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Introduction 

 

The conference brought together around 150 experts in prison and probation, judges and 

prosecutors, including participants in European Commission funded projects in this 

area. Participants received a booklet with summaries of all EU funded projects in the area of 

radicalisation in prisons. 

 

The meeting was a follow-up to a first High-Level Conference on radicalisation in prisons 

organised by the Commission in 2015 shortly after the Charlie Hebdo attacks, which was 

attended by 16 Ministers of justice from different Member States.  

 

Commissioner Jourová calls for European solutions 

 

Vera Jourová, European Commissioner in charge of Justice, Consumers and Gender Equality, 

opened the conference with a call for European action. 

 

In recent years, Europe has had to confront an uncomfortable truth: perpetrators of terrorist 

acts are increasingly home-grown. Some of them were radicalised in European prisons. 

Amedy Coulibaly, who attacked customers in the Kosher store in Paris in 2015, and Cherif 

Kouachi, one of the attackers on the headquarters of Charlie Hebdo, were both radicalised in 

French prison. The leaders of ISIS and Al-Qaeda have also received their education in terror 

in prisons. Recently in France, several prison officers were attacked by inmates, and some of 

them were identified as possibly radicalised. 

 

It is a reality that authorities across Europe are now dealing with, in some Member States 

more than others. While incarceration policies are a prerogative of national governments, the 

EU has been looking at how it can coordinate efforts to fight this radicalisation, and provide 

funding for these efforts. 

 

Jourová said that in 2015, after the Charlie Hebdo attacks, she felt very strongly that this 

matter needed to be discussed at European level. There was a real risk that prisons could 

become breeding grounds for terrorism, with implications across the European Union, she 

said. That is why the European Commission organised the first conference on radicalisation 

in prisons. 

 

She also took the decision to redirect some of the funding under the Justice programme to 

preventing radicalisation in prisons over two years later; the European Commission is 

funding 19 projects in the area of radicalisation under the Justice programme.  

 

Jourová acknowledged there is a limit to what the EU can do. Prison management is a matter 

for Member States. Getting to the bottom of this problem cannot be done by governments 

alone. The response needs to come from all levels - national and local. 

 

The EU can and is helping. It can step in where an EU-wide response can be effective, and it 

can mobilise the practitioners, exchange of best practices and ideas, and funds. The projects 

discussed at the conference will shed more light into what works and what does not. 

 

The European Commission is supporting the Radicalisation Awareness Network (RAN) 

Centre of Excellence, a European platform where the expertise of local practitioners is 
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connected. The European Commission has mobilised €25 million for the next four years to 

help this network fulfil its mission. Overall, the EU budget has allocated €314 million for 

anti-radicalisation projects until 2020 for different projects across the EU. 

 

 

Radicalisation Prevention in Prisons (R2PRIS) 

 

Three projects which are currently funded by the Commission were presented at the 

conference. The first, Radicalisation Prevention in Prisons (R2PRIS, www.r2pris.org), was 

presented by Pedro das Neves, CEO at Innovative Prison Systems in Portugal. 

 

The project has received EU funding through the Erasmus+ programme. The application was 

made in 2015, as a response to the Charlie Hebdo attack. It brings together universities, 

experts and prison administrations to develop systems to spot and stem radicalisation in 

prisons. 

 

Having dealt for a long time with violent criminals in prisons, the project team looked to 

similar phenomena, like gangs, that they were used to dealing with. What they saw is the 

situation is in fact a bit different for radicalisation.  

 

The project has been collecting experiences from prisons all over the world. Das Neves said 

that while there are lessons to be learnt from the rest of the world, the EU needs to approach 

this problem in a European way. Not being very experienced in this, they turned to their 

partners like Israel and the US, but it turned out that their challenges are quite different. 

 

The R2Pris project is promoted by the BSAFE LAB of UBI University,  working with other 

academic institutions and the correctional systems of Norway, Romania, Turkey, The 

Netherlands, Belgium, Portugal as associated partner,  EuroPris and the ICPA international 

corrections and prisons  association. This transnational cooperation resulted in a capacity 

building programme that aims both to train and certify professionals at different levels of the 

prison administration (prison governors, frontline officers and technical staff, internal trainers 

and facilitators) in the use of the tools that will enable them to identify risks, and screen and 

assess inmates that may at risk of becoming radicalised, but also to train others in the use of 

these tools.  

