n
i
a)]
o
=
n

Klara Pinerova — Michal Lou¢

1989: The Czech prison system at a crossroads!

The prison service over the past forty years was one of the most repressive tools in the former
[Communist]| system. The prison system was inbuman, hateful, isolationist and, in a broad-
er sense, racist too — in other words, simply appalling. There was quite a natural reaction to
this — what was called bumanisation. But this humanisation was conceived only in the sense of
liberalisation... [...] Therefore, I repeat, this relaxing, this emphasis on the rights of prisoners, this
declared humanisation, liberalisation to the point of anarchy was a logical response to the previ-
ous situation. But we went from one extreme to another. Of all this humanisation, the only thing
left was relaxing. Nothing meaningful or constructive took place. [...] One officer told me that
under the current conditions, be was unable to protect the more decent prisoners from the gang-
sters. [...] Humanisation should include some order and rules, and contained within it should be
some form of buman interest. [...] The current form of humanisation is actually detrimental to
the prisoners themselves.*

The year 1989, which some call the year of miracles, ushered in a number of po-
litical, economic and social changes, and not only in Czechoslovakia. When civil so-
ciety began to awaken in the second half of the 1980s and gradually manifested itself
through various petitions and demonstrations, no one knew that it would culminate
in the turbulent year of 1989, when the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia’s (Ko-
munistick strana Ceskoslovenska, KSC) leading role in society would be terminated
and replaced by a pluralist democracy.

These changes were also reflected in the development and functioning of the then
Czechoslovak prison system. After 1989, the prison service found itself at a cross-
roads. It was clear to all that it would have to be humanised and modernised, whilst
simultaneously creating an effective system of incarcerating inmates in a way that re-
spected their fundamental human rights. This was a complex task, complicated above
all by the fact that successful reform depended on many factors, ranging from human
resources to the economic conditions of a newly forming democratic state. The aim of

1 This study is the result of research activities supported by the Grant Agency of the Czech Republic as
part of GA C’Rjunior grant No. 17-26073Y ,,Promény vézenstvi v ceskych zemich v letech 1965-1992.
Systémové a individualni adaptace” (“Transformations of the Prison System in the Czech Lands in the
Period 1965-1992. Systemic and Individual Adaptations”).

2 CAP, Martin: Nejen o filozofii zlocinu a trestu (On the Philosophy of Crime and Punishment - and
Not Only That). Metropolitan, 9. 3. 1992, p. 9.




the present study is to analyse the main developmental tendencies that influenced the
new approach to prisoners and the conditions of imprisonment. We will focus on the
situation in the prison system during the period of so-called normalisation, a period
characterised by rigidity, preservation and repression, and show how the events of the
Velvet Revolution (Sametova revoluce) were reflected in the prison environment itself
and how management of the prison service responded to these events. In the final
part, we will look at attempts to reform the prison system, the challenges faced by the
new leadership and the success with which the reforms were implemented.

This text is the first attempt at an overall analysis of post-revolutionary changes
in the prison system. Research into this period is complicated mainly by the lack of
access to archive documents created after 1989, as they are covered by legislation
on archives. We depend, therefore, solely on open sources and the recollections of
those who participated in the changes. Comprehensive research into post-revolution
changes in the prison system will be possible only after the relevant archive collec-
tions have been made available.

Years of rigidity and stagnation

The prison system underwent a rather ambivalent development in the period of so-
-called Normalisation (a term used to refer to the 1970s and 1980s in Czechoslova-
kia). We can observe the implementation of modernisation, which continued partly
thanks to research by the Penological Research Institute (Vyzkumny tstav penolo-
gicky, VUP), founded in 1967 and led until its closure in 1980 by Jifi Cepeléd& who
had originally worked as a psychologist at the Institute for the Care of Mother and
Child.* The period saw the introduction of alcohol abuse treatment for prison in-
mates,” the establishment of advisory councils® at each prison, the introduction of

3 Jiii Cepeldk (1915-1989) began his professional career in 1945 at the Institute of Human Labour
(from 1948 onwards the Czechoslovak Institute of Labour) whilst simultaneously studying sociology
and psychology at the Faculty of Arts of Charles University. In 1951, he joined the Institute for the
Care of Mother and Child in Prague’s Podoli district. He began working in penology in 1966, and rose
to become head of the Penological Research Institute. Following its abolition in 1980, he went into
retirement.

4 For more on the history and activity of the Penological Research Institute see PINEROVA, Klara:
Profesionalizace a modernizace vézeristvi v obdobi tzv. normalizace a tskali jejich uplatiiovani v praxi
(The Professionalisation and Modernisation of the Prison System in the Period of So-called Nor-
malisation and the Pitfalls of its Practical Application). Securitas Imperii, 2018, No. 33, pp. 10-29, in
particular pp. 13-17.

S Ndrodni archiv (The National Archives) (hereafter referred to as NA), Fund (f.) Ministerstvo sprave-
dlnosti (Ministry of Justice) (MS) - unprocessed, k. (Box) MS/Sbor ndpravné vychovy (Correction-
al Institution Corps) (hereafter referred to as SNV) 1971, Névrh na zavedeni protialkoholni léc¢by
béhem vykonu trestu v ndpravné vychovnych tstavech a nékteré poznatky o experimentu protialko-
holni lé¢by provedeného v r. 1967-69 ve VUP-SNV (Proposal for the introduction of alcohol abuse
treatment during imprisonment in remedial institutions and some findings about the alcohol abuse
treatment experiment carried out between 1967-1969 by the VUP-SNV), 18. 2. 1971; Ibid., k. MS/SNV
1973, Rozkaz ministra spravedlnosti ¢. 19/1973, o ochranném léceni protialkoholnim vykondvaném
béhem vykonu trestu odnéti svobody (Order of the Minister of Justice No. 19/1973 on protective
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verified diagnostic and therapeutic methods such as group therapy and diagnosis
of inmate aggression, the adjustment of the work of psychologists and educators,”
and the definition of required qualifications in general and vocational education for
all prison staff. The educational policy of the Correctional Institution Corps (Sbor
napravné vychovy, SNV) was also completed, which provided political, professional,
general and, to a necessary extent, military education to carry out systematic tasks.?
From the mid-1960s onwards, university-educated psychologists and educators be-
gan working in prisons, where they put into practice new scientific knowledge, with
the aim of reducing the rate of reoffending to the lowest possible level.

However, these tendencies were counterbalanced by the introduction of repressive
measures related to the overall political situation in early 1970s Czechoslovakia and
the arrest of several dozen people for political reasons.’ If in the 1960s some hu-
manising tendencies advocated by a number of individuals had partially penetrated
the prison system, in the early 1970s they were resolutely rejected and guards again
began to apply the principle of “discipline and order” accompanied by the bullying
of prisoners."” Even though the 1960s had witnessed the abandoning of the so-called
“class-based approach”, where political prisoners were incarcerated alongside pris-
oners with the fewest privileges, and instead were treated from a penological per-
spective according to the danger they posed, this did not mean that the bullying of
political prisoners had ceased. According to the Prison Code of Conduct in force at the
time, persons convicted of political crimes (treason, espionage, sabotage, etc.) were

treatment of alcohol abuse carried out during imprisonment), 8. 8. 1973; Ibid., Rozkaz nacelnika
SSNV ¢&. 30 - o ziizen{ protialkoholniho ochranného lééeni v nékterych NVU (Order of the Head of
the SNV Administration No. 30 - on the establishment of protective treatment of alcohol abuse in
some NVUs), 8. 11. 1973; Ibid., Instrukce spravy SNV ¢& 31/1973, keerou se vydava organizaéni fad
stiediska protialkoholniho ochranného lé¢eni (Instruction No. 31/1973 issued by the SNV Adminis-
tration on the organisational rules for the Centre for the Treatment of Alcohol Abuse), 8. 11. 1973;
Ibid., Instrukce spravy SNV ¢&. 32/1973, o zptisobu a rozsahu ochranného léceni protialkoholniho
béhem vykonu trestu odnéti svobody (Instruction No. 32/1973 issued by the SNV Directorate on the
method and scope of treatment of alcohol abuse during imprisonment), 8. 11. 1973.

6 NA, f. MS - unprocessed, k. MS/SNV 1975, Rozkaz nacelnika SSNV ¢. 4/1975, o ¢innosti a organizaci
poradniho sboru pfi napravné vychovném tstavu (Order No. 4/1975 issued by the Head of the SNV
Administration on the activities and organisation of advisor board in the correctional institution),
20.2.1975.

7 NA, f. MS - unprocessed, k. MS/SNV 1975, Rozkaz nacelnika SSNV ¢. 23/1975, o ¢innosti pedagogt
a psychologiti ve SNV CSR (Order No. 23/1975 issued by the Head of the SNV Administration on the
activities of educators and psychologists in the SNV CSR), 25. 9. 1975; Ibid., k. MS/SNV 1982, Rozkaz
nacelnika SSNV & 25/1982 o ¢innosti pedagogit a psychologii ve SNV CSR (Order No. 25/1982 issued
by the Head of the SNV Administration on the activities of educators and psychologists in the SNV
CSR).

8 KYR, Ales - KAFKOVA, Alena: Promény odborné piipravy vézeiiského persondlu (Changes in the
Training of Prison Staff). Historickd penologie, 2010, Vol. 8, No. 2, pp. 1-68, in particular p. 14.

9 PAZOUT, Jaroslav: Trestnéprivni perzekuce v Ceskoslovensku v obdobi takzvané normalizace (Criminal Perse-
cution in Czechoslovakia in the Period of so-called Normalisation). USD AV CR, Prague 2017, pp. 21-25.

10 For more on the topic of discipline and drill in the prison system during the period of so-called nor-
malisation, see LOUC, Michal: Vézeristor v eskyich zemich v 70.~80. letech 20. stoleti (The Prison System in
the Czech Lands in the 1970s and 1980s). Securitas Imperii, 2018, No. 33, pp. 30-49, in particular p. 38.
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included in the same group! as dangerous repeat offenders, people convicted of
murder or attempted murder, or people convicted of moral crimes.”? Not only were
they subjected to tougher treatment and had fewer privileges, but they also had to
endure harassment by “criminal” prisoners, who in some cases - as they had been in
the 1950s - were encouraged by prison officers to bully political prisoners.” These
methods culminated in 1972 with the introduction of so-called political isolation for
dozens of political prisoners in some prison facilities." Political prisoners in these
wings were segregated not only from the other prisoners, but also from each other.
They went to wash and exercise separately, received visits from relatives separately,
and worked and ate in their cells.”® However, not all political prisoners were placed
in these isolation units. Less well-known inmates were assigned to infamous prisons,
notorious for bullying of both political and criminal prisoners (Minkovice, Ostrov
nad Ohfi, Pfibram prisons).

The increase in repression in the prison system was also reflected in a change in
the regulation determining the conditions under which batons, tear gas and other
repressive measures could be used against inmates. Under the change, guards were
able to use these measures more often than under the previous legal regulations.'

11 According to the 1964 Prison Code of Conduct (Rad pro vykon trestu odnéti svobody), inmates were
divided into three groups: the first comprised first-time and juvenile offenders whose sentences had
continued after they had turned 18 years of age, the second consisted of repeat offenders, and the
third comprised particularly dangerous repeat offenders and inmates convicted under § 62 of the
Criminal Code (i.e. persons convicted of political acts - treason, espionage, sabotage, etc.). Each group
was to serve their sentences in separate detention facilities.

12 Kabinet dokumentace a bistorie Vézeriské sluzby Ceské republiky (Department of Documentation and His-
tory of the Prison Service of the Czech Republic) (KDH VS CR), Rozkaz ministra vnitra & 27 ze dne
26. Cervna 1964, Rad pro vykon trestu odnéti svobody v napravnych zafizenich ministerstva vnitra
(Order No. 27 issued by the Minister of the Interior of June 26, 1964 - Prison Code of Conduct in
Detention Centres of the Ministry of the Interior).

13 VACHA, Pavel: Prozivdni stresu, adaptace a zdroje resilience u politickyjch vézid 70. a 80. let 20. stoleti (diplo-
mova prace) (The Experience of Stress, Adaptation and Sources of Resilience in Political Prisoners of
the 1970s and 1980s /Thesis/). Prazska vysoka skola psychosocialnich studii, Prague 2015, p. 23.

14 These departments were established on the basis of Rozkaz nacelnika Spravy SNV ¢&. 23/1972 (Order
No. 23/1972 issued by the Head of the SNV Administration). This order was later clarified by Roz-
kaz nacelnika Spravy SNV ¢&. 34/1972 o zptisobu vykonu trestu odnéti svobody u osob odsouzenych
za trestné ¢iny proti republice (Order No. 34/1972 issued by the Head of the SNV Administration on
the method of imprisonment of persons convicted of crimes against the Republic), 5. 12. 1972. NA,
f. MS - unprocessed, k. MS/SNV 1972.

15 BURSIK Tomas: Politicti vézni a jejich postaveni v ramci Ceského vézeriského systému 19691989 (Political
Prisoners and their Position within the Czech Prison System 1969-1989). In: Sbornik archivu bezpecnost-
nich sloZek (Proceedings of the Security Services Archive), No. 5. ABS, Prague 2007, pp. 137-153, spe-
cifically pp. 140-141. Also PINEROVA, Klara: Prison and Society connected. The Development of the
Czechoslovak Prison System in 1945-92. In: Acta Poloniae Historica, 2018, No. 118, pp. 151-181.

16 NA, f. MS - unprocessed, k. MS/SNV 1973, Rozkaz ministra vnitra ¢. 9/1973, o prostiedcich k dosa-
eni ucelu zékroku pfislusnikit Sboru napravné vychovy CSR proti odsouzenym a obvinénym (Order
No. 9/1973 issued by the Minister of the Interior on the means to achieve the purpose of intervention
by members of the Correctional Institution Corps of the Czech Socialist Republic against convicted
and accused persons), 5. 7. 1973. Cf. Ibid., f. Sprava Sboru napravné vychovy (Correctional Institution
Corps Administration) (SSNV) - unprocessed, k. 85, Navrh na novelizaci Rozkazu ministra spravedl-
nosti ¢. 5/69 (Proposal to amend Order No. 5/69 issued by the Minister of Justice), 8. 12. 1972.
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In 1973, was restored the political-educational apparatus of the SNV of the Czech
Socialist Republic,” an apparatus that had been abolished in the second half of the
1950s. Its reestablishment meant the renewal of the importance of political activity,
and expertise in the prison service was put on the back foot."” Increased repression
against inmates can also be seen in the resumption of agent-operative activities in
1974 as part of the SNV Administration internal security section. Four years later,
a separate Internal Security Department (Oddéleni vnitini ochrany, OVO)' was estab-
lished within the SNV. Its staff used counter-intelligence techniques to recruit secret
informers amongst inmates in a bid to maintain order (i.e. to prevent escapes, revolts,
violence, theft, self-harm) and gain information on the behaviour of political pris-
oners. Every month, the department compiled operational and situational reports,
which logged the mood and conversation of inmates. Between 1973 and 1976, for ex-
ample, the department closely monitored discussions among prisoners of conscience
(such as Jaroslav Sabata®, Petr UhI?, Jaroslav Meznik?, Jan Tesaf 2 and others).

