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Abstract
In Sri Lanka, the widely used punishment for offenders is imprisonment. During the last 2-3 decades,
in many countries in the World, the prison population has increased rapidly. In Sri Lanka,
imprisonment per 100,000 was 50 in 1989, but it was increased up to 150.1 in 2013. The number of
convicts who could be detained in the Sri Lankan prisons is 11,707 but currently there are 24,852 to
the 2018 (Centre for the Study of Human Rights, University of Colombo, 2012). This was due to the
fact that both grave crime offenders and minor offenders were punished with imprisonment. This
research reviewed with the attitudes of prison inmates towards the work camp at Watareka and closed
prison at Welikada. The research problem of this study was articulated with reference to the
functioning of the prison institutions with different programs and the response of inmates to those
correctional programs. Sri Lanka prison system has been struggling with a problem of overcrowding
due to the increasing rate of incarceration. The total system should reconsider the all the programs
from a criminological perspective and need to revise the programs so that they may solve the problem
to a considerable extent. Thereby the prison system can address the problem of increasing prison
population and perform the functions of prison system properly.
The objective of this study is to understand the practical importance of work camps conducted by the
prison system and the programs of closed prisons. In particular, inmates’ attitudes towards correctional
programs of those institutions were explored and explained. During the month of April in 2018, the
data were gathered by interviewing randomly selected sample of 30 prison inmates from 183 inmates
who had been placed in Watareka work camp in Homagama, Sri Lanka.
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84.4% of prisoners appreciated the environment of the work camp, resource availability, rehabilitating
activities and prison officials’ friendliness compared to the closed prisons. About 15.6% of prisoners
valued the closed prisons as they have less work and accesses to narcotic drugs.
This study concludes that 84.4% of inmates of the work camp were satisfied with their rehabilitation
in their facility and freedom that they enjoy at the work camp than that of Closed prisons.
Key Words: Closed prisons, Prison work camps, Rehabilitation, Reintegration, Freedom
Introduction
Imprisonment is one of the widely used punishments in the world today. Imprisonment generally
refers to instances where offender has been officially sanctioned by the court to a period of enforced
detention. The prison occupies a central symbolic role within the criminal justice system, and is meant
to be a critical deterrent to further offending. The objectives of the imprisonment are retribution,
incapacitation, deterrence, and rehabilitation. As Garland (2001) states prisons function today as a
means of incapacitation and punishment that satisfies popular political demand for public safety and
harsh retribution. Prisons have a long history and have functioned as a penitentiary, reformatory and
finally as a correctional facility with the aim of incapacitation and retributive punishments (Welch,
1996).
The actual rate of incarceration varies greatly from country to country. It is 558 people per 100,000 of
total population in Russia and 36 people per 100,000 in Japan. It is 150 people per 100,000 of total
population in Sri Lanka. The causes for the increase in prison population of Sri Lanka is sentencing
both grave offenders and minor offenders with imprisonment. As the death penalty has not been used
in Sri Lanka since July 1976, offenders who commit grave crimes such as homicide, narcotic drug
offences are sent to prison. There were high rates of reconviction and recidivism among those
offenders who had been incarcerated. In 2018, the percentage of reconvicted offenders and recidivists
represented 38.1% of the inmate population in prisons (Prison Statistics, Vol. 38, 2019). The increase
in prison population precipitated the use of diversion programs and the community crime control
models in Sri Lanka.
In Sri Lanka, since independence corrections have turned towards a rehabilitation-oriented model for
prisoners. Rehabilitation is used for the prison inmates through the planned intervention with the aim
of reducing further criminal activity and increasing law abiding behavior of an offender. It is believed
that offender’s behavior is related to a particular personal defect, stemming from his/her psychological
make-up or from or adverse social conditions. Therefore, with the aim of transforming offenders into
law abiding citizens, in prisons, inmates are being rehabilitated through various programs which
includes vocational training, religious programs, academic programs, industrial and agricultural
programs and esthetic programs. Offenders who have spent several years in prisons are sent to open
prison camps, Work camps and release on license scheme with the aim of reducing overcrowding in
prison and making prisoners rehabilitation.
Prison work camp of Watareka had been established in 1971 within 11 acres of land and later it has
been extended with another 22 acres donated by a philanthropist to this work camp. Offenders who
have been admitted to prison for less than five years of imprisonment and those who have yet to
complete less than five years of their imprisonment are sent to work camps. Inmates in the work camp
have to work in paddy field or agricultural lands, engage in coir products, sewing, and making cement
blocks. Inmates start their daily work at 7.00 am and finish the work at 3.00 pm.
22