 

The R2PRIS approach and individual screening tools have been developed to be used with 

inmates that are suspected of being vulnerable or in a radicalisation path and not the inmates 

that have been convicted of extremism related violence or terrorism crimes or for being part 

of a terrorist organisation. 

 

The program has developed a multi-level approach to identify risks and inmates potentially 

vulnerable to radicalisation. R2PRIS recommends a four-step approach towards effective 

analysis of the radicalisation processes within prisons: 

 

1) Assessing the risk associated with factors related to prison service; 

2) Assessing the risk associated with factors present among inmates; 

3) Identifying vulnerable inmates at risk of becoming radicalised; 

4) Analysing the coexistence of / and interaction between these factors. 
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The project consortia developed a radicalisation risk assessment (RRAP) tool comprising 

three risk assessment instruments and one readiness assessment tool, namely:  

 

Helicopter view – an organisational risk assessment tool that aims to raise awareness and 

support prison governors/prison system administrators to reflect and assess situational 

dimensions in preventing radicalisation – factors related to prison/prison service and those 

present among inmates – and to identify the strategies and action plans that need to be 

implemented.  

 

Frontline Behavioural Observation Guidelines (FBOG) – an instrument developed to raise 

awareness about radicalisation in prisons and to support frontline staff (i.e.: prison officers, 

educators, teachers, social workers, etc.) in signalling behaviours/changes in behaviours that 

can represent the externalisation of cognitive radicalisation in inmates. 

  

Individual Radicalisation Screening (IRS) – an instrument that provides a broad assessment 

based on putative risk dimensions that have been identified in the scientific literature as 

pathways to radicalisation and violent extremism. Considering different behavioural, 

emotional and cognitive dimensions related to radicalisation, this assessment provides a more 

detailed picture about the risks associated with the specific inmate being assessed identifying 

the level of vulnerability and the radicalisation stage (for prison staff holding an advanced 

degree in the social, medical, or behavioural sciences and experience with forensic 

populations). 

 

Critical Incidents Readiness Assessment (CIRA) - an organisational risk assessment tool to 

raise awareness about risks and support prison governors/prison system administrators to 

reflect and assess the prison/prison service readiness to contend with major security 

emergencies. 

 

The radicalisation risk assessment (RRAP) tool set suggests a structured professional 

judgment approach where the prisons professional is systematically guided and has to decide 

about the presence and absence of risk factors themselves. That assessment of the risk level is 

then judged by a decision maker, using different categories of risk or needs for intervention. 

 

To support the different levels of professionals involved, decision makers and practitioners 

will have access to – through a certification process due to potential security and ethical 

concerns regarding the use of such tools – the R2PRIS methodological framework; training 

session materials (facilitator’s kit with training templates, manuals, and presentations); 

R2PRIS tools (includes the user’s manual of each tool, response forms and results’ report 

sheets); online resources and the complete R2PRIS online training course (4 modules).  

 

Database and Assessment of Risk of violent Extremists  (DARE) 

 

Nils Duits from the Institute of Forensic Psychiatry and Psychology of the Custodial 

Institutions Agency in the Netherlands, presented the Database and Assessment of Risk of 

violent Extremists (DARE) project. He discussed the project’s efforts to create common 

criteria for different corrections professionals to use in order to identify and deal with 

radicalisation in prisons.  
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A large focus of the project is also on evaluating the experiences in different prisons. The 

objective of the project is to spread the knowledge of the so-called VERA 2R risk assessment 

tool, which is already used successfully in some Member States. 

 

Next to training on the VERA 2R risk assessment tool, the project also consists in the 

creation of a European database of judicial files of convicted and deceased violent extremists, 

in comparison with a control group of ‘normal’ violent offenders.  

 

The database being assembled by the project will anonymise the people involved by 

encryption, whether it be prisoners or prison officers. A Privacy Impact Assessment has been 

developed and translated in different languages in relation to the EU General Data Protection 

Regulation (GDPR). Data will be gathered from 2012 till June 2019. Analysis of the data will 

done by the team in the autumn of 2019. Results might be risk differences and risk profiles, 

also a better validation of risk assessment. Continuation of the Database after 2019 is 

important for follow-up and more know-how on judicial interventions and rehabilitation. 

 

A large focus of the project is the standardisation of risk assessment terminology, so that 

communications between various departments, and even between countries, can be improved. 

