Met meer op één kamer?

Meerpersoonskamers in de justitiéle jeugdinrichtingen

Summary

NIZW Jeugd

Leonieke Boendermaker
Wieneke Bruinsma

Ria Schouten

Machteld van der Pijll



Summary

In the spring of 2005 a pilot was launched on room-sharing in three juvenile correctional
institutions in the Netherlands. The aim was to realize savings by increasing the size of the groups
while maintaining the same level of staff. The three institutions have a total capacity of 350 places.
In the pilot 40 places were created in multi-person rooms: twelve triple rooms for boys and two
double rooms for girls. One single room was converted into a triple room in twelve boys’ groups
while two double rooms were created in one girls’ group. The National Agency of Correctional
Institutions (Dienst Justitiéle Inrichtingen/ DJI) drew up a policy framework in which it set out the
basic preconditions for room-sharing. It stipulated, amongst others, that juveniles may only be
allocated to a multi-person room on a voluntary basis, that the parents must consent, that the
juveniles must have spent at least three weeks in the institution beforehand (so that their
behaviour can be assessed), that the age difference between room-sharers must not exceed three
years and that boys should be accommodated in triple rooms and girls in double rooms.

This report summarises the research conducted by NIZW Youth on the pilot. Two crucial questions
were addressed:

o How would the introduction of room-sharing in juvenile correctional institutions affect the
health and safety of the inmates and staff?
. Under what conditions could room-sharing be introduced to ensure the health and safety of the

staff and inmates and how would it cut costs and increase capacity?
Various approaches and tools were employed to answer these questions: a documentation review
was conducted, experience was sought from other countries and settings, national and
international legislation on room-sharing was checked out, the implementation of a room-sharing
regime was defined and selection procedures were described. Interviews were also conducted with
juveniles and group leaders from the three institutions.

Limited experience

The pilot began in the spring of 2005 and continued till the summer of 2006. To begin with, room-
sharing was introduced only in the institution with two double rooms for (two) girls. In another the
rooms were not occupied until the second half of the pilot (around New Year 2005/2006) and in the
third they were not occupied at all. A total of twenty girls and twelve boys were accommodated in
the rooms. So, the experience was more limited than anticipated. Second, it had been agreed
beforehand (upon the insistence of the Works Council) that room-sharing would not lead to an
increase in the groups during the pilot period. If one multi-person room in a group was occupied,
one or two single rooms had to remain empty. This meant that no experience at all could be
gained of working in larger groups. It is therefore impossible to assess whether room-sharing could
increase capacity and cut costs.

The multi-person rooms

The documentation review revealed that shared rooms needed to be large enough to allow the
inhabitants to undertake activities (relatively) independently. They also had to provide privacy to
dress, shower and visit the toilet.

The rooms in the three institutions were very different. In one case they were not much larger than
a single room. Bunk beds had been installed, cupboard space had been created, and the toilet was
in the room itself. These rooms were never used. Both the residents and the group leaders found
fault with the size and the lay-out. In the second institution the rooms were a bit bigger and a bed,
cupboard space, and a worktable had been added. Again, the toilet was in the room. The girls who
shared these rooms complained that there was no privacy when visiting the toilet, not enough



fresh air, and that they had to move cupboards to dress and undress in private. These comments
indicate that the space in these rooms is insufficient for two people. In the third institution larger
rooms were built with loft beds, underneath storage space, and a separate bathroom. The
occupants of these rooms were satisfied with the facilities. These were the only rooms that
appeared fit for occupation by more than one person.

Welfare and safety

The interviewees (31 juveniles) who stayed in the multi-person rooms were largely positive about
their experience. They liked it there; there was social interaction; they brooded less; and felt that
they supported each other. The response from the single-room occupants was also positive in both
institutions where multi-person rooms were being tried. The group leaders (18 interviews) were
neither positive nor negative. They did not see room-sharing as a threat to their own personal
welfare or safety but they were concerned about the safety of the inmates. The juveniles
themselves did not mention any problems - but there had been some. Eight of the twenty girls and
six of the twelve boys had to be separated after trouble erupted. Room-sharing had to be
terminated in six cases after incidents which had been exacerbated by quarrels that could not be
solved by talking or intervention by the group leaders: a boy who was being bullied, a girl who
started self-harming again, and two girls who spurred each other into undesirable behaviour.
Remarkably, none of the juveniles mentioned these incidents. This may be because in almost all
cases the interviews were held fairly soon and the incidents took place after the room-sharing had
been underway for some time. It is also possible that the juveniles did not want to raise these
problems during a relatively short interview with a stranger.