International Journal of Arts and Commerce

Vol. 9 No. 12

December 2020

Research Problem
The research problem of this study was articulated with reference to the functioning of the Open
Prison Work Camp with different programs and the responses of inmates to those correctional
programs.
Objectives
To determine the practical importance of work camps and the programs of the closed prisons.
To identify inmates’ attitudes towards correctional programs of those institutions.
Methods
A systematic sample of 30 inmates was selected for the study from Watareka Open Work Camp.
Interviews were conducted with the sample population to collect primary data for the study. The
secondary data were collected from the document available in prisons and other relevant institutions.
Data were analyzed by using quantitative and qualitative methods.
Age of the Prisoners
Age of participants ranged from 26 to 65years. Graph 1 indicates age categories of participants. There
was not any one belongs to age group 15-25 years. The highest number of participants n=14 (46.7%)
were belong to the age group 26-35 years. People belong to this age group had tended to commit more
crimes than the other categories of offenders.
Graph 01 – Age Distribution of Inmates
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Level of Education
It is a common phenomenon that one can see in prisons that certain number of prisoners are illiterate
and they had never been schooled. However, present study shows that each participant of the study
had received some education. Accordingly, fourteen had studied up to grade five and sixteen had
studied up to grade six to ten. There was only one inmate who had obtained a diploma.
Graph 02 – Level of Education of the Inmates
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Income Level of the Participants
There were nine (30%) inmates who had earned less than Rs. 5000.00 per month before they were
sentenced. Similarly, eight (26.7%) inmates had received over Rs. 20,000.00 monthly income. The
income of the rest was in between those two categories.
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As the following graph indicates only 13 (43.3%) inmates had got married the rest were not entered
the marriage life. The majority of the inmates had delayed their marriage as they had been taken to
heroin.
Graph 04 – Marital Status of the Inmates
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Source: Field Study 2015
Graph 05 – Crimes Committed by the Inmates
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Criminality of the Inmates:
In the current study, the offences committed by the inmates of the work camp were main concern. The
majority (60%, n=18)) of the inmates selected for the sample had committed crimes related to heroin
abuse and narcotic drug trafficking. Three (10%) inmates had committed rape while another three
(10%) had committed theft. Among other main crimes committed by the inmates were robbery and
homicide. Graph 05 indicates the categories of the crimes committed by the inmates of the work camp.
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Previous Employment of the Inmates:
Previous employment of the inmates was a concern of the study. Accordingly, only one inmate had
employment in the government sector. Five (16%) inmates had worked in private sector while eleven
had self-employments. The rest had worked as casual laborers and in other employments. Graph 06
indicates employment categories that the inmates employed in.
Graph 06 – Previous Employments of the Inmates
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Graph 07 – First time Offenders and Reconvicted Offenders of Inmates
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As Graph 07 indicates, the sample of the present study consisted of 90% (n=27) reconvicted offenders
and they had experienced being in the closed prisons and the 10% (n= 3) had been sent to the work
camp directly without sending them to a closed prison.
Work Camp
Offenders were detained in the Watareka work camp on the conviction of them by the court for the
various types of crimes committed by them. Inmates had committed crimes such as homicide, theft,
rape, burglary, drug offences etc. Initially offenders had been imprisoned in closed prisons and at the
closer to their sentences in prison, they had been transferred to Watareka work camp. According to the
information given by the selected inmates, the following rehabilitation activities took place in the
work camp.
 Cultivating paddy and vegetables
 Coir industry
 Sewing
 Grooms and carpet production
 Cultural activities
 Counseling
 Observing sil on poya days
 Making cement stones.
Almost all the inmates had participated in the above rehabilitation activities. Participation in
rehabilitation activities was a requirement for the inmates in the work camp but some inmates did
not have an aware of it. As a result, some inmates thought rehabilitation activities as an
embarrassment for them. The interviewees of the current study identified rehabilitation activities
carried out in the Watareka work camp as effective due to following reasons:

The rehabilitation activities help inmates to find jobs after their release from the work camp.
For example, an inmate who was undergoing a training on sewing work said he would either
find a job in relation to his experience or set up a business his own upon his release.

The effectiveness of the rehabilitation activities of the work camp depends on the
commitment of the inmates who follow those rehabilitation work. If inmates could obtain
training and required knowledge on particular vocation, they would use that knowledge and
skills for the betterment of their life.

The program of counseling, health, religious, cultural and meditation help inmates of work
camp to get rid of their evil thoughts and thereby develop spiritual mentality.