 

Nils Duits stressed the importance of one risk language. That means that the know-how of 

users and front-line workers needs to be improved in order to enhance risk communication. 

 

Plenary discussion on Risk Assessment Tools and Training of Staff 

 

Conference attendees held a plenary discussion to react to the two projects presented and 

shared their own experiences in their Member States. Hans Meurisse, a senior advisor to 

EuroPris, led the discussion.  

 

Meurisse pointed out that every Member State has a different situation with this issue. 

Nothing is the same everywhere, and society is often looking to radicalisation as from a 

traditional religious background. But there is also left-wing or right-wing radicalisation in 

some parts of Europe. 

 

Das Neves indicated that the tools developed for the R2Pris project have been developed for 

ideological extremism, including religious extremist ideologies. Given the different contexts 

and problems, it is important that, in the case of the observation guidelines for frontline staff, 

that they are adapted to the realities of the Member State involved. 

 

Das Neves said he thinks that this is now the moment for implementation. We have been 

talking for a long time about the need for training of staff. Now, there is knowledge available. 

There are training tools available. This is the moment to act and really start working on 

implementation. But he acknowledged that not all Member States feel the same pressure, and 

we should not train everybody in every country. 

 

Regarding the checklists (observation guidelines) as developed by the R2Pris project, some 

participants were concerned that a ‘bureaucratic checklist’ could do more harm than good, by 

contributing to prisoner alienation. 

 

It was however indicated that the objective of the checklist was not to start a “witch hunt” 

inside prisons, or have prison officers with a list looking for behaviours and trying to label 
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inmates based on it. The purpose of the list of behaviours is to raise awareness and train the 

staff. 

 

For instance, if the prisoner looks a different way, changed the objects in his cell, or hangs 

out with different groups. It is important for officers and prison staff to understand that these 

changes in behaviour may have a meaning. 

 

As regards the use of a common risk language in the EU, it was indicated by one of the 

participants that in Greece they are not able to have one language within different services 

within its own Member State. The idea of radicalisation in Greece is mostly centred around 

political radicalisation. They are trying to draft risk assessment tools at the moment, but there 

is a lot of resistance from the professionals. Different professionals have different ideas and 

different perceptions of risk. It might therefore be challenging to develop a common risk 

language between Member States, as it is already difficult within the same country. 

 

Nils Duits underlined the importance of standardisation – even if professionals do not always 

like it – in order to compare data between services. 

 

Regarding the kind of research that is needed in the area of radicalisation in prisons, Duits 

said the focus needs to be on projects with a longer timeframe than 2 years. The database, 

which is created under the project he presented, is related to research also on low-risk and 

includes information on judicial interventions of which the effects will only be known after 

many years. You need a longer range than 2 years to really implement things.  

 

Participants who are interested in the results of the R2Pris and DARE project were invited to 

request access to the project managers. Contact details can be found in the booklet on project 

summaries which was distributed to the participants. Due to the sensitivity of some of the 

materials, the European Commission has allowed to give restricted access.  

 

However, it should be noted that the use of the technical risk assessment tools requires 

training because of the ethical consequences that these kind of tools may have. They are not 

dealing with convicted terrorists. They are talking about people that they identify as being at 

risk. Member States should not only perform a risk assessment, but also invest in appropriate 

follow-up measures to address the risks identified, such as the development of rehabilitation 

programmes. 

 

Next to the 6 Member States who are already participating in the DARE project, other 

Member States were also invited to contribute to the database, in respect to strict privacy 

rules applicable of the GDPR. 

 

Recherche et Intervention sur les Violences Extremistes  (Research and Interventions 

on Violent Extremist Offenders) (RIVE) 

 

Participants were also presented with a project focused on rehabilitation programmes and 

alternatives to detention. Detaining people can sometimes push them further down the path of 

radicalisation, by bringing them into contact with other radicalised detainees. By putting 

them on probation, the state can monitor and influence their contacts. 

 

Samantha Enderlin, director of  RIVE (department of an NGO called « Association de 

Politique Criminelle Appliquée et de Réinsterion Sociale »)  presented the project Recherche 
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et Intervention sur les Violences Extremistes (RIVE) in France. This exit programme has 

been developed on the basis of a two year renewable contract.  It started in January 2017. 

 

The target audience are probationers who are over 18 years old, accused or convicted for 

terrorist acts or identified by the probation services as radicalised, in the pre- or post-

sentencing stage. The objectives are the disengagement of extremist violence and social 

reintegration. RIVE can support all kind of violent extremist offenders. 

