prisoners occupied, connects them to non-criminal social networks, and 
enables them to “play a meaningful role within their families.”190 Depending on the social and na-
tional context, as well as the individual skills of prisoners and the length of their detention, employ-
ment opportunities will vary. As such, supportive interventions may deliver a variety of services 
such as helping prisoners manage expectations, develop interviews skills, address anxieties about 
the job search, prepare resumes and job applications, provide clean and professional clothing, and 
identify employers.191 There are many creative and well-resourced programs that have been devel-
oped. To name a few:

• In the United Arab Emirates, prisons have partnered with several technical colleges to 
provide training upon release and a work placement arrangement. In addition, the UAE has 
also provided financial support for released prisoners to start small businesses.192 

• In Malaysia, a partnership between the prisons and the national transportation depart-
ment helps prisoners learn to drive and receive a license, thereby greatly increasing their 
chances of finding employment.193 

• In Turkey, a system of ‘protection boards’ help prisoners find employment, set up small 
business, and provide tolls and credit for those wishing to pursue agricultural activities. 
Since 2006, over 7,520 prisoners have received support from this initiative.

• In Morocco, prisoners have been provided with education and job training upon their re-
lease, and the government has even had success partnering with private companies.194 

186 UNODC (2016), p. 120. 
187 RAN “Approaches to violent extremist offenders and countering radicalisation in prisons and probation,” P&P 

Pracitioners’ working paper (2016), p. 21.
188 UNODC (2016), p. 122. 
189 Ibid., p. 122. 
190 Ibid. 
191 Ibid. 
192 Ibid., p. 128.
193 Ibid. 
194 Penal Reform International (PRI) “Preventing radicalisation in prisons: Developing a coordinated and effective 

approach,” December 2015, p. 6. 
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Besides the formal skills training that many release prisoners may benefit from, it is also impor-
tant to keep in mind that depending on the length of incarceration, there may be some unexpected 
skills and activities that need to be taught to as well. Activities such as managing finances, budgeting, 
and opening a bank account are essential skills but should not be taken for granted.

To ease the transition out of prison, some countries offer halfway houses and other forms of tem-
porary lodging where released prisoners can stager their transition back into society. For example, 
instead of finding a job and paying rent at the same time, short stays in halfway houses can ease some 
of the financial burdens that ex-offenders face. In addition, transitionary housing can also provide 
easy access to many of the services that prisoners engaged with in the deradicalization program, such 
a religious counseling and psychosocial support. 

 For example, in Saudi Arabia, after their release from prison, individuals must spend 12 weeks 
in a halfway house where they have access to “a very broad range of classroom and extracurricular 
programmes such as religious instruction, history, politics, self-development, sport, art therapy and 
psychological counselling including positive thinking. They work with center employees but also ex-
ternal people, including doctors, influential imams, academics, psychiatrists and psychologists.” Dur-
ing this transitionary period there is also a focus on restoring family and social relationships. Families 
are encouraged to visit the center and even participate in some of the activities and programming.195 

The importance of strong family relationships to the reintegration process cannot be overstated. 
While family ties should try to be maintained and/or repaired during a prisoner’s incarceration, even 
the strongest relationships will be tested upon release. Furthermore, the person who is returning 
from prison may not be the same person that has been remembered and idealized for many years—
experience in Lebanon dubs this challenge the “image of heroes.”196 As such, it is important that rein-
tegration support and services should be available not only to prisoners but also to family members 
as the process of reintegration will be challenging for them as well. To improve the services offered in 
the prisoner post-release program, Singapore “provides female counsellors to work with the wives of 
ex-prisoners.”197 

It is equally important to prepare the receiving community for the inmate’s return,”198 especially 
if there are people who see themselves as victims of the prisoner or their ideology. Stakeholder agen-
cies and organizations should notify and prepare the community for a prisoner’s return by making 
support resources available, especially for victims of violent crimes.199 While the reintegration of pris-
oners who have done harm is a deeply personal and locally contextualized process, there are ways to 
support this process. For example, in Sri Lanka, the government has worked with “successfully disen-
gaged key figures from the LTTE, as well as former LTTE members turns businessmen, to use them as 
role models in the media.”200 And in Morocco, rehabilitation (beginning in prison and extending into 
the period of release) emphasizes reconstructing an offender’s sense of citizenship and their ‘societal 
responsibility’. 

Access to mental health services (especially when dealing with trauma) and maintaining rela-
tionships with spiritual leaders may be necessary well beyond the scope of any post-release period. 
Put another way, many of the elements that are included in deradicalization initiatives are also ele-
ments that fundamentally aim to improve wellbeing. 

195 PRI (2015). Casptack (2015). 
196 Ibid., p. 125. 
197 Ibid., p. 130.
198 Veldhuis (2012), p. 12. 
199 UNODC (2016), p. 126. 
200 Bahadar Nawab “Deradicalization and disengagement: Context, actors, strategies and approaches in South Asia,” 

chapter 20 in “Routledge Handbook on Deradicalisation and Disengagement,” 2020, p. 276. 



61

CONCLUSION
This report has analyzed the life circumstances surrounding prisoners from the North Caucasus. 

