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Nelson Mandela Rules

Key international rules and standards

The Rules are based on an obligation to treat all prisoners with respect for their inherent dignity 
and value as human beings, and to prohibit torture and other forms of ill-treatment. 

‣ The revised UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (the Nelson Mandela Rules) were adopted 
unanimously in December 2015 by the UN General Assembly and set out the minimum standards for good prison 
management, including to ensure the rights of prisoners are respected.  

‣ The Nelson Mandela Rules are not entirely new, but an updated version of the 1955 Standard Minimum Rules for the 
Treatment of Prisoners (SMRs). 

‣ The Rules were revised in eight substantive areas to reflect standards that have emerged in correctional science and human 
rights since 1955. 

‣ The revision process, which took more than four years, focused on eight thematic areas: prisoners’ inherent dignity as 
human beings; vulnerable groups of prisoners; medical and health services; restrictions, discipline and sanctions; 
investigation of deaths and torture in custody; access to legal representation; complaints and inspections; and staff training. 
In addition, terminology was updated throughout the document. In all, about 35 per cent of the Rules were revised
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‣ The revision process, which took more than four years, focused on eight thematic 
areas:  

- prisoners’ inherent dignity as human beings;  
- vulnerable groups of prisoners;  
- medical and health services; restrictions,  
- discipline and sanctions;  
- investigation of deaths and torture in custody;  
- access to legal representation;  
- complaints and inspections;  
- and staff training  

‣ In addition, terminology was updated throughout the document.  
‣ In all, about 35 % of the Rules were revised



„It is said that no one truly knows a nation until one has been inside its jails. 
A nation should not be judged by how it treats its highest citizens, 

 but its lowest ones” 

- Nelson Mandela  

‣ Nelson Mandela was first President of South Africa from 1994 to 1999, who spent 27 years in 
prison


‣ He was the country's first black head of state and the first elected in a  fully 
representative democratic election.


‣ Mandela was a controversial figure for much of his life.

‣ He spent 27 years in prison for opposing South Africa's apartheid 

system. He faced harsh conditions meant to break his resolve, but 
Mandela refused to give up his efforts to achieve equality for all 
people.


‣ In 1944, Mandela, a lawyer, joined the African National Congress 
(ANC), the oldest Black political organization in South Africa, where 
he became a leader of Johannesburg’s youth wing of the ANC.


‣ In 1952, he became deputy national president of the ANC, advocating 
nonviolent resistance to apartheid—South Africa’s institutionalized 
system of white supremacy and racial segregation.
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„It is said that no one truly knows a nation until one has been inside its jails. 
A nation should not be judged by how it treats its highest citizens, 

 but its lowest ones” 

- Nelson Mandela  
‣ In 1961, he was arrested for treason, and although acquitted he was arrested again in 1962 for 

illegally leaving the country. 

‣ Convicted and sentenced to five years at Robben Island Prison, he was put on trial again in 1964 

on charges of sabotage. In June 1964, he was convicted along with several other ANC leaders 
and sentenced to life in prison.Mandela spent the first 18 of his 27 years in jail at the brutal 
Robben Island Prison. 


‣ He served penalty in a small cell without a bed or plumbing, he was 
forced to do hard labor in a quarry. He could write and receive a letter 
once every six months, and once a year he was allowed to meet with 
a visitor for 30 minutes.


‣ In 1989, Frederick de Klerk became South African president and set 
about dismantling apartheid. De Klerk lifted the ban on the ANC, 
suspended executions, and in February 1990 ordered the release of 
Nelson Mandela.


‣ In 1994, the ANC won an electoral majority in the country’s first free 
elections, and Mandela was elected South Africa’s president.


‣ Mandela retired from politics in 1999, but remained a global advocate 
for peace and social justice until his death in December 2013.
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‣ 1955- First United Nations Congress on the 
Prevention of Crime & the Treatment of 
Offenders- The Standard Minimum Rules for 
the Treatment of Prisoners) were adopted  

‣ 2011-Open-ended Intergovernmental Expert 
Group-  the General Assembly decided,to 
establish an open-ended intergovernmental 
Expert Group to review and possibly revise the 
rules. 

‣ 2015- In December 2015, the UN General 
Assembly adopted the revised rules as the 
“United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for 
the Treatment of Prisoners”. As per the 
recommendation of the Expert Group, the 
revised rules are to be known as "the Nelson 
Mandela Rules" to honour the legacy of the late 
President of South Africa, Nelson Rolihlahla 
Mandela, 
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Applying the Nelson Mandela Rules from 
admission to release 

The 122 Rules cover all aspects of prison management and outline the 
agreed minimum standards for the treatment of prisoners – whether pre-

trial or convicted. 