 

This monitoring program (mentoring approach) lasts at least one year, following up with 

people on probation. RIVE implements a judicial obligation, pronounced by a judge, and 

contained in the criminal code and the code of criminal procedure.  

 

The multidisciplinary team of RIVE is composed of educators (street workers), 

psychologists, a psychiatrist, a religious referee and a lawyer. The intervention proposed by 

RIVE is intensive and tailor-made.    

 

Enderlin explained that many of the tools being developed are taken from traditional prison 

and probation experience, criminology and from specialised prevention services. But the 

problem of radicalisation also requires specific solutions that create a space where the subject 

feels safe enough to open up. 

 

Under the programme, specific risk assessment tools are used from psycho-criminology, for 

instance to reduce the risk of recidivism. This includes investigation of identity problems. All 

psychologists use proper tools in order to investigate anti-social behaviour or depression. 

 

The program focuses on the construction of trust. During the first months, the person meets 

the whole team. After three months, they use the risk assessment tools, and send a report to 

the probation service and the judge every three months. The follow-up is individualised, on 

average 6 hours a week, combining interviews, human encounters and reintegration support. 

Contacts are established with the family and the social network. 

 

When people are convicted in relation with religious violent extremism, the program  

attempts a religious intervention, by the religious referee of the team. RIVE also use a 

network of researchers and experts, such as a teacher of geopolitics, a theologian, a 

criminologist, etc. Peoples’ minds can be changed by talking with a religious scholar who can 

convince them that their religion does not condone violence. The combined efforts of the 

whole team can lead people away from a path of violence, and justify continued probation 

rather than prison.   

 

The information gathered in the process has a limited use. Information is only shared with the 

probation service, and they do not share sensitive elements because of confidential 

investigations. 

 

The project is still in its infancy. They progress step by step, very carefully. It takes time, and 

they face each day plenty of questions.  

 

David De Pas, an investigating judge of the antiterrorism section of the Paris first-instance 

court, discussed some of the lessons learned from the RIVE project. There are 11 

professionals involved, and De Pas is one of them. He has been doing this since 2015. 
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He explained that one of the main lessons is that the subjects are varied, and require diverse 

solutions. 

 

It became apparent that they were dealing with a very diverse group of people. If you bring 

all those people together in a highly secured prison, you are ignoring all the different reasons 

that bring them to jihad - which means that those who simply got stuck in, got lost along the 

way and that those who could be critical about their behaviour can no longer be saved 

because they find themselves in a group that has been radicalised in a much more extreme 

way. 

 

From a judge perspective, it is moreover important to clarify that radicalisation is not a 

criminal offence. There is no legal definition of radicalisation. Judges do not work with 

concepts, but with offences. That means that in practice, in the course of this process a judge 

has to think, not in terms of how radical a person is, but he has to assess the potential 

dangerousness of an individual.  

 

One of the main features of the RIVE project is that a person is working with various 

professionals from various fields, who will each have a different relationship with the 

offender. They have noticed that each professional involved with the offender has a slightly 

different assessment based on what they themselves have observed. 

 

That is very enriching - it gives the judge the option to tailor the way he or she will deal with 

the offender. It gives him more room for manoeuvre to accurately assess the level of danger 

of the individual. The greatest risk inherent to this type of experimentation is believing that 

there is a zero-risk situation. That is unrealistic. It is very important to have the right 

parameters in place. 

 

He said that it is too early to really take stock of the programme but the good thing is that the 

judge is given an opportunity to use a range of tools in order to accurately assess the level of 

danger in the situation. 

 

 

Plenary discussion on Rehabilitation Programmes and Alternatives to Detention 

 

Conference participants discussed the opportunities of probation for offenders at risk of 

radicalisation, so as not to exacerbate a problem and turn someone flirting with the ideology 

into a hardened ideologue. 

 

A representative of the French ministry of justice noted that France’s focus is not on religion. 

Instead, the aim is to have a multidisciplinary approach. They have experts in various fields 

who come at the issue from a social and psychiatric angle. 

 

The law does not allow for religion to take the main focus because France is a secular state. 

France has tried several models, such as the isolation of terrorist suspects and offenders. They 

found that putting people who went to conflict zones together with people who were not able 

to go, actually creates more extremism. They saw more radicalisation - a contamination 

effect.  