The positive experiences are all the more remarkable as the documentation, the information from
child and adolescent psychiatric clinics, and reports from abroad are predominantly negative.
Disquiet, commotion and stress — occupational hazards when problem juveniles live in groups — and
the fact that the juveniles have no control over the situation lead to frequent outbursts of
aggression. When this happens the juveniles need a physical space to withdraw to and cool off. A
room of their own provides them with this space and shields them against verbal and physical
attacks from fellow inmates.

Bullying and physical aggression are among the problems cited by child and adolescent psychiatric
clinics and the reports from abroad. The incidents that occurred during this pilot illustrated that
bullying and aggression can also occur in the Netherlands.

Working in a room-sharing regime

The group leaders were critical of the preparations for the room-sharing regime. Only in one
institution did the group leaders get any training at all (one day). The calamity teams in each
institution were, however, given separate training in how to clear a multi-person room if problems
arise.

The group leaders raised questions about rewards as part of the feedback system in the groups and
the application of sanctions such as room confinement. In one case two girls started quarrelling
after both of them had been sent to their room as a punishment. Examples like these highlight the
need for a clearly defined pedagogic strategy before room-sharing can be introduced.

Selection

Each institution selected the candidates for room-sharing in a slightly different way. In each
institution a list of questions was compiled which had to be filled in by the group leaders (skills)
and behavioural experts (counter-indications). There were also similarities: some of the questions
related to the same characteristics and skills and the group leaders had the last word on the
selection in each case. Without exception, the selection procedure was seen as an extra burden:
people did not get around to filling in the list. In two institutions the procedure was revised during



the pilot and the lists were replaced by (collective) information-exchange and discussion sessions. In
one institution (where the rooms were not used) the procedure did not get off the ground. An
easy-to-apply selection procedure will therefore have to be developed before any transition to a
room-sharing regime.

The selection process needs to carried out with care in order to minimize the risk of problems in the
rooms. It is therefore advisable to search diligently for useful methods. The documentation
provides enough openings in this respect and stresses the importance of a stringent selection
procedure. When a method of selection is introduced specific attention should be paid to
implementation.

Legislative aspects

Two experts explored the legislative aspects of room-sharing in juvenile correctional institutions at
national and international level. Their findings clearly revealed that the introduction of room-
sharing for young inmates was legally quite contentious. One did point out that compulsory room-
sharing was in breach of the Dutch legislation on juvenile correctional institutions (Beginselenwet
Justitiéle Jeugdinrichtingen). The other said that room-sharing is contrary to the purpose of this
legislation and the purpose of allocation to a juvenile correctional institution. More important still
are the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and other international treaties and agreements.
Obviously, room-sharing must serve the interests of the juvenile. It is questionable whether cost-
cutting can be interpreted in this light. Allocation to a multi-person room must have a positive
objective. The right to privacy must not be violated, young people should be (actively) protected
against abuse, violence and aggression, and their wishes and needs should be taken into account.
In addition, the international treaties and agreements suggest that separate rooms are preferable.

Conditions for room-sharing

Under what conditions should room-sharing be introduced in juvenile correctional institutions to
ensure the safety and welfare of the staff and the inmates? This is a key question in this study —
and awkward to answer.

The juveniles responded positively but only a limited number were interviewed. The experience of
the room-sharers and the group leaders who worked with them was also limited. Scarcely any work
was done with larger groups.

The documentation, reports from abroad and the child and adolescent psychiatry clinics record only
negative experiences of room-sharing and offer no substantial arguments in its favour. Room-
sharing is legally quite contentious. It seems, on balance, that the scales are tipped against room-
sharing in correctional institutions for juveniles.

Room-sharing might be possible if it were approached from a different angle: it would have to
serve a positive purpose and be embedded in a well defined pedagogic strategy.

Other essential preconditions are large rooms, properly trained staff, and a valid, reliable and easy-
to-apply selection procedure.