Basic principles

Rules 1-5 provide the following basic principles: 

‣ Prisoners must be treated with respect for their inherent dignity and value as human beings.
‣ Torture or other ill-treatment is prohibited. 
‣ Prisoners should be treated according to their needs, without discrimination. 
‣ The purpose of prison is to protect society and reduce reoffending. 
‣ The safety of prisoners, staff, service providers and visitors at all times is paramount.



Applying the Nelson Mandela Rules from 
admission to release 

The 122 Rules cover all aspects of prison management and outline the 
agreed minimum standards for the treatment of prisoners – whether pre-

trial or convicted. 

Basic principles

Those rules are focussed on nine thematic areas including:

‣ Prison health care;
‣ Restrictions, discipline and sanctions;
‣ Restraints;
‣ Cell searches;
‣ Contact with the outside world;
‣ Prisoner complaints, and;
‣ Investigations and inspections.
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Applying the Nelson Mandela Rules from 
admission to release 

Complaints and independent inspection

‣Provisions dealing with information for prisoners and access to complaints mechanisms has 
been updated, as well as protection against retaliation, intimidation or other negative 
consequences as a result of a complaint. The impact of external monitoring 
was acknowledged by introducing the requirement of a twofold system of regular inspections, 
internal as well as external by an independent body. The revised Rules specify the powers of 
inspectors and require written inspection reports and encourage their publication. 

Protection of vulnerable groups

‣ Revisions to provisions for prisoners with particular vulnerabilities were limited, but overall the 
Rules now clarify that prisons need to identify the individual needs of prisoners and that 
measures taking account of such needs must not be regarded as discriminatory. Some 
provisions were incorporated on children imprisoned with their parent and outdated 
terminology regarding prisoners with disabilities was changed.
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Summary

The legal status of the Nelson Mandela Rules is complex. 

‣ The Nelson Mandela Rules are a crucial guide for prison practitioners and legislators 
‣ Nelson Mandela Rules set out what is generally accepted as being good principles 

and practices in the treatment of prisoners and prison management and they 
represent, as a whole, the minimum prison conditions accepted as suitable by the 
United Nations. 

‣ The reality is that in the years since the initial adoption of the Standard Minimum 
Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners in 1955, their status has grown.  

‣ Not only have they influenced national developments in prison law and been applied 
by national courts in various countries, but they have also been highly influential in 
assisting the United Nations and other international bodies responsible for the 
interpretation and enforcement of binding international treaties, in particular those 
that prohibit torture or other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment. 



Summary

Given their increasing status, the incorporation of the Nelson Mandela Rules into 
national prison legislation is more pressing than ever. 

‣ The Nelson Mandela Rules are an inspiration for good prison legislation 
‣ While the Rules as a whole are not legally binding, some of their provisions have 

reached the status of customary international law (those rules that relate directly 
to the prohibition of torture)  

‣ In 2017, the General Assembly explicitly encouraged Member States to use the 
Rules as a guide in the development of prison law



Nelson Mandela Rules  
and Criminal Justice

The lawful punishment of criminals, in order to protect a society from potential 
further harm, is an integral part of any criminal justice system.  

Those rules have influence on: 

‣ Crime prevention  

‣ Criminal policy reform 

‣ Rehabilitation and social reintegration programmes for prisoners in the course of 
imprisonment and post-release support services upon release



Nelson Mandela Rules  
and Criminal Justice

The practical application of the United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the 
Treatment of Prisoners (the Nelson Mandela Rules) enables countries to strengthen 
prison management with a view to ensure the secure, safe and humane custody of 

prisoners. 

There is a prison crisis in many Member States. 

Those rules are respond to global prison challenges and needs. 

‣ to focus on each group of prisoners  
‣ to help reduce over-incarceration,  
‣ to help promote the effective use of non-custodial sanctions,  
‣ to help with treatment and alternatives for drug- related offences;  
‣ and to help strengthen access to legal aid;



Summary

Is a prison sentence always the solution? 

‣ Prison overcrowding is one of the most serious problems facing prisons today. 
‣ Prison systems are better able to cope with their daily functions and are better prepared 

to deal with threats of all kinds when they are less crowded, better resourced and 
organised in closer coordination with other relevant national agencies.