 

So currently, France is trying to take a different approach, to try to find a way to assess 

people better, using a multidisciplinary approach. Some people might need to be isolated, 
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others might need a specific type of treatment and others might be able to be held in prison 

with other offenders, while following special procedures. 

 

As regards the issue of pre-trial detention, it was indicated that the risk assessment is 

complex at that stage, as it concerns the investigation of the motives of someone who has not 

been convicted. 

 

He noted that French President Emmanuel Macron is rolling out an overhaul of the French 

prison system which will standardise some of these policies. 

 

An attendee from the Algerian embassy to Belgium discussed his country’s experience with 

radicalisation in prisons. They had an overarching national approach involving the judiciary, 

social affairs, government affairs, all involved in what they called national conciliation. As 

part of this, they were able to get involved with a number of organisations. 

 

Some participants deemed that religion is an important element, which should be taken into 

account in particular in the development of de-radicalisation programmes. But if you use the 

term de-radicalisation, you have to ask what are you de-radicalising people from? From a 

way of thinking? A willingness to commit violence? Yes, but also from faith as a justification 

for their actions. 

 

Religion is important in that respect. Although it is not the role of government authorities to 

come forward with a religious counter-narrative, they have to enter into a dialogue with the 

offender demonstrating that they can practice their religion in a different, non-violent, way. 

 

The RIVE project could possibly be extended to other cities and regions. To ensure that their 

practices serve as an example, a Manual will be drawn up soon that will serve as a basis for 

other services providing bids for tender in other cities. 

 

It was indicated by a participant that it is important to look at the root causes, such as religion 

and ideology, but we should not forget that financing and IT support are equally important. 

 

In Switzerland, they actually do have people in prison who have been convicted for IT 

crimes, supporting ISIS or Al Qaeda. These people may not be personally violent, but they do 

help the cause by, for instance, being a webmaster, or by getting donations and financing.  

 

 

EU Counter-Terrorism Coordinator (EU CTC) 

 

Christiane Hoehn, principal adviser to EU CTC Gilles de Kerchove, explained that interest by 

Member States in EU financial support for their programs on prevention of radicalisation in 

prison, risk assessment and rehabilitation has intensified recently. When the first call for 

tender was launched in 2015 under the Justice programme, there was more money than 

applications, she said. Now applications have risen and there is a lot more interest than 

money. 

 

The post of the EU CTC office had been created by the European Council following the 

terrorist attacks in Madrid on 11 March 2004. In September of 2007, Mr Gilles de Kerchove 

was appointed as EU CTC.  Inter alia, he regularly presents policy recommendations for EU 

CT action. As requested by the European Council after the Charlie Hebdo attacks in early 
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2015, rehabilitation and prevention of radicalization in prisons need to be addressed as a 

priority. The EU CTC is grateful for Commissioner Jourova's engagement in this field. 

 

It is important to share best practices, experience and lessons learnt between Member States 

and to mobilize Commission financial support. In addition to the Justice funding, Member 

States could also mobilize other Commission funding such as the European Social Fund for 

rehabilitation programmes in prisons. 5,000 Europeans have gone to Syria and Iraq to fight. 

2,500 are still in the region. In addition to that, there are increasing numbers of home-grown 

radicalised individuals. So the justice systems have a lot more terrorist suspects to deal with 

than before and criminalisation has been expanded to preparatory stages in the latest update 

of the EU CT directive. Especially in these situations, also with regard to juveniles and 

regarding people for who there is not enough evidence for prosecution, rehabilitation and 

reintegration programmes are important. Alternatives to detention therefore need to be 

available for these type of situations, which is not the case in all Member States. 

Rehabilitation and reintegration is also key after serving a prison sentence. 

 

One theme her office often describes as a vector for radicalisation, along with social media, is 

prison. A number of people who had committed terrorist attacks in recent years committed 

petty crimes and then were radicalised in prison. Hence a focus needs to be on prevention of 

radicalization in prison and detection of early signs of radicalization.  

 

What is often needed is disengagement rather than de-radicalisation. It is more about making 

sure people do not act on their convictions, rather than de-radicalising the people. Are the 

tools developed for returnee foreign fighters the same that can be used for home-grown 

terrorists?  