This work was based on reports by human rights defenders, publications in the media, interviews with 
experts, and in-depth interviews with former prisoners. Our respondents live or used to live in three 
North Caucasian republics: Chechnya, Ingushetia and Kabardino-Balkaria. Despite the limited scope of 
the sample — a small number of respondents (former prisoners who agreed to be interviewed) and con-
ducting the research online (which did not encourage the respondents to answer in complete honesty), 
this report sheds some light on the many aspects of life of North Caucasian inmates in the Russian pris-
ons. We may not have provided a representative sample but, given how sensitive the topic is, we think 
that quantitative studies with a large and representative sample will not be able to objectively reflect 
the picture of what is happening, while qualitative research conducted by a trusted researcher makes it 
possible to carefully analyse every respondent’s individual experience in prison together with him.

Our research has shown that although in the North Caucasus during the preliminary investiga-
tion detainees tend to be tortured more often than outside the region, when it comes to serving time, 
prisons in the North Caucasus seem to be much better than in other regions of Russia. In the recent 
years, there has been almost no record of severe beatings and torture, and the prison staff treat in-
mates with more respect. Experts think this is because the prison staff are local. If they use violence, 
they are likely to get in trouble with the relatives of the inmates and they feel more accountable as a 
result. In addition, there is no discrimination on grounds of religion and ethnicity, and the informal 
hierarchy among the inmates either does not exist or does not play a role. This observation shows that 
when mechanisms of social control are applied (in this case informal ones, whereby ill-treatment of 
prisoners will not go unnoticed), a degree of humanisation of the correctional system is real and seen 
in practice. 

Our interviews with former prisoners revealed that the individual experience in detention facil-
ities significantly depends on the administration and management of a given place of detention. The 
factors we took into account included the articles of the Penal Code, the type of facility and a type of 
behaviour likely to get an inmate into trouble with the administration and other prisoners, but we 
were not able to identify strong patterns in this field. The same inmates were subjected to a very dif-
ferent treatment in different facilities. In maximum security facilities, repeat offenders lived in strict 
conditions but were not subjected to a degrading and cruel treatment. At the same time, in other fa-
cilities, those convicted of crimes of medium gravity not related to armed activities could be subjected 
to systematic bullying and torture.

It can be inferred that the treatment of inmates does not depend on the penitentiary system it-
self, but on the attitude of the prison leadership and internal procedures. According to international 
standards for the treatment of prisoners in places of deprivation of liberty and persons in custody, 
all prisoners should receive respectful and courteous treatment and the punishment and rewards 
system should be applied fairly and equally. Humanising the penitentiary system implies a complete 
prohibition of torture, violence, degrading and humiliating treatment, and protection from internal 
informal relations of key guards and inmate leaders. The provision of timely and professional medical 
care is another essential standard of a humane prison environment to ensure that the basic needs of 
the prisoners are met.

Our interviews with prisoners showed that the activities carried out in many colonies (with the 
exception of sports competitions) are of little interest to them, are ill-adjusted to their needs, and 
have little to do with correction, personal growth and the resocialization of prisoners. We have not re-
corded any systematic de-radicalisation programmes or efforts directed towards people convicted of 
terrorism or participation in illegal armed activities. Inmates noted job training and other education-
al opportunities as the most rewarding activities offered by the prison. Reorganisation of these pro-
grammes, with the introduction of training in modern trades and skills that are currently in demand 
will help prisoners to reintegrate better after their release. We also found that prison libraries play a 
great role in shaping the leisure time of prisoners, and their replenishment requires serious attention. 
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Development, testing and implementation of de-radicalisation programmes based on research and 
modern international approaches will also reduce the risk of recidivism and repeat violence. It will 
also place greater emphasis on the educational function of the prison system instead of its current 
punitive one.

From our interviews it appears that faith and keeping in contact with relatives are the primary 
mechanisms of support for the inmates. Placing them in the region where their relatives live and 
therefore helping maintain family ties will help their resocialization and reintegration after they are 
released. It is also highly important that the penitentiary system allow the inmates to practice their 
religion and create conditions conducive to praying five times a day, fasting, and making halal food 
available for Muslim inmates. When these conditions are not met, it often leads to conflicts and to 
deterioration in the health of inmates as many refuse food not permitted by Islam. Some end up starv-
ing when fasting. Discrimination on religious grounds and insulting the religious feelings of believers 
are strictly prohibited by the Russian Constitution, current legislation and international conventions. 
Creating conditions for members of various religious groups to practice their faith, will ensure a more 
comfortable and healthy climate in prisons which will, in turn, prevent radicalisation and animosity.

Huge difficulties with finding employment, often made worse by administrative surveillance, 
security threats and mental health issues, make successful reintegration of former prisoners difficult. 
Developing programmes, also regional ones, that focus on psychosocial and spiritual support for for-
mer prisoners and that are based on modern approaches, methods and research, will minimise these 
problems. Socially conscious non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and charities should pay more 
attention to helping people released from prison, especially at an early stage of reintegration.

The issue of reintegration of women released from prison calls for special attention. NGOs that 
support women prisoners need sustainable funding and support of spiritual leaders, municipalities, 
and family institutions.

Humanising the penitentiary system and reducing the number of repeat offenders for serious 
crimes in Russia will not be possible without creating a professional, safe and fair environment in 
places of detention. A real shift in priorities towards correction, resocialization and integration of 
prisoners inside the prison and after they are released will also not go amiss. 