The second half of the 1970s and 1980s were characterised by the stabilisation
and maintenance of the existing prison system. There were no significant changes in
the rules or in the treatment of inmates. In the 1980s, however, the emphasis on pro-
fessionalism of the prison staff and the advancement of scientific knowledge in the
prison system decreased. On the contrary, great emphasis was placed on employment
and work performance of inmates. According to the official propaganda, work was
considered to be one of the most important tools of re-education, thanks to which
prisoners would become fully-fledged members of socialist society. This ideological
premise was based on the very teachings of Marxism-Leninism itself, but on the other
hand, as early as the 1950s this goal was already coming into conflict with the eco-
nomic interests of the national economy and the period of so-called normalisation

17 On January 1, 1969, Czechoslovakia became a federal state, when the unified Czechoslovak Socialist
Republic (CSSR) became a federation of two parts, the Czech Socialist Republic (CSR) and the Slovak
Socialist Republic (SSR).

18  NA, f. MS - unprocessed, k. MS/SNV 1973, Rozkaz ministra spravedlnosti ¢. 22/1973, o zfizeni poli-
tickovychovného apardtu Sboru népravné vjchovy CSR a smérnice pro ¢innost politickovjchovného
aparatu (Order No. 22/1973 issued by the Minister of Justice on the establishment of a political-
-educational apparatus of the Correctional Institution Corps of the Czech Socialist Republic and
guidelines for the activities of the political-educational apparatus), 26. 9. 1973.

19 BURSIK Tomas: Politict! vézni a jejich postavent v rémci ceského vézeriského systému 1969-1989, p. 139.

20 Jaroslav Sabata (1927-2012), psychologist, dissident and politician. Spokesman for Charter 77 and
Civic Forum (see further). A member of the reform wing of the Communist Party, he was expelled in
1970. His longest prison term lasted from 1971-1976.

21 Petr Uhl (born 1941), journalist, politician and dissident. Between 1968 and 1969 he was a member of
the Hnuti revoluéni mladeze (Revolutionary Youth Movement). P. Uhl was a representative of Char-
ter 77 and Committee for the Defense of the Unjustly Prosecuted (Vybor na obranu nespravedlivé
stihanych, VONS) (see further), and a member of the Czechoslovak Helsinki Committee. He was
imprisoned between 1969-1973 and 1979-1984.

22 Jaroslav Meznik (1928-2008), historian, dissident (Charter 77 signatory) and politician. He was re-
peatedly imprisoned, for example between 1972 and 1974 for so-called subversion against the state. In
1989, he co-founded the Brno branch of Civic Forum.

23 Jan Tesaf (born 1933), historian and dissident. He left the Communist Party in 1969, and criticised
the reversal of the Prague Spring reforms. Between 1971 and 1976 he was imprisoned. After his release
he signed Charter 77 and in 1980 he was forced to emigrate.
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produced no significant change in this direction.** Some prisons were established
in the vicinity of large state enterprises and mines, including the correctional insti-
tutions (called Ndpravné vychovny ustav, NVU) of Zaclét, Bélusice, P¥ibram, Mlad4
Boleslav, Rynovice and Oracov. In 1979, the employment rate of convicts was approx-
imately 84 %.>* Prisoners often performed heavy and demanding work that civilians
were not interested in and which was often dangerous. Karel Havelka®, convicted in
1976 in a trial against the underground music scene, recalled his first experience of
the working environment at Plzefi-Bory Prison, where he was placed in the toughest
section, cutting bezels for jewellery, as follows: When I first walked into the hall, I tensed
up and immediately felt sick. Dante’s Hell rose up before me. The scene in front of my eyes was
steam, a noise over a hundred decibels, while figures in grey t-shirts flickered about, making what
seemed to me absolutely crazy movements at an insane pace. Flames blazed into the scene. It
was incredible. I won’t even survive two days, I thought to myself. We had nine days to learn the
ropes. I was a stonecutter, and within nine days I was cutting like a man possessed. So you get
used to everything, even the gallows.”” The situation was virtually unchanged a decade lat-
er. Petr Hauptmann?® used the following words to describe the situation at Minkovice
Prison in the second half of the 1980s: First, it was bhard, exhausting work, and second,
the whole camp had a sopbisticated system for reporting prisoners. It was controlled by security
officers, who had their informers, who also reported to the educators and the people running the
work facilities, who had their own informers, and so on. There were about 800 or 900 people at
Minkovice Prison, 600 of whom worked at the Preciosa s[tate] e[nterprise].?* The work was
extremely tough. The conditions were like from a factory in the 18th century. Prisoners had to
work in insanely unhygienic conditions, in terrible noise and dust.>°

24 On the conflict between educational and economic interests in the 1950s prison system see PINER-
OVA, Klira: Zwischen sozialistischer Erziehung und wirtschaftlichem Nutzen. Gefangenenarbeit in
der Tschechoslowakei und in der SBZ/DDR nach dem Zweiten Weltkrieg. Zeitschrift fiir Ostmitteleuropa-
-Forschung, 2018, Vol. 67, No. 1, pp. 93-112. For the period of so-called normalisation see JOHN, Ro-
man: Napravné vychovnd cinnost v ceském vézenstvi (Corrective Educational Measures in the Czech Pris-
on System). Securitas Imperii, 2018, No. 33, pp. 50-79, in particular pp. 57-61.

25 JOHN, Roman: Ndpravné vychovnd Cinnost v Ceském vézenstvi, pp. 57-61.

26  Karel Havelka (born 1950), one of the main figures of the Czechoslovak underground. In 1973, he
emigrated to the USA, but returned to Czechoslovakia after about a year. In 1976, together with
FrantiSek Stirek and others, he was sentenced to 15 months’ imprisonment for breach of the peace.
He served his sentence at Plzen-Bory Prison. While still in prison, he learned of the emergence of
Charter 77, which he signed the day after his release in June 1977. From 1978 to 1980 he organised
underground concerts, distributed “samizdat” literature and helped produce the magazine Vokno.

27 JOHN, Roman: Ndpravné vychovnd cinnost v Ceském vézeristvr, p. 71.

28  Petr Hauptmann (born 1946), civil engineer. In October 1982 he emigrated to Bavaria, hoping that
his family would eventually be able to join him. Due to his son’s serious illness, in December 1982
he decided to return to Czechoslovakia. He was subsequently arrested and sentenced to 10 years in
prison on trumped-up charges of spying. He served his sentence at Minkovice Prison. He was released
in January 1990.

29 Preciosa, which produced crystal, continued a centuries-old tradition of glass-making in Jablonec nad
Nisou, and was created in 1948 by the merger of several factories. At Minkovice Prison established in
1958, prisoners produced - in difficult conditions - bezels for crystal chandeliers and glass jewellery
intended mainly for export. Minkovice Prison was closed in 1990.

30  RUML, Jan: To nemyslite vizné (You Can’t Be Serious). Respekt, 1990, Vol. 1, No. 5 (11. 4. 1990), p. 15
- see https://www.respekt.cz/tydenik/1990/5/to-nemyslite-vazne (quoted version dated 9. 4. 2020).
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The working demands on the prisoners were very high, and prisoners often had
difficulties in meeting them. Prison management and staff were largely indifferent to
the reasons for failure to meet targets and punished them with disciplinary measures;
inmates were placed in correctional units and threatened with many more months
of punishment.*» One sad example is the story of Jif{ Gans*, who was sentenced to
15 years in prison on trumped-up charges of defamation of the state and spying, for
the “crime” of listening to Western music. Although he suffered from a severe eye
condition, he was placed in the most punishing - third - category of correctional
facility groups™ at Valdice Prison, making glass costume jewellery. Due to his hand-
icap he was unable to meet his production targets, and was punished several times
by being sent to the disciplinary punishment department where he was subjected
to frequent bullying by the “criminal” prisoners.>* Eventually he was transferred to
a department for elderly prisoners, where he lived in a more or less vegetative state.
The remarks in Gans’ re-education record speak volumes. On September 10, 1985, an
officer wrote: He’s not interested in anything. All be does is lie in bed, as if preparing himself
for death. He’s interested in nothing.*®

Inmates from this period recall that violence was commonplace, not only amongst
the prisoners (rape, beatings and swearing); physical assaults by the wardens were also
common. Although officially any use of the baton or tear gas had to be documented
in writing, the prisoner had to be examined by a doctor and the Head of the prison
or his deputy was supposed to assess whether the baton, tear gas or other repressive
measures had been lawfully used*, if a guard wanted to physically attack a prisoner, an
opportunity could always be found. The most advantageous environment seemed to
be the confined space of the disciplinary punishment department, as documented by
several prisoners: Here the baton was used far more often than elsewbere and under the subtlest
pretexts. [...] The other prisoners were locked up in their cells just in case they noticed something.
However, we orderlies saw more than enough.” Prisoners faced constant fear of physical

31 For more see LOUC, Michal: Vézeristvi v eskych zemich v 70.~80. letech 20. stolets, pp. 37-38.

32 Jifi Gans (1928-1990), member of the Czech underground music scene and political prisoner. He
founded Ceské Budéjovice’s Friends of American Music Club in the 1960s, and in the 1970s was one
of the city’s leading lights of the underground music scene. In 1977, he was charged with spying, and
after a show trial was sentenced to 15 years in prison. He was released after serving more than nine
years, his health in ruins.

33 On the basis of Law No. 59/1965, Coll., O vykonu trestu odnéti svobody (on Service of a Term of Im-
prisonment), prisoners were divided into three correctional groups. Each group had different rights
and privileges (e.g. frequency of visits, letters, freedom of movement).

34 PAZOUT, Jaroslav: Trestnépravni perzekuce v Ceskoslovensku v obdobi takzvané normalizace, pp. 312-317.

35  NA, f. SSNV - unprocessed, personal file of Jifi Gans, born 16. 11. 1928, re-education record.

36 Ibid., f. MS - unprocessed, k. MS/SNV 1973, Rozkaz ministra spravedInosti ¢. 9/1973, o prostiedcich
k dosazeni tcelu zikroku piisluiniki Sboru napravné vychovy CSR proti odsouzenym a obvinénym
(Minister of Justice Order No. 9/1973, on permitted methods to be used by members of the Corps of
Correctional Education of the Czech Socialist Republic against inmates and accused), 5. 7. 1973.

37 KOVARIK, Jaroslav: Na drubém bichu feky... Vypravéni ,,odtamtud” z let 1977-1986 (On the Other Side
of the River... A Narrative “From There” from 1977-1986). Pragma, Prague 1991, p. 58. For more on
violence in prisons see LOUC, Michal: Vézeristvr v Ceskyich zemich v 70.~80. letech 20. stoleti, pp. 41-42.

38 LOUC, Michal: Vézeristvi v ceskych zemich v 70.~80. letech 20. stolets, p. 39.
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attack and failure to meet work targets, for which they could be punished. Those con-
victed of political crimes were denied the better jobs behind bars.*® Moreover, at least
at Minkovice Prison, the guards, according to the testimony we obtained, were encour-
aged by the internal security officers to impose disciplinary punishments on political
prisoners and make it difficult for them to meet their work targets in various ways.*
The foreign policy climate of the 1970s and 1980s was deeply affected by the
discourse on human rights. While this discourse had a negligible direct impact on
the prison system - one could argue it had absolutely zero impact - the efforts of
dissident groups through the activities of Charter 77 (Charta 77, the most signifi-
cant platform of democratic opposition in Czechoslovakia in the 1970s and 1980s)
the Committee for the Defence of the Unjustly Prosecuted* and international or-
ganisations such as Amnesty International, Helsinki Watch and the Internationale
Gesellschaft fiir Menschenrechte proved decisive for the further development of the
prison system, especially after 1989. The roots of humanism that appeared in Czech-
oslovak prisons after the Velvet Revolution can be seen in these activities, which high-
lighted human rights violations in custody and imprisonment. Although the concept
of human rights was nothing new in human history, it was primarily linked to the
birth of the United Nations (UN) in the aftermath of the Second World War, in which
member states committed themselves to upholding them.* However, it took several
decades before human rights became part of the public discourse. After long negoti-
ations, it was eventually translated into the Final Act of the Conference on Security
and Cooperation in Europe as a formal European principle.** The so-called Helsinki
effect had a significant influence on dissident movements in socialist countries.*

39 Authors’ archive (hereafter referred to as AA), interview with Mr. Cerny (pseudonym) (a prison guard),
conducted on 27. 3. 2019 by Kristyna Buskova and Michal Lou¢. The article uses interviews recorded
as part of GA CR junior grant No. 17-26073Y ,,Promény vézeiistvi v Ceskych zemich v letech 1965-
1992. Systémové a individudlni adaptace®. It was recorded about 25 people using the oral historical
methodology. Some of the narrators spoke anonymously and are given pseudonyms. They belong to
the most frequent popular Czech surnames in 1989.

40  The Committee was established in 1978. Its aim was to monitor cases of people prosecuted or im-
prisoned simply for expressing their beliefs or victims of police or judicial wrongdoing, and to inform
the public and state authorities about these cases. By 1989, VONS had defended hundreds of people.
Many of its representatives were persecuted or imprisoned for their activities.

41 In 1955, the UN produced a document entitled Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Pris-
oners (SMR), which was originally adopted by the United Nations Congress on the Prevention of
Crime and Treatment of Offenders in 1955 and approved by the UN’s Economic and Social Coun-
cil in 1957. However, the UN made no significant effort to promote human rights or human
rights in prisons in different countries - see https://www.google.com/url?sa=t & rct=j & q=&es-
rc=s & source=web & cd=4 & ved=2ahUKEwjUloLEgfXhAhWKVBUIHRtEBL8QFjADegQIA-
hAC & url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.unodc.org%2Fpdf%2Fcriminal_justice%2FUN_Standard_Mini-
mum_Rules_for_the_Treatment_of_Prisoners.pdf & usg=AOvVawOuuxM0QiDPBRX3JDjR0ZqW
(quoted version dated 9. 4. 2020).

42 For more on the question of human rights, how their inclusion was negotiated in the Final Act and the
consequences of the Helsinki process in the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, see THOMAS,
C. Daniel: Helsinsky efekt. Mezindrodni zdsady, lidskd prava a zanik komunismu (The Helsinki Effect. Inter-
national Norms, Human Rights, and the Demise of Communism). Academia, Prague 2007.

43 For the connection between human rights and the dissident movement see BOLTON, Jonathan:
Sveéty disentu. Charta 77, Plastic People of the Universe a Ceskd kultura za komunismu (Worlds of Dissent.
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Soon after the signing of the Final Act, dissident circles began adopting the lan-
guage of human rights and used it in their statements. This human rights discourse,
which formed the ideological and philosophical basis of dissent, was complemented
by dissident legalism as a strategy of behaviour within and against the communist
system.** Charter 77 and VONS monitored cases of people prosecuted or imprisoned
simply for expressing their convictions or those who were victims of arbitrary police
decisions. They also highlighted cases of prison inmates who faced acute threat of
death, requested improvement of conditions of incarceration, informed the public
on expressions of solidarity for them and, last but not least, cooperated with foreign
institutions such as Amnesty International.*

In May 1978, Charter 77 released Document No. 16 concerning the state of the
Czechoslovak prison system, which was sent to the Federal Assembly (FS) of the
Czechoslovak Socialist Republic, the Czech National Council (CNR), the Slovak Na-
tional Council (SNR) and a copy sent to the Penological Research Institute.* The
extensive text analysed the legal issues relating to the conditions of detention and im-
prisonment as well as inadequate legal provisions and their violation. The document
relied not only on the principles of human rights, but also on legalistic arguments.
Other documents concerning the state of the Czechoslovak prison system were also
disseminated within dissident circles, such as the Zprdva o pomérech v NVU Minkovice
v letech 1979-1985 (Report on Conditions at NVU Minkovice in 1979-1985), and the
Zprdva o pomérech v III NVU Valdice* (Report on Conditions at III NVU Valdice), both
written by Jiff Wolf, or a collection of reports by various authors detailing their expe-
riences in prison entitled O ceskoslovenském vézenstvi (About the Czechoslovak Prison
System)* published in 1987.%° The state of the Czechoslovak prison system was also

Charter 77, The Plastic People of the Universe, and Czech Culture under Communism). Academia,
Prague 2015, pp. 45-50; KOPECEK, Michal: Disidentsky legalismus. Socialistickd zikonnost, lidska
prava a zrod pravniho odporu v demokratické opozici v Ceskoslovensku a v Polsku v 70. letech (Dissi-
dent Legalism. Socialist Legality, Human Rights and the Emergence of Legal Resistance in the Demo-
cratic Opposition in Czechoslovakia and Poland in the 1970s). In: SUK, Jifi et al.: Sest kapitol o disentu
(Six Chapters on Dissent). Sesity USD AV CR, Vol. 51, Prague 2017, pp. 10-48.

