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10 QOUESTIONS ON EARLY RELEASE

[ he Agreement reached on Good « «day contained provisions $or the carly release cf
prisonets convicted of offences arising out of the conthct in Nocthern Ireland Broadly
hese provisions will involve prisoners with fixed term sentences being released at the
one third point of then sentence and life sente = prisoners being released around the
ren year mark (having served two thirds of th. -age length of a life sentence) Al
qualifying prisoners still in prison in July 2000 wiii be released at that point. Cases will
be considered by an independent Sentence Review Body which will have to satisfy
itself that the release of particular prisoners will not involve a risk to public safety
Prisoners belonging to organisations not on ceasefire will not be eligible

“arly, these developments have created much uncertainty and warry NIACRO

sadly welcomes the tact that the prisoner issue has been dealt with so thoroughly It
s of course right that there should also be provision for victims of the contlict and
NIACRO welcomes the inclusion of this in the Belfast Agreement [n the context of
prsoner release, however, a number of issues may be causing concern and the
lollowing seeks to address some of these.

7). How many prisoners will be released early and exactly how early?

According to NIO hgures, there are currently some 400 prisoners who will quahty for
carly release under the terms of the Agreement. Under current arrangements. éround
hall of these would be released by July 2000 anyway With the carlier rejease
nrocedures outlined above, there will be just 63 remaming  In other words, around
140 prisoners would have been released earlier than the y might otherwise have
expected to by that stage The releases will, however. be staged depending on length
ot sentence. The remaining 63 prisoners can expect to he released in July 2000 unless
the Sentence Review Body has decided that their release would constitute a danger to
ihc public, either because they may re-involve themselves in paramilitary activity or
because they are clearly too unstable and dangerous to be released.

2. Will there be any getting out who have only just gone in?

On current tigures, all prisoners currently on remand will have had their trials by July
1999 If these prisoners qualify under the terms of the release arrangements, they will
he entitled 10 apply for release If the Sentence Review Body considers their reledse
will not involve 4 danger to the public, they will be released in July 2000

3. What arrangements will exist for prisoners after release?

Posoners will be released on licence. [n the case of life sentence prisoners, this licence
will remain for the rest of their lives. For fixed term prisoners, it will remain untl the
Lwo thirds point ot their sentence. If they are involved in any behaviour which
constiutes a re-mvolvement in criminal activity - whether paramilitary-related ar not -
they wil| be re-arrested pending trial. It is important to remember that perhaps 20,000
people have been imprisoned since 1969 In this context, remaining prisoners will not

make a huge difference and can not be described as a potential destabilising factor in
society
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4, Will there be any distinction between the crimes - what about
prisoners who are just plain sectarian and used political
motivation as an excuse to kill people?

II'prisoners were convicted of an offence which was processed through a Diplock
Court they can apply for release. However, the Sentence Review Body will consider
the nature of the ottence which led to the conviction in deciding whether particular
prisoners should be released 1t the Body 1s of the opimion that an individual prisoner
icpresents a danger to the public because of the nature of the offence, then it will be
centitied to refuse release {t will of course be open to the prisoner to challenge such a
decision in the courts by way of judicial review.

5 They say they went in for terrorist crimes. How do we know they
won't commit other crimes once they are out?

he Acreement was entered into by parties closely aligned to paramilitary groups who
are currently on ceasetires. Consultation with prisoners was an important element in
those parties’ willingness to sign oft on the negotiations. 1f it is suspected that
mdividual prisoners will reinvolve themselves with non-ceasefire paramilitary
arganisations, they will not be released Similarly, if they are charged with non-
errorist” oftences, the unexpired portion of the licence will have to be served
i lowever, the evidence shows that very small numbers of politically-mouvated
prisoners commit further crimes when released

6. How can we be sure there will be no risk to the public?

The Sentence Review Body will be responsible for deciding whether prisoners who are
otherwise eligible for release should remain in prison because they are personally
dangerous or may associate with groups involved in political violence. The Secretary
ot State will have the power to identify those groups who are not considered to be on
ceasefire. If a prnisoner is likely to get involved in any of the listed sroups, they will not
be released Equally, if the Sentence Review Body feels that a prisoner is dangerous
because s/he is unstable and still remains a danger to the public, it will be possible tor
them to decide that s/he should remain in prison The prisoner will be able to challenge
this decision in court.

7. What happens if the violence starts again?

If the organisations to which these prisoners belong go back to violence, former
prisoners who become involved will be re-arrested and sent to prison pending trial,
Any unexpired portion of their licence will have to be served along with any new
sentence
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8. Isn’t this just a reward for terrorists?

tnrernational experience shows that afier every coaflict, a process needs to be
¢stablished to deal with those impnisoned as a result of the conthel. Governments will
usually invoke special procedures to respond to violence Special arrangements are
penerally necessary to respond to the changed circumstances of peace. Experiences in
other jurisdictions. such as South Africa, confirm that prisoner release is a significant
lactor in the achievement and maintenance of peace

9. Some terrorists are still murdering people. Will they be getting
early release?

No Those convicted of crimes committed after 10th Apnl 1998 (the date of the

Belitast Agreement) will not benefit from the release arrangements.

10. What about the victims? Prisoners are getting off scot free and
victims will suffer for the rest of their lives.

I'nsoners are not getting otf scot tree as they will have been convicted and served time
1 jail. They will carry that conviction for the rest of their hves. It is true that some 400
prisoners will be released earlier than normal However, it 1s important to see release in
the context of agreement. political development, continuing peuce and stabihity and
how prisoner release could reinforce these. The voices of these and all victims must be
heard. but many 11l recogmise that if prisoner release contributes to a siable and

lasting peace, th ts a difficult step which is worth taking Rightly, there is provision
for resources arsistance for victims in the Agreement and it 1s important that these
rrangements ¢ nte  1g as soon as possible.

2uth April 1998
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MAZE |
Under Current Under Proposed Changes
Arrangernents
Lifers Determinate Lifers Determinate
[ Total Number of Prisoners 88 232 88 232
Released by July 1999 4 75 5§ 181
Released August 1999- 15 43 7 T
July 2000
Remaining after July 2000 69 114 26 24
MAGHABERRY
Under Current Under Proposed Changes
Arrangements
| . Lifers Determinate Lifers | Determinate
I'otal Number of Prisoners 29 S3 29 53
* Released by July 1999 i 26 19 39
Released August 1999- 5 8 S 2 |
July 2000
r}'ie;a‘n;ng after July 2000 19 19 8 5
MAGHABERRY AND MAZE
Under Current Under Proposed Changes 4
Arrangements
Lifers Determinate Lifers Determinate
Total Number of Prisoners | 117 285 e s
~ Released by July 1999 9 101 74 220
[ Released August 1999- 20 51 9 36
July 2000 e B RIS
REmaining akeruly2000 88 W |/ 34 29
| — —






