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Background

March 2020: Populations’ lockdown to reduce the spread of COVID-
19 pandemic
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…the extent of crime…

Impact on…

… and indirectly on…

…the size of prison population…

SPACE I COVID-19 project



SPACE I COVID-19 project

Aim: to measure the side effects of the pandemic on the prison 
populations in the Council of Europe member states
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1. Addition of few extra questions to the simplified SPACE I 
questionnaire sent every spring

2. Two follow-up questionnaires sent in the following months

How?

The short-term impact of COVID-19 The medium-term impact of COVID-19



Prisons and Prisoners in Europe in Pandemic 
Times: An evaluation of the short-term

impact of the COVID-19 on prison 
populations: Summary
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Summary of findings: principal results concerning 
short-term impact of COVID-19
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From 1st January to 15th April:
• Decreasing or stable prison population rates;
• More than 128,000 inmates were released in 20 member 

states as a preventive measure to reduce the spread of 
COVID-19;

• Only a few prison administrations were not affected by 
COVID-19 infections.



Prisons and Prisoners in Europe in Pandemic 
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Background
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• The second phase of SPACE I – COVID-19 project
• Comparison of the situation on 1st January, 15th

April, 15th June and 15th September 2020 
ü 1st January 2020 à Before the pandemic
ü 15th April 2020 à First month of lockdowns
ü 15th June 2020 à End of lockdowns
ü 15th September 2020 à End of summer

• Participation rate to the three questionnaires: 67%



What was measured…
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1st Phase 2nd Phase
Size of prison populations X X
Capacity of institutions X X
Releases as preventive measures X X
Presence of infections among inmates and staff X X
Number of staff who tested positive X
Number of inmates who tested positive X



Prisons and Prisoners on 1st January and 15th April 
2020 
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1st

January 
15th

April
15th

June
15th

September
% change 1st January -

15th September

Number of 
inmates 
(n= 35)

546,589 522,675 508,891 512,222 ↓

Prison 
population rate 
per 100’000 
inhabitants 
(n= 35)

121.4 116.0 113.8 115.8 ↓



Prisons and Prisoners
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The impact of COVID-19 on prison populations 

20-21 Sepmtember 2021
12

0.
03 0.

4

1.
6

1.
6

4.
3

6.
7 7.

3

7.
4

8.
6

9.
8

11
.0

11
.2 11

.7 12
.2

14
.6

14
.8 15

.4 15
.9

17
.1

17
.1

22
.6

22
.8

25
.0

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

Den
m

ar
k

UK:
 En

gla
nd

 an
d 

W
ale

s

Ita
ly

Lu
xe

m
bo

ur
g

UK:
 Sc

ot
lan

d

Be
lg

ium
Se

rb
ia

 (R
ep

ub
lic

 o
f)

Al
ba

ni
a

Az
er

ba
ija

n
Sp

ain
 (S

ta
te

 A
dm

in
ist

ra
tio

n)
Eu

ro
pe

an
 m

ed
ian

Eu
ro

pe
an

 a
ve

ra
ge

Sp
ain

 (T
ot

al)

An
do

rr
a

UK:
 N

or
th

er
n 

Ire
lan

d

Nor
way

M
on

ac
o

Slo
ve

ni
a

Po
rt

ug
al

Fr
an

ce

Cy
pr

us

Sp
ain

 (C
at

alo
ni

a)

Lie
ch

te
ns

te
in

Percentage of inmates released until 15 September 2020 as a preventive measure related to COVID-19 among the total number of inmates on 1 January 
2020 (N= 20)
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Total percentage of inmates released as a preventive measure related to COVID-19 until 15 April, 15 June and 15 
september 2020 - Comparing the number of releases to the 1 January's prison population  

(N= 20)

% of inmates released as a preventive measure related to COVID-19 among the total number of inmates until 15 April

% of inmates released as a preventive measure related to COVID-19 among the total number of inmates until 15 June

% of inmates released as a preventive measure related to COVID-19 among the total number of inmates until 15 September
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The impact of COVID-19 on prison populations 
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The impact of COVID-19 on prison populations 
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Prison density and overcrowding
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Thank you for your attention!

Marcelo.Aebi@unil.ch
Melanie.Tiago@unil.ch

http://www.unil.ch/space