44 KOPECEK, Michal: Dissident Legalism.

45 PAZOUT, Jaroslav: Vybor na obranu nespravedlivé stihanych (The Committee for the Defence of the
Unjustly Prosecuted). In: BLAZEK, Petr (ed.): Opozice a odpor proti komunistickému rezimu v Ceskosloven-
sku 1968-1989 (Opposition and Resistance to the Communist Regime in Czechoslovakia 1968-1989).
Ustav Zeskych d&jin FF UK - Dokotén, Prague 2005, pp. 96-110; PAZOUT, Jaroslav: Trestnépravni per-
zekuce v Ceskoslovensku v obdobi takzvané normalizace, pp. 102-119; BOLTON, Jonathan: Svéty disentu,
pp- 280-286.

46  The document is available in GRUNTORAD, Jiii - UHL, Petr: O ceskoslovenském vézenstvi. Shornik
Charty 77 (About the Czechoslovak Prison System. Charter 77 Almanac). Orbis, Prague 1990,
pp- 149-186; CISAROVSKA, Blanka - PRECAN, Vilém (eds.): Charta 77: Dokumenty 1977-1989. 1977~
1983 (Charter 77: Documents 1977-1989. 1977-1983). USD AV CR, Prague 2007, pp. 134-152.

47 Zprdva o pomérech v NVU Minkovice v letech 1979-1985 ~ see http://www.kriminal-minkovice.wbs.cz/
Zprava-o-pomerech-v-NVU-1979---1984.html (quoted version dated 9. 4. 2020).

48 AA, Zprdva o pomérech v III NVU Valdice (undated). The report concerns the Valdice Correctional Insti-
tution, where convicted prisoners served their sentences in the III correctional group of inmates. For
this reason, the Roman numeral Il appears in the title of the report.

49  GRUNTORAD, Jiii - UHL, Petr: O ceskoslovenském vézeristvi.

50  Other prison recollections include Vézes ¢. 1260 (Prisoner 1260) and Ostrov v souostrovi (The Island
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described in a Helsinki Watch report, which featured an annex with an English trans-
lation of the above-mentioned reports on Minkovice and Valdice prisons.*

Both Charter 77 and VONS also attempted to formulate ideas of an ideal peni-
tentiary system and post-penitentiary care, which was conceived in the spirit of modern
humanity, the experience of some other states, current vesearch — i.e. a prison service built on
respect for human beings and their rights..>*> Although turning these ideas into practice
was well beyond the means of the dissidents, their reflections on the role of prison
in society undoubtedly found a response after 1989, when dissidents were one of the
chief advocates of reform in the area of custody and imprisonment.

An important role was also played by foreign support for political prisoners from
various organisations, especially Amnesty International and Helsinki Watch, and
others that not only monitored human rights violations in Czechoslovakia and oth-
er Eastern bloc countries, but also provided various forms of support to political
prisoners, such as “adoption”, which consisted of assigning a specific case to a group
or groups of Amnesty International activists with a view to achieving their release.
They organised petitions and letters from various individuals to the authorities of
the country concerned. Moral support and financial assistance were also provided to
the prisoners. In 1973, they began organising so-called “Urgent Action” campaigns -
a stream of letters and telegrams with requests pertaining to a specific prisoner. This
was mostly done in the event of an acute threat, for example with regard to the in-
mate’s medical condition, the threat of imminent execution, bullying or torture.”
According to historian Prokop Tomek, the pressure of NGOs, foreign governments
and the global public appeared to have no effect on the release of political prisoners
in the short term, but in the long term, they did lead to at least partial improvement
in their conditions.’* Some of these activities did indeed result in the release of sev-
eral prisoners of conscience when their health was in serious jeopardy, such as Vaclav
Havel®, Otta Bednafova® and Jifi Gans.

in the Archipelago) by Jaromir Savrda, the Magorovy labutf pisné (Magor’s Swan Songs) collection of
poems by Ivan Jirous and the prison correspondence between Viclav and Olga Havel. For more see
LOUCOVA, Petra: Literarni tikol, jak néco napsat, i kdyz clovék vlastné nic napsat nemtize. Cenzura
korespondence politickych véziit v obdobi tzv. normalizace (The Literary Task of how to Write Some-
thing, Even if one Cannot Actually Write Anything. Censorship of Correspondence of Political Pris-
oners in the Period of So-called Normalisation). Securitas Imperii, 2018, No. 33, pp. 80-103; PRIBAN,
Michal et al.: Cesky literdrni samizdat 1949-1989. Edice, asopisy, sborniky (Czech Literary Samizdat 1949~
1989: Editions, magazines, volumes), Academia, Prague 2018.

51 Prison Conditions in Czechoslovakia: January 1989. A Helsinki Watch Report. U.S. Helsinki Watch Commit-
tee, New York 1989.

52 UHL, Petr: Uvod (Foreword). In: GRUNTORAD, Jiii - UHL, Petr. O eskoslovenském vézersti, pp- 11-19,
in particular p. 12.

53 TOMEK,Prokop: Amnesty InternationalaCeskoslovensko(AmnestyInternationaland Czechoslovakia) -see
https://www.amnesty.cz/data/file/834-vons_tomek.pdf?version=1447074797 (quoted version dated
9. 4.2020).

54  TOMEK, Prokop: Puisobeni Amnesty International ve prospéch véznt svédomi (Amnesty Interna-
tional’s work on behalf of prisoners of conscience). Securitas Imperii, 2018, No. 33, pp. 104-128.

55 Viclav Havel (1936-2011), playwright, writer, dissident and politician. Representative of Charter 77
and VONS who was imprisoned on several occasions. At the end of 1989, he was elected President of
Czechoslovakia. He served as President of the Czech Republic until 2003.
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Czechoslovak society began to change in the second half of the 1980s, in connec-
tion with perestroika and glasnost. This was connected to greater openness in the
media, which began serving as a debating forum for various issues. However, these
changes had little effect on the prison system at the management levels of decision-
-making. The prison system was kept as it was; no changes were to be accepted. Sur-
prisingly, it was the prisoners themselves who reacted to the discussions on perestroi-
ka. They saw in perestroika the possibility of being allowed to leave the walls of the
prison and benefit from the social changes that perestroika might bring, such as the
opening of borders. On the subject of perestroika, there are an increasing number of voices
saying it is necessary to search for parallels between 1968 and 1988, especially in the area of the
economy. Once again, private businesses are being allowed to operate, unprofitable enterprises
will be shut down and there is also the risk of unemployment. All of this was proposed by Otto
(sic) SikS twenty years ago and today we are returning to it. A large proportion of inmates are
interested in the possibility of starting their own business after leaving prison. According to their
discussions, many of them believe the best thing would be to claim unemployment benefit and to
do some work “on the side” in various businesses.*® Although no changes were permitted
by the Correctional Institution Corps Administration, it appears that the psycholo-
gists and educators who visited prisons in the wake of the 1960s reforms began to
see the light. Many were highly critical of negative phenomena and the emphasis on
discipline and they were aware that these tendencies did not contribute to the pos-
itive treatment of inmates. They were also often more receptive to the discourse on
human rights that some criminal prisoners had learned about from political prison-
ers.® After various consultations and negotiations, they met and discussed possible
changes to the system.®® Until 1989, however, they were bound by the rigid system of
the time and could often rely on achieving just minor concessions from the prison
management, which they managed to negotiate in various ways.®' The events of 1989
acted as a detonator not only at the social level, but also in individual prisons and in
the SNV Administration itself. At last, everything began to move.

56 Otta Bednafova, née Smirousova (born 1927), dissident, journalist, writer, screenwriter, co-founder of
VONS, television and radio editor. In October 1979, she was sentenced to 3 years of imprisonment.
Due to a very poor state of health, the court decided to suspend the sentence and release her on parole.

57 Ota Sik (1919-2004), Czech economist and politician of the Prague Spring, member of the Commu-
nist Party Central Committee. He became known as the father of Czechoslovakia’s economic reforms,
often referred to later as the Third Way.

58  Archiv bezpecnostnich sloZek (Security Service Archives, hereafter ABS), f. Sprava Sboru ndpravné vycho-
vy - odbor vnitini ochrany (Correctional Institution Corps Administration - Internal Security De-
partment) (hereafter SSNV-OVO) - unorganised, k. 67, Svodnd informace po linii vnitini ochrany
o situaci mezi odsouzenymi za mésic duben 1988 (Information pertaining to internal security on
conditions between inmates in April 1988), 25. 4. 1989.

59  AA, interview with Kamila Meclova, conducted on 30. 5. 2019 by Michal Lou¢.

60  Ibid., Fieldwork journal, interview with Lubomir Bajcura, Straz pod Ralskem, 13. 9. 2017.

61  Ibid., interview with Zdenék Kovatik (prison psychologist), conducted on 13. 10. 2018 by Kristyna
Buskova and Michal Loug.
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The prison system at the time of the revolution

The period between 1988 and 1989 saw society activated, with the launch of new
political initiatives and the first major demonstrations. The authorities continued to
criminalise the anti-Communist opposition and any manifestations of disapproval
with the regime. More political prisoners were sent to prison. According to official
data, by the beginning of 1989 there were 246 political prisoners behind bars.* Vaclav
Havel was arrested during the so-called Palach week® and given a nine-month prison
sentence.** He was released in May 1989.° Many other political prisoners were still
being held on remand or were serving prison sentences during the collapse of the
communist regime. According to the SNV’s data, as of November 1, 1989, a total of
309 persons were in prison having been charged or convicted of offences under the
first section of the Criminal Code (Trestni zdkon), i.e. crimes against the state (such
as treason, subversion, defamation of the state and its representatives and sedition).®
However, a political subtext cannot be excluded even for inmates incarcerated under
other sections of the Criminal Code, of whom there were significantly more.®” Just
a few days after November 1989, a leaflet drawn up by VONS listed some 22 politi-
cal prisoners being held on remand or serving prison sentences. They included Josef
Romer®, Petr Hauptmann, Ivan Martin Jirous®, Frantiek Stdrek”, Renata Pinova™,

62  JANAK, Dusan - KYR, Ale§: Niéstin vyvoje Ceskoslovenského vézefistvi v letech 1948-1989 (An Outline
of the Development of the Czechoslovak Prison System 1948-1989). Historickd penologie, 2004, Vol. 2,
No. 5, p. 4.

63 A commemoration to mark the 20th anniversary of the death of Jan Palach grew into a week-long
(January 15-21, 1989) series of demonstrations in Prague that were brutally suppressed by the Com-
munist security forces. They were the biggest demonstrations since 1969.

64 HRON, Jan (ed.): Perzekuce Viclava Havla. Dopisy a dokumenty z let 1968-1989 (The Persecution of Vaclav
Havel. Letters and Documents 1968-1989). Knihovna Vaclava Havla, Prague 2015, p. 285.

65  Tbid, p. 300.

66  Of which one was for treason, seven were for spreading terror, 26 for sabotage, one was for subversion,
eight were for incitement, 27 were for defamation of the state and its representatives, 33 were for
espionage, seven were for threatening to betray state secrets, 198 for leaving the country without per-
mission and one for harming the interests of the state abroad. NA, f. MS - unprocessed, k. MS/SNV
1989, Informace o stavu véznil, Informace o stavu a sloZeni véziii v ndpravné vychovnych tistavech
avéznicich na tizemi CSR k 1. 11. 1989 (Information on the state of prisoners, Information on the sta-
tus and composition of prisoners in correctional institutions and prisons in the territory of Czecho-
slovakia as of November 1, 1989).

67  For example, attacking a public official (1,639 persons) and attacking a state authority or a body of
a social organisation (35 persons). Ibid.

68  Josef Romer (born 1955), political prisoner. As a frequent visitor to the U.S. Embassy Library in
Prague, in 1978 he was sentenced to 11 years in prison for spying, which was later extended by another
two years for a separate criminal case. He served his sentence at Valdice Prison. He was released in
January 1990.

69  Ivan Martin Jirous (1944-2011), called “Magor”, art critic and theoretician, representative of the un-
derground and leader of the rock group The Plastic People of the Universe. From 1973 to 1989 he
was repeatedly imprisoned. In this instance, he was convicted together with Jifi Tichy (born 1946) for
distributing a petition blaming the regime for the death of dissident Pavel Wonka. I. M. Jirous was
sentenced as a repeat offender to 16 months in prison. He served his sentence - unusually for a recid-
ivist - at StrdZ pod Ralskem. He was released on November 25, 1989. SVEHLA, Marek: Magor a jeho
doba (Magor and His Era). Torst, Prague 2017, p. 482.
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Jifi Ruml” and Petr Uhl”.”* But they were just the better known ones. In many cases,
a conviction for a non-political offence was used to conceal the fact that the convic-
tion had in fact been political. Such cases awaited complicated judicial reviews.

Prisoners followed the course of the Velvet Revolution in the media.”” According
to the monthly record produced by the internal security officers, in the first half of
November 1989 the prisoners were not very interested in politics, but after Novem-
ber 17, there was a spike in inmates’ interest in all domestic affairs. [...] The inmates watched
broadcasts from the various mass gatherings of citizens very closely. [...| Some of them were
disappointed that speakers at these gatherings spoke only of a narrow group of charged and
convicted persons, the so-called “prisoners of conscience”.”® They believed the speakers at the
demonstrations were only interested in prominent political prisoners.

The leadership of the Correctional Institution Corps was forced to react to the
unfolding situation. On November 22, 26 and 29, 1989, extraordinary meetings of
the chiefs of staff of the SNV Administration were convened to discuss the political
situation and take various measures. The minutes of those meetings show that at
the first session it was decided to convene officers of the individual correctional institutions,
acquaint them with the facts of the situation and appeal to their conscious discipline, morality
and personal responsibility for carrying out the tasks as set out in the statements issued by
Clomrade] Jakes”” and the governments of the CSSR and the Czech Socialist Republic.”® The
first meeting was also attended by the chairman and agitators of the KSC basic or-
ganisation (ZO KSC). At the second meeting it was decided, amongst other things,
to convene a special session of the whole KSC apparatus within the prison service.”

70 Frantsek “Cunas” Starek (born 1952), member of the underground, Charter 77 signatory and pub-
lisher of Vokno magazine. He spent six months in custody in the 1970s. He was later sentenced twice
over publication of the magazine; first in 1981, for two and a half years, and for the second time in
February 1989, again for two and a half years.

71 Renata Panova (born 1971), a saleswoman from Tabor who produced a banner demanding the release
of political prisoners during a May Day parade, for which she was sentenced to four months in prison.

