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By the year 2015, the adverse health effects from the consumption of addictive substances such as 
tobacco, alcohol and psychoactive drugs should have been significantly reduced in all Member States 
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 ABSTRACT  

The meeting was convened by the WHO Regional Office for Europe and 
the Project Collaborating Centre at the Directorate of Health Care of H. 
M. Prison Service in England and Wales. The meeting considered the 
progress made by and the achievements of the Project since its inception 
in 1995 and laid plans for its future development. Agreement was 
reached on methods of evaluating the work of the Project so far, and 
further work put in hand to plan and evaluate the next phase. Issues of 
concern to the member countries regarding health promotion were 
discussed, and particular consideration was given to health promotion 
issues in relation to drugs and their misuse in prisons. A visit was made 
to a prison in Greece holding drug offenders, and the meeting concluded 
with an open discussion on drug issues, addressed by experts from the 
political, academic and executive arenas in Greece and elsewhere. The 
key importance of prisons to national and international strategies for 
tackling drug misuse was emphasized, together with the need for 
strategies to be based on good evidence. A draft consensus statement 
on drugs in prisons was approved as a basis for further work. 
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The fourth meeting of the Health in Prisons Project was held in Athens from 24 to 
27 November 1999 at the kind invitation of the Ministry of Justice and Ministry of Health of the 
Government of Greece and of the drugs agency Okana. Representatives of 11 of the 14 member 
countries and of all the Project partner organizations (Council of Europe, International Committee 
of the Red Cross, Mental Health Europe and International Council of Prison Medical Services) 
attended, together with the Project Coordinator from the WHO Regional Office for Europe and 
representatives from the collaborating centre (the Directorate of Healthcare of HM Prison 
Service of England and Wales). Apologies had been received from the European Commission 
and the representatives of some Project member countries. 
 

The management of the Project was considered in plenary and workshop sessions. It was 
reported that the Project was now included in the regular programme of work of the Regional 
Office for the next biennium. Agreement was reached on methods of evaluating the work of the 
Project so far and further work put in hand to plan the next phase of the Project’s work and to 
establish more systematic evaluation for the future. It was agreed in principle that an update was 
needed of the Project Description agreed in 1996, in a form that could readily be distributed to 
interested parties, to define with greater clarity the Project’s identity, remit and goals. Further 
consideration would be given to the possibility of providing translations of Project documents 
and at Project meetings. 
 

Issues of concern to the member countries regarding health promotion were discussed; 
these included screening for risk of suicide, transfers of mentally ill prisoners to hospitals and the 
need for awareness of the risk of infectious diseases. A developing link between the Project and 
work being carried out by the agency Médecins Sans Frontières with WHO in prisons in four 
regions of the Russian Federation was welcomed as a promising start to tackling infectious 
diseases in Russian prisons. 
 

The technical theme of the meeting was health promotion in relation to drug misuse and 
drug misusers in prisons. The representatives heard expert speeches on the main issues, setting 
out what was known about prevalence and patterns of misuse and the resultant dangers to public 
health. The Head of Division for the Council of Europe’s Co-operation Group to Combat Drug 
Abuse and Illicit Trafficking in Drugs (the Pompidou Group) gave an overview of developments 
over the preceding 20 years in dealing with drug misusers in the criminal justice system in 
Europe. Approaches to the treatment of drug misusers in prisons in some of the member 
countries were described and the impact of initiatives such as drug free areas and mandatory 
drugs testing were discussed. 
 

Having previously considered in detail its other two priority issues – communicable 
diseases and mental health promotion in prisons – the Project considered that many of the 
lessons learned in relation to these were also of relevance to drug misuse in prisons. It was 
evident that, as a result of the considerable work done already in this field by researchers and 
representatives of national governments and international organizations, including the European 
Union, WHO and in particular the Council of Europe, a high degree of consensus existed 
regarding many of the approaches that should be taken. There remained, however, a need for 
these areas of consensus to be clearly identified and brought together in a form conducive to 
their adoption by prison managements throughout Europe and for further attention to be paid to 
those areas where consensus was lacking. 
 

A visit was paid to Patras Prison, a participant in Greece’s Health in Prisons Project 
programme which holds mainly drugs offenders. In addition to touring the prison, the Project 
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representatives heard addresses from the Governor and the Doctor of the prison and took part in 
a conference with prison staff in which approaches to drug misusers in the Netherlands, 
Switzerland and Portugal were considered. 
 

The final day of the meeting included an open conference on drugs in prisons which was 
addressed by experts from the political, academic and executive arenas from Greece and 
elsewhere. The key importance of prisons to national and international strategies for tackling 
drug abuse was emphasized and methods of dealing with drug misusers in prisons were 
considered. The diversity of approaches possible in the European Region, allowing countries to 
learn from one another’s research and experiences, was recognized as a strength. It was 
considered essential, for Europe to make progress on drugs, for initiatives to be based on sound 
evidence. 
 

It was agreed that drugs issues should form the major technical theme of at least the next 
Project annual meeting, and should if possible be informed by a Project-wide research study and 
be directed towards the issue of first, a consensus statement, and ultimately guidelines or a 
protocol on health promotion in relation to drugs and drug misusers in prisons. A working group 
would be set up to plan these activities in association with the Pompidou Group of the Council of 
Europe. A draft consensus statement on drugs and drug misusers in prisons, tabled earlier in the 
meeting, was approved as a basis for further work. 
 