Some drug addicts of the work camp identified imprisonment as a usual thing to them.
Because some of them had been imprisoned more than 25 times for similar offences. They
viewed the rehabilitation activities of the work camp as a mean of extraction of inmates’
labor wrongfully and inhumanly.
Inmates’ views on recidivism
The majority of inmates (n=18; 60%) of the selected sample had committed drug offences which was
punished with imprisonment. They belonged to the category of recidivists as they had been imprisoned
in closed prisons several occasions. It proved that there was no effective mechanism to rehabilitate
drug offenders in Sri Lankan prisons.
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Effectiveness of the Rehabilitation of Prisoners
The rehabilitation program operated for the inmates in the Watareka work camp consisted of
different vocational training which helped inmates to acquire skills and knowledge in certain vocations
which would help inmates to alleviate bad effect of prisonization. Further, their vocational training
would help inmates to find a job and be a law-abiding person upon their release. In the work camp
inmates had been given opportunity to earn marks for their good behavior that they practice in the
work camp. The marking system operates in the work camp as control mechanism of inmates and it
had also provided opportunity for inmates for early release.
The counseling program operated in the work camp succeeded in alleviating mental distress and
developing mental solace of the inmates which had finally led to control their criminal and violent
behavior.
Another distinguishing feature of the rehabilitation process of the Watareka work camp was that
treatment of inmates with compassion by prison officers. Most of the prison officers work with the
motto “all the prisoners are humans” and it helped them to lead inmates in the correct path. Further,
inmates worked according to a timetable and different work had been assigned for different inmate
groups. Vocational training given to the inmates had facilitated inmates to divert their thoughts from
frustration, repentance and addiction towards the work that they performed. The aim of the
rehabilitation of inmates of the work camp was to uplift the mental condition of inmates removing
their criminal mentality and thereby avoidance of reconviction. The final goal of the rehabilitation
process was the reintegration of inmates to the society as law abiding citizens.
Negative Attitudes towards the Open Work Camp:
Two (6.66%) inmates expressed that they had been wasting time in the work camp without any
rehabilitation and they did not willingly participate in the rehabilitation activities of the work camp.
They were displeased about the situation of the work camp where they were not able to find facilities
available in closed prisons. They said rich people have most opportunities to buy what they want and
go out from the prison occasionally. Their attitude about the reconviction was that prisoners tend to
commit crime repeatedly as they have facilities to relax their lives in prisons and work camps rather
than being in the society. They complained that the vocational training that they received at the work
camp would not help them to find jobs once they release from the work camp.
When it was compared Watareka work camp with the Welikada closed prison interviewees stated that
according to the environment of Welikada prison inmates have more opportunities to commit crime
while they were being in the prison. One inmate said that prisoners had more opportunities to financial
deals and go out from the prison for some tasks. But in the Watareka work camp that kind of situation
was not available.
Conclusions
In Sri Lanka, Open Work Camps have some important characteristics and patterns to be explored and
analyzed through scientific research studies. Open Work Camps provide inmates with good
environment for them to rehabilitate and create good mentality to prevent reconviction. 86.7% (n=26)
of inmates of the sample appreciated the open environment of the work camp and resource
availability, rehabilitation activities, religious activities and the friendliness of the officials compared
to the closed prisons. The majority of inmates (n=24) at the work camp participated in religious
activities, counseling programs and new year celebrations with enthusiasm.
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13.3% (n=4) of inmates valued the closed prisons as they have less work. As they said in closed
prisons, during the week end they work only half a day of Saturdays but in open work camp they have
to work during the week end too. Further, they mentioned that in closed prisons, counseling programs
and welfare programs operated in systematic manner but at the work camp those programs were not
conducted properly.
Two people (6.66%) expressed their frustration with the non-availability of access to narcotic drugs at
the work camp as they enjoyed in closed prisons. The opinion of one inmate (3.3%) was that he
participated in rehabilitation activities as it was obligatory to his punishment or otherwise it did not
have any practical importance. Some inmates said that they are deterred from committing further
crime by the threat of imprisonment.
Prison experience mainly rehabilitation activities do benefit some inmates for their rehabilitation.
However, the availability of prohibited goods and services in prison prevent rehabilitation of inmates.
We should not hold unrealistic expectation about what imprisonment can accomplish in our society.
We have placed undue confidence in imprisonment in crime control. Imprisonment is reactive
response to the social problem of crime, and crime is interwoven with other social problems such as
poverty, inequality, racism etc. We should not expect imprisonment to resolve or control those
problems.
Suggestions to be implemented for the sake of better rehabilitation of inmates:
 Rightful enforcement of law and order
 Introduction of correct methods for rehabilitation.
 Introduction of follow up programs for release prisoners
 Improve the discipline of prison officials.
 Stop all the illegal activities taken place in prisons.
 Categorization of offenders according to their crime
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