72 Jifi Ruml (1925-2004), journalist, Charter 77 signatory, taken into custody in October 1989 over the
publication of the “samizdat” Lidové noviny newspaper.

73 Petr Uhl was arrested on November 19, 1989. He spent less than a week in custody. PAVELKA, Zdenko:
Petr Ubl — Délal jsem, co jsem povazoval za spravné (Petr Uhl: I Did What I Thought Was Right). Torst,
Prague 2013, p. 385.

74 BLAZEK, Petr - PAZOUT, Jaroslav: Nejcitlivéjsi misto rezimu. Vybor na obranu nespravedlivé stihanych
(VONS) pobledem svych clenit (The Regime’s Most Sensitive Spot. The Committee for the Defence of
the Unjustly Prosecuted /VONS/ Through the Eyes of its Members). Pulchra, Prague 2008, p. 135.

75 KYR, Ales: Vyvoj situace ve vézenistvi po 17. listopadu 1989 (Developments the in Prison System after
November 17, 1989). Historickd penologie, 2005, Vol. 3, No. 3, p. 1.

76  ABS, f. SSNV-OVO - unorganised, k. 68, Svodnd informace po linii vnitini ochrany o situaci mezi
odsouzenymi za mésic listopad 1989 (Information pertaining to internal security on conditions be-
tween inmates in November 1989), 12. 12. 1989, pp. 1, 3.

77 Milos Jake$ (born 1922), politician and member of the conservative wing of the Communist Party.
From 1977 to 1989 he was a member of the Central Committee of KSC, from December 17,1987 to
November 24,1989 he served as its General Secretary.

78  NA,f.MS - unprocessed, k. MS/SNV 1989, Jednani $tdbu, Zapis z mimoiddného jednani Stabu nacelnika
sprévy SNV CSR rozsifeného o predsedy ZO KSC a aktivisty ZO KSC dne 21. 11. 1989 (Meeting of chiefs
of staff. Minutes from the extraordinary session of the chiefs of staff of the SNV Administration, with
the chairman of the ZO KSC and agitators of the ZO KSC also in attendance, November 21, 1989), p- 1



1989: The Czech prison system at a crossroads

We heard a different view of the atmosphere of the time from Kamila Meclova®,
psychologist at the Pardubice Women’s Prison. Pardubice felt far away from Prague and for
a long time we couldn’t believe that the rule of the communist party was really coming to an end.
There were one or two big meetings in the culture room, where comrade political officer showed
some pictures and told us: “Don’t think for a minute that the students will get away with this. We
won’t let some youngsters who never worked a day in their life disrupt our peace!!!” We felt really
uneasy about it. [...] I didn’t go to any demonstrations. I just quietly wished it would all end well !

The truly fundamental demand during the revolutionary era was the release of po-
litical prisoners. VONS called on President Gustav Husék to set them free, and the co-
ordination centre of Civic Forum (Ob¢anské forum, OF) added its voice on December 4,
1989.8 They laid down a deadline of December 10, 1989.8 On December 8, 1989,
President G. Husédk dutifully declared an amnesty for persons convicted of political
crimes (subversion, incitement, leaving the state without permission, harming the
interests of the state abroad, etc.).** He explained the need for an amnesty by claiming
that the danger to society of many crimes and offences [in Czechoslovakia] had fallen.®> Two
days later G. Husak abdicated. As part of this amnesty, seven people were released
from pre-trial custody and 45 people serving prison sentences were set free.® In fact
by this point, several political prisoners had already been released. On November 26,
1989, Frantisek Stdrek, Ivan Jirous and Petr Cibulka left prison.#” On the same day,

79 Ibid, Zapis z jednani mimofadného $tibu nacelnika spravy SNV CSR (Minutes from the extraordi-
nary session of the chiefs of staff of the SNV Administration), 26. 11. 1989, p. 1.

80  Kamila Meclova (born 1948), psychologist. Worked as a prison psychologist in 1976-1990. Later be-
came the Director of the female prisons in Pardubice and Svétla nad Sazavou, in 1995-1999 served as
the Deputy Director General of the Czech Prison Service and in 2000-2005 as the Director General of
the Prison Service.

81  AA, interview with Kamila Meclova, conducted on 30. 5. 2019 by Michal Lou¢.

82  Civic Forum (OF), a political movement founded on November 19, 1989 as a broad platform of civic
activities promoting the transition to democracy. In Slovakia, a similar role was played by the Verej-
nost proti nésiliu - VPN (Public Against Violence movement).

83  Koordina¢ni centrum OF Zidalo amnestii pro politické vézné (The Civic Forum coordination centre
demands an amnesty for political prisoners). Informace o Charté 77 (Information about Charter 77),
1989, Vol. 12, No. 22, December 9, 1989, p. 7 - see http://scriptum.cz/soubory/scriptum/informace-
-o-charte-77/infoch_1989_22_ocr.pdf (quoted version dated 9. 4. 2020).

84  RUML, Jan: To nemyslite vazné.

85  HLAVACOVA, Veronika: Prosinec 1989. Politicti vézni se dostanou na svobodu. Gustav Husak vyhlasil
amnestii (December 1989. Political Prisoners Released. Gustdv Husik Declares an Amnesty), Radio-
Zurndl, 8. 12. 2014 - see https://radiozurnal.rozhlas.cz/prosinec-1989-politicti-vezni-se-dostanou-a-
-svobodu-gustav-husak-vyhlasil-6283898 (quoted version dated 9. 4. 2020).

86 KYR, Ales: Vyjwoj situace ve vézenistvi po 17. listopadu 1989, p. 1. Among others, Jaroslav Vald (born 1962),
sentenced for attacking a state body and a body of social organisation and Frantisek Kulhdnek (born
1930), sentenced for leaving the country without permission. NA, f. MS - unprocessed, k. MS/SNV
1989 - Denni zpravy (DZ, Daily Reports), Informace pro ministryni spravedlnosti ze dne 15. 12. 1989,
¢j. S SNV - DZ ¢. 178/89 (Information for the Minister of Justice, 15. 12. 1989, ref. No. S SNV - DZ
No. 178/89); Informace pro ministryni spravedlnosti ze dne 20. 12. 1989, ¢j. S SNV - DZ ¢. 179/89
(Information for the Minister of Justice, 20. 12. 1989, ref. No. S SNV - DZ No. 179/89).

87  Ibid., Informace pro ministra spravedlnosti ze dne 28. 11. 1989, ¢j. S SNV - DZ ¢. 168/89 (Information
for the Minister of Justice, from November 28, 1989, ref. No. S SNV - DZ No. 168/89), pp. 1-2.
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Rudolf Zeman and Petr Uhl were released from custody.®® All five were named in the
aforementioned VONS pamphlet.

The collapse of Communism released long-repressed emotions in the highly re-
pressive prison system. The situation was tense. Many prisoners expected the resigna-
tion of the president, and by the end of November most firmly believed in the decla-
ration of a general amnesty.% After all, hoping for an amnesty has always been one of
the constant features of prison life. Prisoners soon began to organise and impose all
sorts of demands, in particular for reviews of their cases, the repeal of paragraphs 41
and 42 of the Criminal Code on re-offending (in the case of repeated offenders, these
clauses made it possible to impose much stricter punishments), changes in the prison
system and last but not least, a general amnesty. They spoke the language of human
rights and resorted to passive resistance in the form of hunger strikes and refusal to
work in support of their demands.”® According to the aforementioned internal secu-
rity bulletins of December 1989, these actions were neutralised with relative success and they
left no consequences for discipline and order, including the performance of work duties®* But
this was not to last, and the prisoners quickly began to radicalise.”

At Christmas 1989 riots broke out in most of the country’s prisons. The disor-
der began on December 23, 1989, when 2,500 inmates at Leopoldov Prison declared
a hunger strike in demand of a general amnesty.”> Czechoslovak Television reported
on the event on the same day, which inspired inmates at other prisons to follow suit.**
Prisoners went on hunger strike at Mirov and Hefmanice prisons, petitions were cre-
ated at Horni Slavkov and Strdz pod Ralskem prisons, at Valdice Prison the prisoners
had to be promised negotiations with the Czech National Council, Justice Minister
Dagmar Bure$ova® was dispatched to Minkovice Prison, and the Chairman of the
Czech National Council Jaroslav Safaiik® travelled to Vinafice Prison. Officials from
the SNV Administration were also sent to selected prisons.”

88  Ibid., Informace pro ministra spravedlnosti ze dne 27. 11. 1989, ¢j. S SNV - DZ ¢. 167/89 (Information
for the Minister of Justice, from November 27, 1989, ref. No. S SNV - DZ No. 167/89), p. 1.

89  ABS, f. SSNV-OVO - unorganised, k. 68, Svodnd informace po linii vnitini ochrany o situaci mezi
odsouzenymi za mésic listopad 1989 (Information pertaining to internal security on conditions be-
tween inmates in November 1989), 12. 12. 1989, p. 3.

90  KYR, Ales: Vyjvoj situace ve vézeristvi po 17. listopadu 1989, p. 1.

91  ABS, f. SSNV-OVO - unorganised, k. 68, Svodnd informace po linii vnitini ochrany o situaci mezi
odsouzenymi za mésic listopad 1989, 12. 12. 1989, p. 3.

92 Ibid.

93 Chronologie (Chronology), 12. 1. 2000 - see https://archiv.ihned.cz/c1-740116-chronologie (quoted
version dated 9. 4. 2020).

94  NA, f. MS - unprocessed, k. MS/SNV 1989 - Jedndni $tabu (Meeting of the chiefs of staff), Viem
Gtvartim - pfiloha Zapisu z mimofddného jednani $tabu nacelnika spravy SNV CSR dne 24. 12. 1989
(To all services - Annex to the minutes of the extraordinary meeting of the chiefs of staff of the SNV
Administration on December 24, 1989), p. 1.
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There’s a brief mention of the unrest at Minkovice Prison in the memoirs of pris-
on guard Josef Vondruska®: However, then came December 24[, 1989], when they started
broadcasting the rebellion at Leopoldov Prison on television [...]. Around midnight [you could
hear] a terrible racket coming from the prison; someone was throwing projectiles, and that was
it, I got dressed and off I went. The inmates started throwing their bowls out of the windows,
screaming and so on. At night we left them to their own devices, during the day there were ne-
gotiations on how things should be run from now on (will they still be made to work?). Various
commissions started turning up again. Then amidst all this came Havel’s [presidential]| am-
nesty. [...| After that, the management team running the prison basically disintegrated and from
then on the institution was basically run directly by the department of correctional institutions.*
Minkovice Prison was notorious for its very harsh regime and numerous political
prisoners. A largescale uprising had broken out there in April 1968, too.'®

We also spoke to two warders who experienced the Minkovice Prison revolt. Ward-
er Svoboda summarised it very briefly: There was only one revolt, in Minkovice Prison on
Christmas 1989. We weren’t inside. We were in the complex, but not in the barracks because
those idiots kept throwing stuff at us.”*" We have learned some more details from warder
Cerny who was mostly annoyed that he couldn’t be with his two children on Christ-
mas. It started on the night of December 23, 1989. [...] On Christmas Day at 9 in the morning,
the emergency driver arrived saying there was “a bit of a riot going on”. I packed my things, said
goodbye to my family and went. I only returned home one week later. On New Year’s Eve. |...]
The prisoners threw everything they could find at us. They did not respond to any of our orders
and commands to cease their unlawful bebaviour. There were all sorts of banners banging from
the windows. |...] We were on duty all week. [...] When it was relatively quiet or when we were
too exhausted, there was a large meeting room with some mattresses where we slept in sleeping
bags. |...] Something was going on all the time. There were about 1,100 prisoners at that time.
When the situation in unit H calmed down a bit, it flared up again in unit C so we had to go
there. The guard dogs were constantly on duty. They didn’t really intervene, but when a dog
barked once or twice, the prisoners became more careful and stopped their unlawful bebaviour
12 The main memory of the revolt seems to
focus on the displayed banners and objects thrown from windows. There are also
numerous photographs of the prison yard covered in various items.

because they were worried about their safety.

97  NA, f. MS - unprocessed, k. MS/SNV 1989 - Jednani stidbu (Meeting of chiefs of staff), Zapis z mi-
moftidného jednani $tibu nacelnika spravy SNV CSR dne 24. 12. 1989 (Minutes from the extraordi-
nary session of the chiefs of staff of the SNV on December 24, 1989), pp. 1-2.

98  Josef Vondruska (born 1948), between 1972 and 1990 a guard at Minkovice Prison. Later a politician
and MP for the Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia (Komunisticka strana Cech a Moravy,
KSCM). Former political prisoners accuse him of physically attacking them.

99 VONDRUSKA, Josef: Z drubé strany katru (From the Other Side of the Prison Gate). Futura, Prague
2012, p. 40.

100 HARTMAN, Ivo: Vzpoura véziiti v NVU Minkovice v roce 1968 v zrcadle materilnich $kod zptiso-
benych vézni (The Revolt by Prisoners at NVU Minkovice in 1968 as Reflected in the Material Damage
Caused by Prisoners). Historickd penologie, 2018, Vol. 16, No. 2, pp. 2-13.

101 AA, interview with Mr. Svoboda (pseudonym) (a prison guard), conducted on 5. 3. 2019 by Michal
Lou¢.

102 AA, interview with Mr. Cerny (pseudonym) (a prison guard), conducted on 4. 11. 2019 by Michal Lou.
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What led the convicts to revolt? They were particularly angered by the behaviour
of some SNV officers, and there was also dissatisfaction with the quality of food, ac-
commodation, hygiene, medical care and working conditions. They also had reserva-
tions about the length of sentences. The SNV Administration responded by declaring
a full emergency, which the inmates interpreted as a demonstration of strength.'®
In the meantime, however, the first changes in the functioning of the prison system
were taking shape.

One of the fundamental promises of the euphoria of the revolutionary and post-
-revolutionary period was the humanisation of the prison system.'** Many opponents
of the regime had first-hand experience of prison and soon after the events of No-
vember 1989 wanted to contribute to their radical transformation. The first prac-
tical steps, however, were somewhat random, and corresponded to the spontaneity
of the overall developments in society. On December 5, 1989, the respected lawyer
Dagmar Buresova became Minister of Justice, and significantly eased the regime in
prisons; on January 5, 1990 she dismissed the Head of the SNV Administration, Jaro-
slav Kone¢ny.'” SNV officers stopped wearing uniforms and were unarmed, the food
improved, prisoners were no longer required to have their heads shaved and were
allowed to watch TV more often.'” More frequent visits and the possibility of receiv-
ing more packages were also important improvements. Nevertheless, fresh petitions,
hunger strikes and strikes were still emerging. The prisons were visited by politicians
who tried to calm the situation by negotiating with representatives of prisoners.

Another example of some easing of the conditions in prisons was the removal of
metal gratings on windows, colloquially called “biscuits”, which made it harder to
look out and restricted air circulation. One of the warders complained in the inter-
view that when they were removed, prisoners could throw things at him: It was this
steel frame with a dense steel grating which meant you couldn’t smuggle anything in or throw
anything out. [...] The minister of justice knew little about prison security and bad the biscuits
removed. [...] The prisoners got one fourth of a loaf of bread each. They let the bread go stale and
bard, and when they managed to bit your head with it down on the yard, it really burt. Not as
much as a mess tin, though. They threw all that at us when the biscuits were removed. Later they
were reinstalled, slightly different.’”