 

It also turns out that women have had more of a role in ISIS than initially thought. These 

women retuning to Europe may also pose a risk, and pose many questions. And what do we 

do with children who may have suffered indoctrination and combat training in Syria but are 

below the age of criminal liability? Whole of government approaches, addressing both the 

needs of the child and of security, in full compliance with the rights of the child, are needed. 

 

And what do we do with children who may have suffered indoctrination in Syria but are 

below the age of criminal liability? What is often needed is disengagement rather than de-

radicalisation. It is more about making sure people do not act on their convictions, rather than 

de-radicalising the people. Are the tools developed for returnee foreign fighters the same that 

can be used for home-grown terrorists?  

 

The EU CTC is trying to collect information from Member States on their various practices 

in this regard. 

 

Returning Families – Risks and Reintegration 

 

The subject of how to handle these returnees was a dominant theme of the conference. In the 

afternoon attendees separated into break-out groups and were presented with such a scenario. 

The sessions were moderated by Liesbeth van der Heide, a research fellow at the 

International Centre for Counter-Terrorism (ICCT), Maarten van Leyenhorst, a trainer in 

violent extremism and risk assessment with the Dutch Ministry of Justice, and Merel 

Molenkamp, a senior expert with the Radicalisation Awareness Network (RAN). 
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The groups heard the hypothetical case of Aicha, 26, a Belgian national who converted to 

Islam at 23. Her husband Yilmaz, 37, brought her and two children to Syria to fight: 

Mohammed, 13, and Kareem, 2. To complicate matters, Mohammed is the son of Yilmaz and 

a previous wife. 

 

The family has just returned to Belgium from Syria. The father says he was forced to join 

ISIS, after arriving in Syria to pick up his brother’s body. Aicha says she did not know what 

was going on and mostly stayed at home. However, evidence collected contradicts their 

stories. A photo of Mohammed in an ISIS uniform was discovered on Yilmaz’s phone. It was 

also discovered that Aicha was part of ISIS’s female morality police. 

 

After being presented with the scenario, the three groups had to decide what to do with the 

family – particularly the mother and children. Participants discussed which agency would be 

involved at this stage in each of their Member States. They have been detained and are 

awaiting trial. The groups acted as the prison authorities, having to decide how to proceed.  

 

Should there be prison sentences or probation? Should they be separated from other 

prisoners? Can Aicha and Mohammed be reintegrated into society quickly after short 

sentences or probation? 

 

What emerged was widely variant practice between Member States. An area of particular 

divergence emerged for the oldest child, who was 13, and how different legal systems would 

handle someone of that age, having regard to the different rules on criminal liability in the 

Member States. 

 

Due to the differences in the legal frameworks, which were often conflicting, it was difficult 

from the judge’s point of view to put Aicha in prison with the available information that they 

had. The majority of groups were in favour of police custody and pre-trial detention based on 

the offence of travelling to Syria, based on the husband’s links to jihadist groups. But what to 

do after seemed less obvious.  

 

There were many questions about reintegration, and many people were hesitant because in 

these cases there is always the fear that you do not want to misjudge the situation. 

Reintegration has to start at the beginning of the sentences, not at the end. Many participants 

considered the idea of imposing electronic monitoring on the son or the mother. Others said it 

would not be legally not possible to do that with a view to the presumption of innocence. 

 

One group came up with the intermediate option of house arrest. Another group said they 

should place both sons under foster care in order to gain time to obtain more information. But 

the reality is that a lot of returnees do not come with a lot of prosecutable information. A lot 

of them do not even take home their phones. 

 

There is a rise in ISIS propaganda targeting women as fighters, especially European women. 

Women are playing a more prominent role than was assumed at the outset. Women tend to be 

underestimated. Children are an even more difficult issue. ISIS regularly releases videos 

specifically targeting women, trying to recruit them for fighting roles, which is a paradigm 

shift. Many women are coming back to their home countries as widows, sometimes with and 

sometimes without children. 
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Commissioner King says experiences have to be shared 

 

Closing the conference, Julian King, European Commissioner for the Security Union, noted 

that the solutions to this problem will not be easy to devise. 

 

Why inmates radicalise, and how best to contain that problem, are key challenges for all of 

us, he said. The European Commission takes this subject very seriously and wants to work 

with Member States supporting the kinds of projects discussed at the conference, recognising 

that this challenge is not at all easy. 

 

It is going to require the use of specialised risk assessments to evaluate the individual needs 

and risks posed by individual offenders. It also involves thinking about the most important 

type of prison regime suitable to each case. 