103 KYR, Ales: Vo situace ve vézeristvi po 17. listopadu 1989, p. 2.

104 POLAK, Miroslav: Od stiedovékého hradu k makarenkovskym tibortim. Cesta po tiech moravskych
véznicich (From a Medieval Castle to the Makarenkov Camps. A Journey through Three Moravian
Prisons). Metropolitan, 29. 10. 1991, p. S.

105  Jaroslav Konecny (born 1932), engineering worker, joined the Nikolaj labour camp in Jachymov in
1955 as a guard. Between 1965 and 1983 he served as Head of Vsehrdy Prison, and between 1983 and
1990 as Head of the SNV Administration. HLADIK, Ondfej: Biograficky slovnik nicelnikti ndpravné
vychovnych Gstavii a véznic v 70. a 80. letech 20. stoleti (Biography of the Heads of Correctional Insti-
tutes and Prisons in the 1970s and 1980s). Historickd penologie, 2017, Vol. 15, No. 2, p. 90.

106 LAMPER, Ivan: Boufe trva dal (The Storm Continues). Respekt, 1990, Vol. 1, No. 1 (14. 3. 1990), p. 5 -
see hteps://www.respekt.cz/tydenik/1990/1/boure-trva-dal (quoted version dated 9. 4. 2020).

107 AA, interview with Mr. Cerny (pseudonym) (a prison guard), conducted on 4. 11. 2019 by Michal Loug.
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The prisons acted as a stage with many actors of conflicting interests on both sides.
The inmates set up prison forums, which formulated a number of demands regard-
ing human rights, demanding their publication in the press and negotiations with
politicians.'® The term prison forum referred to the political movement Civic Forum
established in November 1989 in the Czech part of Czechoslovakia. By January 3,
1990 alone, there were 215 spokespersons of prison forums recorded in the coun-
try’s prisons.’” An open letter by prisoners at Valdice Prison containing 16 demands
was published at the beginning of 1990 in Information about Charter 77.° A similar
prison initiative - Charter 90 - was established on February 11, 1990 at Mirov Prison.
Its signatories demanded visits to the prison by an inspection commission, an imme-
diate review of all sentences and the abolition of clauses on recidivism.'"! A branch
of the Roma Citizens’ Initiative was also established at Valdice Prison, where Roma
prisoners from each prison wing elected their spokesperson.''?

It was also clear during the revolution that even SNV officers themselves did not
represent a single homogenous group of opinion. Prison officers who were dissat-
isfied with the current situation and practices in the Czechoslovak prison system
therefore established their own SNV Members’ Forums at the end of the year. The
prison heads and their colleagues, on the other hand, made efforts to restrict such
activities during this period.'?

Members of various commissions of the Czech National Council and Civic Forum
visited the prisons to help to calm the situation. The commissions also supervised the
implementation of measures that had been proposed.'™ Later there was criticism in
the press that the commissions had not consulted promises made to prisoners with
the prison authorities, and when such promises were not kept, tensions amongst the
prisoners quickly reappeared. For example, Milan Pavlik, Director”® of Plzen-Bory
Prison, recalled in 1992: The old law on prisons stayed valid until June 1990. The current
one is slightly less stringent; it allows more visits and packages can be a few kilos heavier, but
that’s about it. Yet, starting in January 1990, various civic commissions started promising prison-
ers all sorts of things. Want to watch TV until the morning? Why not. But in a building housing
560 people — and this would be true of any institution, not just a prison — you have to maintain

108 Some of the negotiations between Prison Forum representatives at Valdice Prison were captured by
the Czechoslovak Television programme T7et/ ndpravnd (Third corrective) (1990) - see https://www.
ceskatelevize.cz/porady/897130-treti-napravna/290480710010024/ (quoted version dated 9. 4. 2020).

109 KYR, Ales: Vyvoj situace ve vézeristvi po 17, listopadu 1989, p. 2.

110  Otevieny dopis z NVU Valdice (Open letter from NVU Valdice). Informace o Charté 77, Vol. 13, No. 1
(5. 1. 1990), pp. 7-9 - see http://scriptum.cz/soubory/scriptum/informace-o-charte-77/
infoch_1990_01_ocr.pdf (quoted version dated 9. 4. 2020).

111 SPURNY, Jaroslav: Obrazy z véznic (Pictures from Prison). Respekt, 1990, Vol. 1, No. 6 (18. 4. 1990),
p- S - see https://www.respekt.cz/tydenik/1990/6/obrazy-z-veznic (quoted version dated 9. 4. 2020).

112 -r-:Romskd iniciativa také zde (The Roma Initiative is also here). Valdické noviny, 1990, Vol. 1 (March), p. 3.

113 TICHY, Jifi: ,Dvéiuj, ale provéfuj (“Trust but Verify”). Respekt, 1990, Vol. 1, No. 23 (15. 8. 1990),
p- 2 - see https://www.respekt.cz/tydenik/1990/23/duveruj-ale-proveruj (quoted version dated
9. 4. 2020).

114 KYR, Ales: Vyvoj situace ve vézeristvi po 17, listopadu 1989, p. 3.
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STUDIES




n
i
a)]
o
=
%]

Klara Pinerova — Michal Lou¢

a certain degree of order. Now, when we demand it from prisoners, they invoke all sorts of com-
missions and call us totalitarians, Communists, screw bastards and God knows what else.''®

Independent initiatives and non-profit organisations continued their interest
in the prison system. In addition to the established organisations, such as VONS,
new ones also appeared. One example is the Committee for the Protection of Prison
Rights, which was established on March 6, 1990 in Prague, and whose founders in-
cluded former political prisoner Josef Romer and clergyman and Charter 77 signa-
tory Josef Kordik'”."® Viclav Benda'® said about VONS’ activities in the prisons: In
1989/[19]90 we were very active. We tried to humanise the prison system, we filed requests for
amnesties, we worked in various commissions. Paradoxically, after November [19]89, I spent
my fifth Christmas in prison, not locked up this time, but trying to calm some revolt or other,
holding negotiations with prisoners, and so on."° New arrivals also joined the prison ser-
vice. Former dissident Zbynék Cefovsky'*' was appointed Director of Prague’s Pank-
rac Prison. The clerics Ales Jaluska'® and Josef Kordik began working at Valdice Pris-
on immediately after the revolution. According to J. Kordik, there was great tension
in the prison at that time: [SNV] officers were aware that the old order was coming to an
end, and they needed somebow to justify their existence. It was obvious that they were trying
to provoke the prisoners. On the other hand, the prisoners did not want to work, referring to
hitherto unreasonably harsh working demands and poor conditions. At every step, one stumbled
upon the consequences of the cruel behaviour of State Security. It was a terrible time.'>® He was
also surprised at the number of political prisoners in Valdice Prison who had been
convicted under criminal paragraphs of the law.!?* The same problem was raised by
journalist Jaroslav Spurny.?*

As already mentioned, not all SNV officers welcomed the revolutionary events
and some disagreed with the changes. The press even reported that they were making

116 REBOUN, Ota: Kam dal, baso? (Where Next, Slammer?). Kuvéty, 1992, Vol 2, No. 3, p. 5.

117 Josef Kordik (born 1948), Catholic priest, prison chaplain at Valdice Prison from 1990 to 2013. A signa-
tory of Charter 77, in 1981 his state licence to practice was revoked and he was convicted of obstructing
the state’s supervision of the church. He was allowed to return to the priesthood at the end of 1989.

118 LAMPER, Ivan: Bouse trvd ddl.

119 Vaclav Benda (1946-1999), politician and dissident, representative of Charter 77 and VONS. He was
imprisoned from 1979 to 1983. After 1989, he was a parliamentary deputy, senator, and chairman of
the Christian Democrats as well as the director of the Office for the Documentation and Investigation
of the Crimes of Communism (Ufad dokumentace a vySetfovani zlo¢inti komunismu Policie CR,
UDVZK PCR), a department of the Czech police force.

120 DRDA, Adam: Vybor na obranu nespravedlivé stihanych (historie, vyznam, budoucnost) (The Com-
mittee for the Defence of the Unjustly Prosecuted /History, Significance, Future/). Revolver Revue,
1995, No. 3, p. 112.

121 Zbynék Cefovsky (born 1931), Czechoslovak People’s Army officer who was expelled from the Com-
munist Party and dismissed from the army over his opposition to the 1968 Soviet-led occupation. As
a signatory of Charter 77, he was subsequently forced into exile as part of the secret police ,,Asanace”
(“Sanitation”) operation.

122 Ales Jaluska (born 1947), Czechoslovak Hussite Church priest from Lomnice nad Popelkou and pris-
on chaplain at Valdice Prison. He first visited Valdice Prison on December 26, 1989, in response to
reports of a revolt, and worked there for 24 years.
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threats to prisoners that everything would soon return to the old ways.’* Among
those who perceived the changes negatively was Minkovice Prison guard Josef Von-
druska: It was the end of 1988; the biggest gangsters were suddenly talking all this nonsense
about human rights — which they violated every day in their relations with each other. Well,
somehow we struggled on with the problems, some of them we just put off to be honest, until the
glorious days of November 1989. First there was confusion, with occasional attempts to keep the
department running. Nobody dared to guess what would bappen next, where the next petition
would come from, against whom, it was just a total mess. [...| External commissions came and
went; most of them negotiated with the bead of the Clorrectional|E[ducational]A[ctivity]
(NVC) department and the prison psychologist or their deputies. There were various outrageous
demands from both inmates and commission members. 1 just stuck with my team. I didn’t really
give a fig about all that stuff.**" It is hard to say how many SNV officers shared J. Vondrus-
ka’s view of events, but it was most likely a typical attitude among those Communist
Party members devoted to the regime. It is significant that in his memoirs J. Von-
druska boasts of how one of his classmates from the National Security Corps College
(VS SNB) had confided to him that he considered J. Vondruska to be the very model
of a socialist prison officer.'® Given such an accolade, it is unsurprising to learn the lack
of respect with which J. Vondruska - who left the prison service soon afterwards at
his own request - speaks about human rights or the political prisoners at Minkovice
Prison (he refers to the Charter 77 activists imprisoned there as “dirty losers”).!?

The Internal Security Department - considered to be an extension of State Se-
curity (StB) - continued to function inside the prisons for several months after the
revolution. In 1990 the aforementioned chaplains Ales Jaluska and Josef Kordik con-
fided in the press that they faced strong resistance from the outset, especially from
Internal Security officers, who were most irritated by the chaplains’ A. Jaluska refusal
to pass on information given to them by prisoners during confession.”® From the
beginning they had considered the Bible as subversive literature, and when Father
Jaluska brought communion wine to the prison, they accused him of smuggling in
“litres of alcohol”. Jaluska even claimed that Internal Security officers had tried to use
the false testimony of his colleague against him and subsequently spread rumours
about homosexual contact between clergy and prisoners.” He therefore refused to
countenance their further existence inside the prisons: It’s absolutely clear. As long as the
OVO is allowed to operate in the prison, there will be problems. If these “cousins” of the StB stay
there, it will be difficult to build our prison system on a bumane basis.'** The Internal Security
Department was indeed abolished on April 11, 1990.** Almost none of its members
later passed the vetting process in the 1990s (see below).
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As far as their resistance to democratic reforms is concerned, some have speculat-
ed that Internal Security officers (and other employees of the SNV) might have been
involved in inciting the prison riots, using their confidantes amongst prisoners. Their
motive was allegedly to destroy evidence of economic crimes they had themselves
committed in the prisons.”** Clergyman Josef Kordik said that for corrupt officers
at Valdice Prison the “Leopoldov Prison situation” would suit their interests - the
prison would be set on fire and their transgressions would be forgotten for a while.
According to J. Kordik, more than half of the forty spokespersons in the Valdice
Prison forum alone were informers for the Internal Security Department.'

“Havel’s amnesty”

As of January 1, 1990, there were 19,741 people serving prison sentences and another
2,537 being held on remand."*® President Viclav Havel’s first steps after taking of-
fice on December 29, 1989 included an extensive amnesty, which was drawn up by
a number of people, in particular Otakar Motejl'”’, Pavel Rychetsky"® and Dagmar
BureSovd."*® People associated with VONS were also involved.'® As the dissident Len-
ka Mareckova'! said later: The idea behind the amnesty was to compensate for the communist
regime’s infamous harshness. After dozens of years of persecutions and misuse of power by the
state and the justice apparatus, it was necessary to loosen their grip, weed out their ranks and
remedy the situation, which included regulating some sentences that even the general public con-
sidered too strict. [...] The scope of the amnesty was designed in line with the effort to transform
a police state into a new state based on the rule of law, the values of democracy and human
rights.'** The amnesty turned out to be a magnanimous and yet risky move.

134 Ibid.; SPURNY, Jaroslav: Jak to bylo v Leopoldové? (What Happened At Leopoldov?). Respekt, 1990,
Vol. 1, No. 13 (6. 6. 1990), p. 5 - see https://www.respekt.cz/tydenik/1990/13 /jak-to-bylo-v-leopoldove
(quoted version dated 9. 4. 2020).

135 KORDIK, Josef: Hrozi dal$i pozar (Valdice 11. 1. 1990 - 10. 5. 1990) (The Risk of Another Fire /Valdice
January 11, 1990 - May 10, 1990/). Respekz, 1990, Vol. 1, No. 10 (16. 5. 1990) - see https://www.respekt.
cz/tydenik/1990/10/hrozi-dalsi-pozar-valdice-11-1-1990-10-5-1990 (quoted version dated 9. 4. 2020).
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137 Otakar Motejl (1932-2010), a lawyer who often defended dissidents during the Communist Party
dictatorship. After 1989, he became the first ombudsman of the Czech Republic.

138 Pavel Rychetsky (born 1943), lawyer and politician, Charter 77 signatory and co-founder of Civic
Forum. After 1989 he served, among other positions, as deputy Prime Minister and Senator for the
Czech Social Democratic Party. Since 2013 he has been a judge and Chairman of the Constitutional
Court of the Czech Republic.
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terview with Karel Hvizd'ala, Remarks, Documents) (published in English as To The Castle And Back).
Gallery, Prague 2006, p. 69.
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141  Lenka Mareckova (born 1963), Charter 77 signatory, member of VONS and other independent organi-
sations. In 1984, she was handed a seven-month custodial sentence over the public recitation of verses
from her collection of poetry At Zije spolecnost (Long Live Society). She spent five months in prison.

142 MARECKOVA, Lenka: Vykrogeni do svobody (First steps in freedom). In: BLASCAK, Fedor (ed.):
Ampnestie: Svoboda jako tlustd Cdra za minulosti (Amnesty. A thick Line Separating us from the Past).
Slovart, Prague 2019, p. 41.
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Under the amnesty, by January 21, 1990, 15,392 inmates and persons on remand
were released from the three correctional groups in the prison system of the Czech
Socialist Republic (the total number of those released in the Czechoslovak federation
was some 23,000 prisoners)."* The amnesty pertained to those serving sentences of
less than two years (less than three years in the case of unintentional offences). Other
inmates had their sentences reduced by between a third and one half. Prosecution of
those who faced less than three years in prison was halted. The amnesty did not apply
to extremely dangerous repeat offenders or those who had committed murder, rape
or other serious crimes."** By the end of 1991, of the 12,600 convicted prisoners and
those held on remand who had been released in the amnesty, half of those convicted
and a third of the remand prisoners had been arrested for committing new crimes
and prosecuted.'®

The 1990 amnesty became a major theme for V. Havel’s critics and tabloid jour-
nalism. It was associated with an increase in crime - opponents emphasised the seri-
ous crimes committed by those released under the amnesty. A very widespread myth
claims that Havel “released murderers from prison”."¢ The prisons emptied, but due
to the rising crime rate, they quickly started to fill up again. V. Havel himself rejected
this criticism. He later said in an interview with journalist Karel Hvizdala: I've been
criticised for the amnesty of January 1990 for fifteen years without anyone being able to explain
why it was wrong. Did it increase crime? No, that was increased by completely different things.
In 1990, if I remember correctly, amnestied prisoners accounted for nine percent of offences
in the Czech Lands and seven percent in Slovakia, which is a little more than the annual rate
of crimes committed by those released from prison. |[...] I later read statistics and penological
analyses of the amnesty and they did not correspond to the content of the complaints against me.
Yes, it was a truly generous move. But it was a necessary one in order to make it clear that the
situation was changing fundamentally and that we wanted to break with the depravity which
was the ballmark of Communist justice."” This corresponds to the findings of the crimi-
nologist Alena MareSova that the amnesty was not the primary and decisive factor in
the post-revolutionary increase in crime. According to her, the amnesty was a logical
consequence of social change and decriminalisation, but at the same time it was risky
to release so many prisoners at once, both in terms of their re-socialisation and soci-
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ety’s response to such a move."*® Lenka Mareckova thinks that this harsh and often
unfair criticism of the amnesty dissuaded Vaclav Havel from ever trying again. Yet
many people thought an amnesty was needed, if only because prisons were too full."*

The semi-autobiographical book by Dorel Levron (born Jozef Patocz in 1966) of-
fers an interesting testimony of the revolution and the amnesty through the eyes of
a criminal prisoner. He spent November 1989 in prison in Ruzomberok. He describes
his desire to participate in the overthrow of the old regime. He wanted to inform the
public about inhuman conditions in prison, and his fellow prisoners set up a com-
mittee that made various demands of the prison management. He was finally released
in the January 1990 amnesty. He described his first moments of freedom as follows:
I stopped by a group of guys who’d been let out [of prison] a bit before me. Straight away they
put a bottle in my hand. I downed some, shook their hands, we wished each other good luck, and
then 1 tried to get out of Ruzomberok as quickly as possible. In the midst of the total anarchy that
ruled everywhere, the cops were walking oblivious through the streets, no one bad any respect
for them anwymore. It was clear to me that alcobol would soon do its job and that on the very
same day a new page of criminological history would begin to be written.”*® D. Levron himself
would spend just 66 days as a free man before being arrested again.'*!

The Leopoldov Prison revolt

Despite some measures already having been taken, riots broke out in various prisons
in early 1990. This was undoubtedly due to the dissatisfaction of prisoners not cov-
ered by the January amnesty. According to the prison historian Ale$ Kyr, the most
serious problems were at Hefmanice and Ostrov nad Ohfi prisons. At Hefmanice
Prison on January 22, 1990, 295 inmates declared a hunger strike, which ended on
January 25 when - in addition to officials from the SNV Administration - a Catholic
priest and a representative of the Ostrava Civic Forum met with them."* At Ostrov
nad Ohfi Prison riots broke out on January 21, 1990, after the arrival of inmates
transferred there from Minkovice Prison, which had just been shut down. The prob-
lem was solved by moving them to Plzen-Bory Prison.'s?

Without doubt the most serious incident in that period took place at Leopoldov
Prison in Slovakia, where, unlike in other jails, there were not simply riots but a vio-
lent revolt. In January 1990, members of a commission sent by the Slovak National

Council (including Jan Lango$'**) arrived at the prison to reassure prisoners who had
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gone on strike over the extent of the presidential amnesty (just 652 prisoners were
released from Leopoldov Prison'*). Over time, 217 prisoners barricaded themselves
in their cells. Their main demand was an amendment to the section of the Criminal
Code covering repeat offenders. Before the rebellion, a Slovak National Council com-
mission paid nine visits to the prison, the last taking place four days before the out-
break of violence, when they were told that the prisoners were determined to use all
means necessary, including escape, to gain freedom.”* In mid-March 1990, the rebels
really did take control of the prison for two weeks, and it took more than 1,000 armed
members of the security forces to regain control, not before prisoners had set fire to
part of the building.’” The damage was estimated at 30 million crowns. One prisoner
died and 29 were wounded, with 11 members of the security forces suffering injuries.
In 1993, 61 people were sentenced for their participation in the revolt.'s

Minor disturbances continued. In the spring of 1990, there were riots, among oth-
ers, at Litoméfice, Brno-Bohunice and Prague-Ruzyné prisons, which was put down
on May 28,1990 by Federal Interior Ministry riot police. In July 1991, revolts broke
out at Horni Slavkov and Vinafice prisons." And there were more such cases. In
1990, at Valdice Prison, staff managed to calm the situation and a revolt was prevent-
ed.’ This had not been easy, as implied by an article of the time by Valdice Prison
chaplain Josef Kordik: When the commissions came bere in January, with a sense of good will
and convinced that everything would go smoothly in the new society and that injustice would no
longer be tolerated, they promised inmates that unjust prosecutions would quickly be reviewed.
Promises were made of this bappening by very specific deadlines. Files were quickly collected,
assessments were written. The deadline came and went — nothing. A month passed — nothing.
Four months — nothing. Therefore, there were many outbursts of anger among the inmates who
felt a burning sense of injustice. I admire the discipline and patience of the inmates that nothing
more serious has so far bappened.’ The then Head of Valdice Prison, Jan Matucha, was
even given the nickname “The Valdice Brubaker”'*? by journalists, a reference to the
well-known 1980 Hollywood film starring Robert Redford.
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The violence of the revolts at Leopoldov Prison in 1990 and Vinafice Prison in
1991 shocked the public.’® During the communist dictatorship, prisons were a state
within a state and ordinary people had virtually no idea what went on inside them.'*
Many were confronted with the real state of the prison system for the first time dur-
ing the Leopoldov Prison riots. Their surprise can be illustrated by this extract from
a period newspaper article: Tiwo years have passed since the revolution in our prison system.
It must be said that, unlike the November one, this revolution was nowhere near as velvet. It left
wounded and dead, as well as the burnt-out prison walls. However, for the first time in many
decades, the Leopoldov Prison uprising in the spring of 1990 gave the public an opportunity to see
the world beyond that high wall, without the Potemkin villages standing in front of it. It showed the
true face of Communist jails, where elementary human rights were trampled under the guise of
noble ideals and re-education.’> However, the course of the uprising did little to improve
the public’s view of the prisoners. According to journalist Jaroslav Spurny, the certain
reputation that prisoners had won during December [1989] and January [1990] was also de-
stroyed. After the revolt; they were once again seen as animals, violent and incorrigible.'*® The
revolt, he wrote, was also detrimental to awareness of the poor conditions in prisons:
Less is said now about conditions in prisons, about the total social and mental hopelessness of
most prisoners and even those who received amnesty. For years it was said that inmates got what
they deserved. They pointed to violent crimes such as murder and rape... Objective reports and
analyses are still something of a rarity today. And so to the large majority of the public, the state
of the country’s prisons is unknown.'s’

The escape of seven prisoners from Leopoldov Prison on November 23, 1991, be-
came a symbolic end to the rebellion. During the escape they killed five guards, while
one fellow prisoner and two more guards were seriously injured. The leader of the es-
cape, Tibor Polgari, (Polgari himself killed three people and seriously injured two!®)
had a year earlier been the ringleader of the Leopoldov Prison revolt.'®® Following the
murders at Leopoldov Prison, there were rising calls for the reintroduction of the
death penalty (which had been abolished in May 1990) and the overall tightening
of the prison regime. Letters and resolutions calling for the renewal of the death
penalty were published by the press.””® One of them was even penned by prisoners at
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Straz pod Ralskem Prison.'”! The evangelical priest Karel Veprek, who visited Ostrov,
Valdice and Prague-Pankric prisons, summed up the atmosphere as follows: Calls
opposing humanisation, for the restoration of the death penalty and criticism of prisoners’ work
ethic have resulted in the gap between wider society and inmates remaining huge. Prisoners
themselves, meanwbile, believe that the humanisation of the prison system has not even begun
yet. Mawy still consider themselves political prisoners. It is hard for them to accept that the same
officers who guarded them before the revolution are still guarding them today."’

While at the time of the Leopoldov Prison revolt, the public’s attention was fo-
cused on poor conditions in prisons, after a series of riots and the murderous escape
from Leopoldov Prison in 1991, there was once again a chorus of voices calling for
a “tightening of the screws”. The situation was summed up by the weekly Kvéty: Yes,
Leopoldov. For the first time in the spring of 1990, at this famous jail near Trnava, the carapace
of the Socialist prison system burst, and the people were dumbstruck in borror at what lay
beneath. In the weeks and montbs that followed, prisoners became the heroes of the day. Their
testimony was listened to as the word of God, and the guards were barely able to show their faces
in public as they were the very embodiment of totalitarianism. [...] From the ashes of Leopoldov
Prison, meanwbile, vose a new concept of a prison service, full of pastel colours. But a year and
a half later, Leopoldov was here again. The bodies of five murdered prison guards lay within
in its walls. Public opinion once again showed its tendency to view things in black and white.
Those who so recently tended towards bumanisation in all aspects of life, suddenly did not want
to hear a word of it. Parliament and even individual correctional institutions received hundreds
of resolutions demanding the immediate reintroduction of the death penalty. They urged prison
directors to take a bard line..."> SNV officers were also deeply concerned about their
safety.”* The SNV Directorate General stressed far greater emphasis on discipline and
safety for its officers.

“Cleaning up” the department

As in other spheres of society, the prison system introduced a vetting process for all
SNV officers. It was launched in June 1990. Officers of the SNV Directorate General'”®
were screened by the Central Vetting Commission, led initially by Petr Uhl'®, who was
replaced by Milan Hulik after P. Uhl was appointed to a different post.””” M. Hulik
explained the necessity of the vetting as follows: Democratising and bumanising the prison
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system was not possible with faithful and dedicated members of the Communist praetorian guard
who, besides being responsible for the past, were incapable of adapting to the new democratic con-
ditions.””® On the other hand, for some warders who received a positive evaluation, this
was a career opportunity. One of them was a warder with whom Petr Uhl had some
personal experience: There was a warder at Mirov Prison who was so kind to all prisoners
that when I was the chairman of the vetting committee, I let him pass and also belped him climb
up the ranks.® The Commission concentrated on vetting the heads of prisons and
their deputies®®, both in terms of their continued employment in the service itself
and their presence on local review boards working at 35 prison facilities across the
country. The Central Vetting Commission also included dissident Lenka Mareckova,
lawyer and dissident Hana Marvanova'® and several members of the SNV Directorate
General who were regarded as possessing the requisite moral credit.'®

Local commissions usually comprised three members. They were appointed by
the head of the SNV Directorate General, Zdenék Karabec,'® based on nominations
by the chairman of the Central Vetting Commission and with the approval of the
Minister of Justice, Leon Richter.’* Representatives of various independent organ-
isations - Konfederace politickych vézit Ceskoslovenska (The Confederation of
Czechoslovak Political Prisoners)'®, VONS, KAN™¢ - were also nominated to the
commissions. SNV officers, who were also predominantly members of the SNV
Members’ Forum, participated in the work of the commissions as associate mem-
bers. The vetting process examined candidates’ expertise as well as their moral char-
acter and views on the democratisation of society.’®” A basic source of information
were the personnel files of persons under investigation and the testimony of former
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prisoners, especially dissidents, and those SNV officers who were not compromised
in some way. However, the scope of the measures adopted was limited by the need to
maintain the functioning of the prison system.'® Former political prisoner Frantisek
Starek had this to say about the committees: The committees were very, very gentle about
it. I actually wrote a request concerning one warder who made my life bell in Horni Slavkov
Prison. I didn’t want him to be fired, but I asked the committee to not let him directly work
with prisoners. That did not bappen. He admitted that be was a bit stricter with me, but claimed
that it wasn’t because I was a political prisoner. It had absolutely no consequences for him. The
committees’ decisions could be excessive.’®® One narrator, who worked at the Minko-
vice Prison, remembered a committee that fired a young warder who was still in his
probational period: They sacked him because of his father who was in Internal Security at
Minkovice Prison. [...] The young boy was completely different. Never was in the “Party”. But
be bhad to go. The times were really hard. He was transferred with us from Minkovice to the
Liberec Prison, but couldn’t work there because of his father. What was it he could have done,
still in bis probational period?'*°

The ongoing vetting process obviously caused nervousness on both sides. Those
prisoners who had complained about corrupt prison officers in the months after
1989, for example, were worried that they would pass the vetting process: In spite of all
the humanising measures, or perbaps because of them, fear stalks Valdice Prison. It’s a double
fear. Those SNV officers most at risk at failing the vetting procedure are afraid of losing their jobs.
Those prisoners who were most active in pointing out their unlawful behaviour are afraid they’ll
pass the vetting procedure.” Many SNV officers feared they would fail vetting and would
be dismissed from the service. Some had already left because they knew they would
never pass or because they opposed the new regime. The aforementioned prison
guard Josef Vondruska, who asked to be dismissed from the prison service at the end
of February 1990, summed up his reasons in his memoirs: Following the events of 1989
and the subsequent revolt at NVU Minkovice in December 1989, I came to the conclusion that
the time had come to leave. I think that my mood at that time can once again be summed up by
a single quote, this time from the work of Katetina Perknerovd (author of “Whom the Interior
Ministry Serves”): “A person possessing a certain moral and philosophical integrity cannot serve
Husdk at one moment and Havel the next. Nobody re-forms his way of thinking. And in a job
that requires 100 percent loyalty and devotion, it would immediately be clear. To apply for a po-
sition in today’s state apparatus would be an extremely unethical, monstrous and unacceptable
thing.”** Also the first leader of vetting commissions Petr Uhl noted in the interview:
The worst of them, meaning the strictest of them, all left voluntarily anyway.'*®

Internal Security officers, officials of the SNV Administration and heads of pris-
ons were most at risk from the vetting process: The Central Vetting Commission didn’t
screen all “Internal Security” officers — who did the work of the StB in prison — as well as many
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other Administration officials and beads of individual prisons, including their deputies.®* Each
case was assessed individually, as Milan Hulik illustrated using two examples. In the
first, he discovered that one Internal Security technician was the husband of one his
colleagues from the law firm where he worked: I found out that ber busband... that I had
basically fired him, because I had fired everyone. But he was just a technician. Well, now I found
myself in the situation where she was begging me to give him his job back. So he was the only one
I didn’t fire. I revoked the decision.'”