 

King noted that approaches to the issue so far have been varied. Belgium prefers a regime of 

dispersal among the general prison population, while the Netherlands has opted to place 

terrorist suspects in high security facilities. Italy is applying a risk assessment approach based 

on three different categories. A UK review of a few years ago recommended greater 

separation of high-risk individuals, but in practice many individuals are still outside that 

segregation approach. 

 

We need to share our experiences and draw whatever conclusions we can at EU level. He 

thanked all participants for their valuable contributions. 

 

Outcome of the questionnaire  

 

During the break-out groups, a questionnaire was handed out to participants in order to give 

feedback based on the main challenges they face in their daily work (1) as well as reflections 

on imprisonment and reintegration (2). The results of the replies to this questionnaire are 

summarised below. 

 

 

(1) Main challenges  

 

Participants all insisted on the need to train professionals and raise awareness on the 

phenomenon of radicalisation in prison, even in countries that are scarcely or not directly 

facing terrorism. They underlined the diversity of national approaches and the necessity to 

develop work on de-radicalisation, while regretting the lack of evidence-based programs as 

well as the lack of research on the causes of violent extremism. It was suggested to 

implement programs aiming at preventing radicalisation ranging from education to sport and 

cultural activities. Participants mainly underlined that action should be taken before 

detention, being it through non-criminal law measures of general prevention or criminal law 

ones aiming at fostering detection and repression of terrorist offences. 

 

Rather than focusing exclusively on radicalisation in prison, the discussion was mainly on the 

challenges posed by “jihadist families” returning from Syria. Most of the participants were 

critical of the criminal law policy as regards terrorism. Doubts were expressed about the 

criminalisation and prosecution of the travel to Syria (prosecutions in the Netherlands were 

mentioned). Some recalled the necessity for a more balanced approach respecting the rule of 

law and fundamental rights. In this regard, participants underlined the fragmented approach 
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in Europe concerning the age of criminal responsibility and prosecution of minors. They all 

insisted on the need to treat children as victims and not as offenders. They also insisted on the 

difficulty to establish criminal liability and to obtain reliable evidence when an offence is 

committed abroad in a war zone (e.g. in Syria) and reasserted the need to establish individual 

responsibility. Evidence was pointed out as a key issue. Participants underlined the need to 

get reliable evidence on what crimes were committed abroad through different sources (such 

as photos, videos or messages, etc.) as well as to reinforce exchange of information and to 

improve cooperation with NGO’s, surveillance forces, judicial authorities and 

interinstitutional cooperation. They also insisted on the lack of transparency in the 

information available and some suggested it should be forwarded to all relevant authorities 

and NGOs when possible. 

  

(2) Imprisonment and reintegration  

 

If diverse views were expressed as regards the appropriate level of severity, participants 

largely considered that detention fosters radicalisation as a result of detention conditions, 

overcrowding and hostile environment. The question of concentrating or spreading 

radicalised offenders was also raised. The experience of the Netherlands where special 

prisons for terrorist offenders were created was given as an example from which we could 

learn. Alternatives to prison were also considered. Some suggested that prison sentences 

under 6 months should be automatically on parole and reasserted that prison should be the 

ultimate resort. Some others considered that alternatives to custody such as electronic 

bracelets were not a good substitute as they do not prevent from involvement in terrorist 

activities.  

 

Participants highlighted the lack of hindsight on de-radicalisation programs and suggested 

that risk assessment tools evidence-based and informed practice should be shared between 

States. According to them, programs deemed to work on de-radicalisation should start before 

imprisonment and during risk assessment. Programs should be developed following a multi-

disciplinary approach including cooperation with the community and family. They should 

involve religious experts (having knowledge of jihadist ideology) and medical as well as 

psychological support. They also recalled that the principle of individualisation should guide 

these programs of reintegration, which should be as much as possible adapted to each 

individual case. Besides, participants recommended providing for supervision after release 

from prison and emphasised the need to incorporate families in reintegration process (some 

suggested alternative social spaces should be created).  

 

Participants feedback also largely focused on children. Besides the question as to whether or 

not children should be considered as offenders and from when, the question as to whether or 

not they should stay with their mother even in jail, with regard to children’s interest was 

raised. Participants noted that pre-trial detention for child should be the ultimate resort and 

that exit program for young offenders should be developed.  
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