The second example related to the fact that some senior prison officials often
waited at M. Hulik’s office in Prague’s Bolzanova Street and tried to soften him up.
According to his memories, however, only one had any success: It was the Head of
Hermanice Prison. [...| Havel bad also been imprisoned there. It was a pretty tough jail. And be
was an older fellow. He said to me: “Lieutenant Colonel, please let me carry on serving under
you. I've only got a year left until retirement”. I said: “But Colonel, you know, your materials
are tervible, all that stuff on the walls of your office. [...] Did you really believe in all that, in
Communism?” |...] He began to tell me that be was from Ostrava, that his father was a miner.
He said: “I believed it, Lieutenant Colonel.” I said: “And later on? When they were chasing
demonstrators in Prague? You had dissidents bere yourself. How could you still believe in it?”
He said: “You know; it did start bothering me. It didn’t feel right when people — all those stu-
dents — started demonstrating. But it was in me since childbhood. It was in my family. I couldn’t
break with Communism.” And I said: “You know what? Seeing as you have a year left until
retirement, and you say bow difficult it would have been to abandon Communism and what
family you are from, Ill tear up your failed vetting certificate.” So be served out his years. I liked
the fact that he was able to deal with it in some way. That there was no batred in him. I knew he
badn’t been brutal with the dissidents. But be was perbaps the only one.”®® On the other hand,
for example, the Head of Hradec Kralové prison, who tried to pretend that he had no
idea who Pavel Wonka'”” was and claimed he listened to Radio Free Europe despite
not even knowing the frequency - failed to change M. Hulik’s mind. We fired him. Then
he walked around outside, be circled the building about three times. It’s a wonder be didn’t kneel
before us and beg us to take him back. Sometimes it was ridiculous. Sometimes it was almost
tragic to watch them squirm, added M. Hulik."®

Of the 7,000 SNV officers, 400 failed the vetting process, about 1,000 left of their
own accord or refused to swear the new oath of allegiance.'” Staff shortages became
a long-term problem. By mid-1992, there were 700 unfilled vacancies in the prison
service.2
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Attempts at changing the paradigm

After the turbulent events in Czechoslovakia’s prisons in late 1989 and early 1990,
full of riots, changes in prison staffing and fluctuations in the number of staff, it
was clear that the Czechoslovak prison system must begin a process of humanisa-
tion, modernisation and professionalisation. Captain Mirko Huleja became the first
post-Revolution Head of the SNV Administration, before soon being replaced by Dr
Zdenék Karabec, who before 1989 had spent many years as a researcher at the Crim-
inological Research Institute of the General Prosecutor’s Office of the Czechoslovak
Socialist Republic. Although the Correctional Institution Corps gained an expert at
the top, it was one with no practical experience of running a prison. Z. Karabec was
responsible for presenting a plan to overhaul the Czechoslovak prison system, which
was largely the work of Dr Milan Hulik, who served as First Deputy Director General
of the SNV between 1991 and 1993.%" According to M. Hulik, the aim was to create
a modern prison system embedded on one level in the wider system of social care but subse-
quently as part of the repressive authority of the state, whose main function was the effective
protection of society from crime. This system, however, bad to respect the European Prison Rules
(EPR), which meant humanising the system of incarceration in such a way that it did not lose
its repressive character but simultaneously respected the buman dignity of the prisoners.2** The
plan was finally adopted in 1992. Its sources were not only knowledge from Western
European prison systems; its creators were also inspired by the research of the prison
chaplain and educator Frantisek Josef Reza¢ (1819-1879), who served in the 19th
century at the St. Wenceslas Jail in Prague and later at St. George’s Prison, the positive
results of the interwar Czechoslovak prison system®® and, last but not least, the sci-
entific findings of the Penological Research Institute.?** The text clearly acknowledges
the discourse on human rights, which spread through the western world during the
1970s, and which during the period of normalisation in Czechoslovakia had mainly
been promoted by the dissident movement (their influence on the origin and form
of the concept of prison reform is indisputable) as well as an emphasis on prison-
ers’ resocialisation into society after the end of their sentences. The repressive aspect
of imprisonment was considerably downplayed. The purpose of punishment was no
longer to be retributive but regulatory, in order to reduce or eliminate dangerous
deviant behaviour.?*
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A key feature of the new philosophy was an effort to humanise the prison sys-
tem, which raised questions over the extent to which imprisonment could be hu-
manised yet still remain a punishment, and even over what the term “humanise”
actually meant. As we will show later, the term was frequently misused; there was
a misunderstanding of what “humanisation” of the prison system meant and how its
effects were to be translated into practice. In the plan, the concept of “humanisation”
is interpreted in very vague terms. V. Mafddek attempted to formulate a better defini-
tion in the journal Ceské vézernstvi (Czech Prison System) which was conceived as the
successor to Zpravodaj SNV (SNV Reporter), a publication intended for members of
the Correctional Institution Corps. Here he states: TVs in prison cells or prisoners behind
bars sitting around doing nothing all day is neither the aim nor the manifestation of humani-
sation. Neither can prison replace charitable work in society and in no way can it do without
discipline and order. Above all humanisation meant not humiliating the prisoners and
respecting their human dignity, including not undermining their personal integrity.
One important factor in changing the prison system in this respect was differentiated
treatment of inmates, reduction of aggression between prisoners and prison staff, the
prevention of the feelings of helplessness and hopelessness amongst prisoners and
the guards’ manifestation of their superiority and the creation of new resocialisation
programmes for prisoners.?’

Amidst the discussion on human rights, further changes were planned to pro-
mote and develop the humanisation of the country’s prisons. The first and most im-
portant was an amendment to Law No. 59/1965, Coll., O vykonu trestu odnéti svobody
(on Service of a Term of Imprisonment), which was made on May 2, 1990.*” The
amendment not only increased the amount of living space for inmates (something
which actually reduced overall prison capacity by half, causing big problems during
the subsequent rise in crime) and introduced improved sanitary, social and material
conditions, but also gave the prison authorities greater powers. However, the most
important change was a reduction in the use of repressive measures. Heightened
isolation, whereby prisoners were denied pocket money, received fewer visits, were
allowed less frequent correspondence with relatives and could not receive packag-
es — which courts could impose for between six months and two years for those who
would be serving their sentences in the third category of incarceration -was abol-
ished. The disciplinary punishment of placement in a special wing?*® - deemed one of
the most repressive coercion measures®” - was also abolished. Incidentally, bullying

206 MARADEK, Vladimir: Co je co v praci vézefiského persondlu (What is the Work of Prison Staff). Ceské
vézenstvi, 1993, Vol. 1, No. 3, pp. 6-8.

207 Law No. 179/1990 Coll., amending and supplementing Law No. 59/1965 Coll., on Service of a Term
of Imprisonment.

208 As a rule, inmates should only be placed in special wings if a comprehensive report, supplemented
by the expert medical opinion of a doctor, had diagnosed a mental disorder or addiction requiring
special treatment. In some cases, completely healthy inmates were also sent to these wings, where they
had to share a common space with people with various psychological disorders and were thus exposed
to various types of violence.

209 Law No. 179/1990 Coll., amending and supplementing Law No. 59/1965 Coll., on Service of a Term
of Imprisonment.
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and physical violence against prisoners often occurred in such wings. Prisoner of-
ficers had to wait another two more years for the introduction of a new Rdd o vyjkonu
trestu odnéti svobody (The Prison Code of Conduct), which specified in greater detail
the ways in which prisoners were to be treated.

Another task of prison reform was the depoliticisation of prison staff. Before
1989, candidates with a Communist Party membership card were prioritised during
recruitment. The Party structure was to a great degree part and parcel of the prison
apparatus and its members made a claim to many important decisions. After 1989,
this practice was to be put to an end, not only in the prison service but in society as
a whole. Depoliticisation was made possible by Law No. 186/1992, Coll., o sluzebnim
poméru Policie Ceské republiky (on conditions of employment within the Czech police
force), which prohibited membership of political parties and movements for persons
working in the prison service.?"

Given that by the 1950s the prison system had undergone significant militarisa-
tion - partly a consequence of Law No. 321/1948, Coll., o Sboru uniformované vézeriské
straZe (on the creation of a uniformed corps of prison guards) but above all due to
the decision to move responsibility for the prison service to the Ministry of National
Security (Ministerstvo ndrodni bezpe¢nosti, MNB), civilising the executive branch of
the prison system was now deemed a high priority. This was strongly supported by
Law No. 555/1992, Coll., 0 Vézeriské sluzbé a justicni strizi Ceské republiky (on the Czech
Prison Service and Judicial Guards), on the basis of which the Correctional Institution
Corps was abolished and replaced with a newly-established Prison Service (Vézeriska
strdz, VS). The name change represented a symbolic departure from the legacy of so-
-called normalisation. Under this law, certain functions in the prison administration
were demilitarised.”” The change was accompanied by uncertainty amongst some
prison staff and also a degree of resentment, as being made civilian employees meant
taking a pay cut and losing some benefits.?’* According to M. Hulik, the years that
followed saw something of a departure from this new concept of the prison service,
culminating in 2003 with an amendment to Law No. 555/1992, Coll.?"* In 2005, all
prison directors as well as the Director of the Czech Prison Service’s Educational In-
stitute had their official status altered from regular state employees to serving officers
of the Czech Prison Service. Under the amendment, the Prison Service gained again
the status of an armed security corps and was given expanded powers (such as the
power to investigate crimes committed by its members).?*

210 HULIK, Milan: Pokus o analyzu vézeristvi. Also Koncepce rozvoje vézeristvi v CR (Obnovené vyddni), p. 4.

211 Koncepce rozvoje vézeristvi v CR (Obnovené vyddni), p. 4.

212 VACEK, Eduard: Perspektivy Vézeiiské sluzby. Rozhovor s generdlnim feditelem Vézeriské sluzby CR,
panem plk. JUDr. Zdenkem Karabcem, CSc. (Prospects for the Prison Service. Interview with the Gen-
eral Director of the Czech Prison Service, Col. Dr Zdenék Karabec, CSc.). Ceské vézeristvi, 1993, Vol. 1,
No. 1, pp. 3-5.

213 Law No. 436/2003 Coll., amending Law No. 555/1992 Coll., on the Czech Prison Service and Judicial
Guards.
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The plan also laid down the principle of decentralisation, which began with the
publication of new organisational rules and culminated in the new Law No. 555/1992,
Coll. As a consequence, the SNV Directorate General was sharply reduced and re-
structured, and its competences limited to conceptual, methodological and coordi-
nation activities. At the same time, the powers of the governors of individual prisons
were strengthened. Under the amendment, they gained greater powers and respon-
sibility for the operation of the whole institution, especially in the area of personnel
and finance, which in the future created fresh problems, especially when it came to
obtaining funds for running individual facilities.?s

The reform of the prison system is largely linked to the training of prison staff.
It was necessary to come up with a new concept and a new focus, which was not an
easy task, and which had to wait for other burning issues to be resolved first. Between
1990 and 1992, vocational education continued at the SNV Brno Secondary Tech-
nical School, where 220 future SNV officers received basic and secondary education
each year. On January 15, 1992, the establishment was replaced by the SNV Educa-
tional Institute of the Czech Republic.”'® The first necessary change, was, unsurpris-
ingly, to update the curricula for the entrance courses and remove the teachings of
Marxism-Leninism, something which happened shortly after the Velvet Revolution.
Work on an outline for education of members of the Prison Service only began in
1993. Entrance courses were differentiated between five types, for individual catego-
ries of employees. Future prison officers could also study at the Czech Police Acad-
emy”” (Policejni akademie, successor to the National Security Corps College) and
at other Czech universities.*”® According to Ale$ Kyr and Alena Kafkovd, for the first
half of the 1990s this was a characteristic effort to return professional ethics to the prison
service. This was clearly manifested not only by the introduction of Christian Ethics as a course
element, but primarily by placing emphasis on shaping and strengthening the moral respon-
sibility of prison officers and civilian staff in the treatment of prisoners as well as teamwork.
In this context, attention was paid to cultivating interpersonal relationships through empathy,
assertive bebaviour and communication skills. Respect for ethical principles and improvement

215 KOCKA, Ladislav: Jesté zdaleka nemdame ditvody ke spokojenosti, pp. 3-5; KARABEC, Zdenék: Reorgani-
zace fizeni Sboru napravné vychovy CR (Reorganising the Management of the Czech Correctional
Institution Corps). Ceské vézenstvi, 1992, Vol 0, No. 0, pp- 6-7; HULIK, Milan: Pokus o analyzu vézesistvi;
Koncepce rozvoje vézeristvi v CR (Obnovené vyddni), p. 4.

216  According to Vladimir Kolaf writing in Necenzurované noviny (The Uncensored Newspaper), as late
as 1993 there was almost no education in the prison service. Future prison officers underwent only
several weeks of basic training, while new prison service administrative staff did not undergo any in-
itial training at all. KOLAR, Vladimir: Koncepce vézeiistvi dle pana plk. Karabce po tiech letech (Col.
Karabec’s Plan for the Development of the Prison Service after Three Years). Necenzurované noviny,
1993, Vol. 3, No. 30, p. 8.

217  For more on education of prison officers during the period of so-called normalisation see PINEROVA,
Klara: Profesionalizace a modernizace vézeristvi v obdobi tzv. normalizace a diskalf jejich uplatiovdani v praxi,
pp. 17-25; HLADIK, Ondfej: Vznik VS SNB a katedra penologie v 80. letech 20. stoleti (The Estab-
lishment of the SNB College and the Department of Penology in the 1980s). Historickd Penologie, 2014,
Vol. 12, No. 1, pp. 44-64; KYR, Ales - KAFKOVA, Alena: Promény odborné piipravy vézeriského persondlu,
pp. 1-68.

218 KYR, Ales - KAFKOVA, Alena: Promény odborné piipravy vézeriského persondlu, pp. 28-35.
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of interpersonal relations were seen as prerequisites for creating the desirable positive climate
in prisons*"® Fundamental steps towards the actual implementation of the concept
of officer education were not taken until 1996, when the content, organisational,
personnel and physical conditions for the training of prison officers were adopted.
Program celoZivotniho vzdéldvini pracovnikii VS CR (A Lifelong Learning Programme for
Employees of the Czech Prison Service) was adopted, inspired not only by examples
from abroad, but also by the traditions of Czech education.??

According to M. Hulik, several practical steps had to be taken even before the crea-
tion of the plan for the prison system or the introduction of changes in legislation, in
order to improve the conditions for remand and convicted prisoners. These were im-
provements in hygienic conditions (more frequent showers and changes of bedding),
better food and improvements in the layout of cells (i.e. changing the position of
showers or toilets to ensure privacy for cellmates). At the same time, there was a need
to invest in equipment, as it was either considerably outdated or did not work, as well
as exchanging the guards’ pistols, to prevent any more fatalities from malfunctioning
weapons.””! It should not be forgotten, however, that all these changes took place
in turbulent conditions of political and economic transformation. Moreover, a trial-
-and-error method was often used. Nobody really knew what the new prison system
should look like. There were lots of ideas, suggestions and inspirations, while only
a few had any chance of success. Moreover, not all experience from the West could
be automatically imported into the Czechoslovak prison system, because it found
itself in a specific situation created by the transition from a Communist approach to
running a prison system. The introduction of various new approaches frequently be-
came the source of misunderstandings, and some of the improvements were quickly
abandoned, such as the possibility of conjugal visits for inmates.?*

Prison service employees confirm that they received confusing instructions from
the SNV Directorate General and later the Directorate General of the Prison Service,
and as a result neither prison governors nor members of staff were entirely sure what
regulations they should be following in their treatment of inmates.?”* This descrip-
tion is backed up by criminal prisoners, who noticed the insecurity of the guards
and naturally exploited it for their benefit.?** Both prisoners and guards describe the
first half of the 1990s as a period of utter chaos, which, they said, ended - at least in
part - only after 1995.

219 Tbid, p. 35.

220 1Ibid., p.37.
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224 AA, interview with Mr. Prochdzka (pseudonym) (a criminal prisoner), conducted on 1. 2. 2018 by
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The available material suggests that prisoners and guards had different under-
standings of the term “humanisation” of the prison system. Just as some in post-1989
Czechoslovak society understood the word “democracy” to mean they could now
do whatever they wanted, there was a similar miscomprehension beyond the prison
walls. Pavel Kuratko, a guard at Valdice Prison, summed it up as follows: I think that
word has today led to the greatest misunderstanding. Everyone interprets it in their own way.
One prisoner even told me during a debate that his idea of democratisation was the freedom to
stick a knife in a policeman’s kidneys. Luckily, the others immediately jumped up and told him
to sit down and stop talking rubbish. In my opinion, the greatest benefit of humanisation is that
it’s put to an end the mindless military drill. It wasn’t written in any law, but was introduced
by the Correctional Institution Corps internal guidelines, for example on the aesthetization of
correctional institutions. Nowadays, inmates no longer have shaved heads, they no longer have
to ask permission to speak, or take off their caps. Instead, we greet each other normally with
a Hello and in that I see a hopeful beginning.**® A similar statement can be found in an
article in Noviny newspaper describing the more benevolent approach to remand and
convicted prisoners after 1989, which manifested itself in a decline in morals and dis-
cipline. The uncertainty and fear of the prison staff was compounded by the greater
self-confidence of the prisoners, who often claimed rights that did not exist: Many
prisoners understood humanisation as permission to do whatever they wanted behind the prison
walls. Instead of prison clothes, they wore jeans and T-shirts and lay on their bunks watching
TV. When the guard came to ask them if they would like to go and do their shift, they would
usually reply by saying they’d come to prison to sit and do nothing, they hadn’t come to work.
On the other band, some officers who hadn’t been entirely innocent in the past tried to please the
prisoners, explaining that humanisation meant the inmates no longer bad to do anything, not
even follow the rules**

The guards’ lives were further complicated by the lack of a new Prison Code of Con-
duct, which was finally introduced in 1992.2%” For two years, they lived in uncertainty
about how and whether they were entitled to solve potential problems with prisoners.
The rules on prison haircuts created an almost tragicomic situation, as Milan Pavlik,
who worked at Plzefi-Bory Prison in 1992, explained: For example, nowbhere is it written
how to proceed against a prisoner who refuses to have his hair cut. The guards can give him
a disciplinary punishment, but be can just ignore it and let his hair grow. When two of them
grab him and the prison barber shaves his bead, be writes a formal complaint that we’ve violated
his buman rights, and then we’ve got the prosecutor’s office breathing down our necks.*® Jan
Matucha, former Head of Valdice Prison, also spoke of this uncertain situation in the
same year: Officers are afraid to use their powers, in order to avoid accusations of inbumane
treatment. Society has accepted a number of prisoners’ demands without consulting them with
the prison service. [...] In the first half of [19]90, prisoners stopped working, and started cursing

225 REBOUN, Ota: Kam ddl, baso?, pp. 4-7.

226 KAMENSKY, Jan: Délat si svou prdci. Nase vézeristvi dva roky po leopoldovské revoluci, p.3
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Patrik: Humanizace vézeristvi miize mit mnoho tvdfi, p. 5.
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and threatening the guards. They began to view them as some sort of inferior servant. We’re still
struggling with this decline in discipline today.** Such sentiments were confirmed even by
contemporary interviews with both prison staff and criminal prisoners, as part of the
Transformations of the Prison System in the Czech Lands in the Period 1965-1992 project.**
Paradoxically, this uncertainty and the loosening of the rules possibly led to a greater
sense of danger that criminal prisoners felt behind bars. For example, in 1992, the
press quoted criminal prisoner J. K. as saying: Us cons know the only way you’re treated
right is by using force. In prison, if there are no rules, there’s just more brutality.>' Highly
deviant individuals with a tendency towards aggressive behaviour gained more power
in the prison environment and used it to bully their fellow prisoners. Guards failed
to regulate it in any way because they were afraid of taking action, to avoid finding
themselves facing an imaginary circle of sanctions for violating human rights.

The situation was not even facilitated by the fact that in the early years of pluralist
democracy, prison directores were often replaced several times. For example, between
1990 and 1993, there were five directors of Prague-Pankric Prison, and even seven
of Prague-Ruzyné Prison. The longest time any director spent in office was eighteen
months, the shortest just one month.?*?> Hradec Kralové Prison, notorious for the
death in custody of Pavel Wonka, saw a total of five directors in the space of a year.?*
This instability manifested itself not only inside the individual prisons, but also in
the SNV Directorate General itself, where not only the directors changed constantly,
but new departments were frequently created only to be subsequently abolished.?*

Prison facilities also faced significant underfunding and some institutions found
themselves at the end of the year in a situation where they did not even have enough
money to pay their employees.?** The post-1989 “cleansing” and the exodus of officers
from the Correctional Institution Corps affected the prison system for many years,
as it proved impossible to recruit enough new guards in time. As late as 1993, there
were 21 unfilled vacancies at Plzen-Bory Prison, and 100 vacancies at Prague-Pankrac
Prison. The prison at StrdZ pod Ralskem fared little better, with a lack of secondary-
and university-educated employees. Prisons were also extremely overcrowded. Despite
President Vaclav Havel’s amnesty of January 1990 and the subsequent release of thou-
sands of prisoners, crime began to rise sharply under the new socio-economic condi-
tions and prisons were not always able to guarantee the legal minimum cell space of
3,5m? per prisoner.”*® Prison overcrowding was caused not only by increased crime,
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but also by the closure of several facilities in the early 1990s. In the post-revolution
period it was wrongly assumed that the total number of prisoners would fall to
a maximum of 11,0002 Minkovice, Mlad4 Boleslav, Libkovice and Zacléf prisons
were all closed down (a decision to close Mirov Prison was later reversed). Reopening
them was inconceivable under the new conditions, and instead plans were mooted to
build new facilities or smaller prisons for 150-200 prisoners.**

The employment of prisoners also proved to be a pressing problem. As already
mentioned, on the one hand prisoners hand refused to work, but on the other, work
was scarce for those who wanted it - part of a wider social problem, as the early post-
-revolution years saw generally high rates of unemployment. In 1991, only 47 % of
prisoners at Mirov Prison had jobs*”, while in 1992, only 62 % of inmates at Plzen-
-Bory Prison were in employment.** The situation did not improve in the following
year either. Béluice Prison had jobs for 142 inmates in 1993; before the revolution
they had been able to employ about a thousand prisoners. The Director, Dr Otakar
Blaha, said one problem were the bureaucratic hurdles that made it difficult for the
prison to enter into contractual relations with various companies.** Entrepreneurs
themselves saw the problem as a lack of incentives in the form of state aid, including
tax breaks, for those companies willing to employ inmates. In fact, finding work in
prison was associated with complications (inmates performed mostly unskilled work
and had to be employed in premises from which they could not escape, while there
was a need to check the receipt and delivery of materials). Due to the prevailing un-
employment, they had little need to offer work to prisoners.?**

All these unfortunate facts resulted not only in new attempts to escape, such as at
Hradec Krélové Prison, where on April 3, 1992, the prisoners unsuccessfully attempted
to stage a mass breakout*”, or the hunger strike staged by some four hundred remand
prisoners at Prague-Pankric Prison**, but above all in the aforementioned tragic in-
cident at Leopoldov Prison, in which five guards and one fellow prisoner were killed.

The changes in the prison system in the first half of the 1990s were thus marked
by both acute problems that had to be addressed, and the need to embark on a new
direction in the wider perspective. The prison system was reformed under difficult
conditions, and although many of the shortcomings from the period of so-called nor-
malisation were overcome and the prison system did indeed embark on a path of hu-
manisation and modernisation, many difficulties still remain unresolved to this day.
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In conclusion

The development of the prison system in the 1980s took place in the spirit of overall
stagnation and the removal of the last remnants of some of the elements of mod-
ernisation that were introduced during the 1960s and 1970s. It was a time of rigid
discipline and subordination to Communist ideology*”, and the heads and wardens
of individual prisons were largely members of the generation that began their careers
in the 1950s.2* At the same time, the situation in Czechoslovak prisons had long
been criticised by both dissident groups (Charter 77, VONS, the Czech Helsinki Com-
mittee) and foreign organisations (Amnesty International, Helsinki Watch etc.). The
stagnation of the prison system was accompanied by suppressed tensions, and with
only some exaggeration one could say that the prison system was like a barrel of gun-
powder. The prisoners worked in inhumane conditions and were exposed to bullying.
At the same time, however, some prison staff expressed critical opinions in certain
circles on the treatment of inmates, but were kept in check not only by the Correc-
tional Institution Corps but also by Commnunist Party organisations and, last but
not least, by Internal Security, who kept a close eye on prisoners and in no uncertain
terms “warned” employees on the violation of unwritten rules of conduct towards
inmates, especially prisoners of conscience.*¥ Meanwhile, discussion was underway
in Czechoslovak society on the possibility of greater openness in the prison system
within the context of perestroika and glasnost. However, behind bars, these discus-
sions were deliberately silenced. In the end, the spark that lit the fuse were the revolu-
tionary events of 1989, when emotions crashed like waves, leading to widespread riots
and hunger strikes on the one hand and a crisis amongst prison staff on the other.
With great verve and enthusiasm, many embarked on a major project - reform
of the prison system. The first steps to transform the country’s prisons were rather
random, corresponding to the spontaneity of the overall development in society.
Often, the major players had no clear idea of how to proceed with humanising the
prisons. The chosen model was the Western European prison system and the basic
framework was represented by documents such as the UN Standard Minimum Rules for
the Treatment of Prisoners. The conceptual materials and the newly adopted legislative
measures reflected the discourse on human rights, which was largely led by former
dissidents or persons related to the opposition movement. However, a significant role
in the practical realisation of humanisation was also played by those who had worked
in the prison service before 1989 and who had been critical of prison conditions
in Czechoslovakia. They were mostly psychologists and educators who entered the
prison system in the late 1960s and early 1970s and were influenced by materials and
research by the Penological Research Institute. They became the notional bearers of
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the ideas of the Prague Spring. In many cases, they were appointed as directors of
prisons after 1989, as the previous management was largely replaced as part of the
post-1989 vetting process of prison staff.

In the busy first half of the 1990s, the foundations of the new Czech prison ser-
vice were laid. Many of the primary objectives were met, which was to some extent
a result of developments in society and also a number of international commitments
made by Czechoslovakia (and later the Czech Republic). However, many problems
remain present in the prison system to this day (underfunding, prison overcrowding,
low salaries for prison staff and working prisoners, lack of work for prisoners, etc.).
However, the rather conservative attitude of society towards prison is also impor-
tant. The word “humanisation” might be in the vocabulary of every citizen, but the
desire of society for prisons to exercise a repressive function and provide a form of
retribution is very strong, and some in society are sensitive to reports of improved
living conditions for prisoners (i.e. in 2013 following the presentation of new cells for
prisoners at Prague-Pankrac Prison®®). It is no surprise, therefore, that even as late as
2014, many prison officers still held a negative stance towards the current process of
humanising the Czech prison system. According to research conducted by sociologist
Luka$ Dirga, they disagreed with the practical implementation of the principles of
humanisation in the Czech prison system, and deeply opposed the idea of extending
the human rights of prisoners.?* With only some exaggeration, we can say that new
legislation and a conceptual focus are only the beginning of any successful reform,
which can, however, be successfully completed only by a change in the mindset not
only of prison officers but of the entire civil society as well.
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spektivach klicovych aktérii vézenského svéta. Prispévek ,Moznosti a perspektivy interdisciplindrniho
zkoumdni d&jin vézeiistvi v Ceskoslovensku v 70. a 80. letech 20. stoleti“ predneseny v zastoupeni na
kolokviu Ustavu pro studium totalitnich rezimii v Praze dne 26. 11. 2015 (The Prison System Yester-
day and Today: the Legacy of the Communist Prison System and Contemporary Humanisation from
the Perspective of Key Actors in the Prison World - from the paper “Possibilities and Perspectives
of an Interdisciplinary Investigation into the History of the Prison Service in Czechoslovakia in the
1970s and 1980s” presented at the Colloquium of the Institute for the Study of Totalitarian Regimes
in Prague on November 26, 2015) - see https://www.ustrcr.cz/konference/moznosti-a-perspektivy-
-interdisciplinarniho-zkoumani-dejin-vezenstvi/ (quoted version dated 9. 4. 2020). Also Idem.: Hu-
manizace po Cesku. Analyza bumanizace na sirovni psanych pravidel a redlné praxe v ceskych véznicich (diser-
ta¢ni prace) (Humanisation a la Czech. An Analysis of Humanisation at the Level of Written Rules
and Real Practice in Czech Prisons /Dissertation/). Univerzita Palackého v Olomouci, Olomouc 2018.
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1. Rioting prisoners in Valdice, bearing a slogan “Amnesty to all victims of the past”, December 24, 1989

2. The prisoners in Valdice also pinned their hopes on Viclav Havel. The slogans read “V. Havel - Guarantee”
and “We Want V. Havel”, December 24, 1989.
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3. The exercise yard of the Valdice prison, strewn with crockery and food thrown out of the windows,
December 24, 1989

Source (1-3): ABS, f. SSNV-OVO — unorganised, k. 143, Fotodokumentace k pripadu vzpoury odsouzenych III. NVS
v NVU MS CSR Valdice ze dne 24. 12. 1989 (Photodocumentation on the inmate riot in the Third prison corrective
unit at the Correctional institution of the Ministry of Justice of the Czech Socialist Republic in Valdice of December 24,
1989).
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4. The arrival of the negotiation delegation at the Vinafice prison during the riots. The picture shows
Minister of Justice Dagmar BureSova (second from the left) and Charter 77 and VONS representative
Viclav Benda (ninth from the left), undated (December 1989).

5. Rioting prisoners in Vinafice, undated (December 1989)

Source (4-5): ABS, f SSNV-OVO — unorganised, k. 143, NVU Vinafice (Correctional institution Vinatice)
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II, rodnfk - #{jen 1991 ¢islo 7

Cena 2 koruny

Cover page of the “Arest - Valdické noviny” periodical, published by the prisoners and staff of Valdice
prison
Reproduction: Valdické noviny, 1991, Vol. 2, No. 7 (October 1991), p. 1.
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Design of a Valdice prison cell, unthinkable before 1989
Reproduction: Kvéty, 1990, Vol. 40, No. 42 (19. 10. 1990), p. 23.
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The quirky décor of one of the Valdice prison cells
Reproduction: Respekt, 1990, Vol. 1, No. 13 (6. 6. 1990), p. 4.
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K#15¥4lovy lustr - dar valdickych vdznd papeZi Janu
Pavlu II, /fote - ¥ilan Curda /

Inspired by Bishop Karel Otéenasek, Valdice prisoners made a crystal glass chandelier, which they dedicated
to Pope John Paul II. The last pendant was symbolically cut by Bishop Otcenasek himself, formerly also
a political prisoner in Valdice.

Reproduction: Valdické noviny, 1990, Vol. 1, No. 2 (April 1990), p. 2.
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SECRETARIA STATVS

SECTIO DE GENERALIBUS NEGOTIIS ex agoisvs vaticams. 9, 5, 1990,

Orvor Sbory ndprowne vichowy (SR

_. _"'ffM_‘D:CE- okres Jidin

Dot 14V, 55

. [
VdZeni, Phiohy

Je mi milou povinnosti podékovat Vdm za dar, ktery jste

vénovali Svatému Otci pfi jeho ndvstévé ve Vasi vlasti.

Svaty Otec, kterého Vade pozornost velmi potésila, na
Vds vdééné vzpomind ve svych modlitbdch a udéluje Vdm

i Vasim drahym z celého srdce své apoStolské poZehndni.

Mons. Crescenzio Sepe

Adsessor

Pope’s thanks for the gift from Valdice prisoners
Reproduction: Valdické noviny, 1990, Vol. 1, No. 6 (May 1990), p. 6.



