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	Preventing
ill-treatment

An introduction to the CPT


Introducing the CPT

A Convention for the Prevention of Torture

Respect for physical and mental integrity lies at the heart of human rights protection. The treatment of persons deprived of their liberty provides a litmus test of the extent to which a State respects human dignity in the face of practical considerations such as the need to maintain institutional security and good order. With a view to strengthening existing domestic arrangements, States have entered into international treaties to enhance the protection of persons deprived of their liberty. 

Throughout all the member States of the Council of Europe, the European Convention for the Prevention of Torture and Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment has become an important safeguard for detained persons and an influential source of minimum standards. Of crucial significance is that the Convention institutes a system of on-the-spot monitoring and encourages dialogue between state officials and a multidisciplinary international committee. The Convention thus marks a shared and innovative commitment between the member States of the Council of Europe to ensure higher standards in places of detention.

The Convention established the European Committee for the Prevention of Torture and Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment; usually referred to as the “Committee for the Prevention of Torture” or simply the “CPT”.

The inspiration for the CPT is drawn from the work of the International Committee of the Red Cross, which pioneered the notion of protecting detained persons through a system of visits to places of detention by an expert and impartial body. The proposal for a European treaty was made by the Consultative Assembly of the Council of Europe, based on a draft of a European Convention elaborated by the International Commission of Jurists and the Swiss Committee against Torture. Member States were quick to ratify the Convention following its opening for signature in 1987, and it entered into force in 1989. The CPT first met in the same year, and carried out its first visits to member States in 1990. Within a short period, it established itself as an influential body. The United Nations have started introducing a similar model on a global level.

Who are the CPT’s members?

The Convention provides that the Committee is to consist of persons of “high moral character, known for their competence in the field of human rights or having professional experience” in the areas covered by the Convention. One member may be elected by the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe in respect of each country which has ratified the treaty, but members serve in their individual capacities and not as State representatives. To further bolster their impartiality, “national” members do not take part in visits to their own countries. Once elected, members serve for an initial term of four years, with the possibility of reappointment for two further terms. While membership is currently a part-time responsibility, in practice many members spend considerable time on CPT business.

A strength of the CPT is its composition, which brings together a wide range of knowledge and skills of its members. In order to guarantee a genuinely multidisciplinary approach to its work, the Committee is concerned to ensure that its membership is balanced. While those with a legal background predominate, many members bring medical expertise to the work of the CPT. Others have served in their home countries as specialists in prison or police matters.

During visits to places of detention, the Committee may be assisted by experts and interpreters. 

The CPT’s permanent Secretariat is based at the Council of Europe’s headquarters in Strasbourg.

What does the CPT do?

The Committee’s purpose is to strengthen the protection of persons deprived of their liberty against torture and inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment. It seeks to achieve this goal through visits to places of detention and the subsequent establishment of an “on-going dialogue” with States, based on CPT reports and State responses.

The CPT is not a judicial body; however, it has developed a set of standards which it employs during visits to help it to assess existing practices and to encourage States to meet its criteria. Many of these standards are more detailed and demanding than those found in other international obligations. Moreover, this standard-setting is evolving: as the CPT’s work develops, it uncovers additional concerns which lead it to make new recommendations, encouraging States to consider further legislative, administrative and organisational reforms.

These standards have been published in the brochure "The CPT standards".

CPT visits

The CPT’s mandate involves the prevention of torture and inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, rather than formal condemnation of the treatment of any one detained person. Through visits to places of detention, the CPT asseses the conditions of detention and obtains information on current procedures and practices.

Where can the CPT visit?

The CPT is entitled to visit all places in States bound by the Convention in which persons are – or may be – deprived of their liberty by a public authority. These include places such as prisons and juvenile detention centres, police stations, immigration holding centres, psychiatric hospitals and homes for elderly or disabled persons.

Two kinds of visit

Visits by the CPT may be either periodic or ad hoc.

Periodic visits allow the Committee to visit States on a regular basis, according to a schedule drawn up annually. Initially, the majority of CPT visits have been periodic. New Parties to the Convention can expect a visit by the CPT shortly after they become bound by the treaty.

Ad hoc visits can be made if they appear “to be required in the circumstances”. They enable the CPT to respond rapidly when it receives information suggesting a need for prompt attention to a particular issue or place of detention. In addition, ad hoc visits allow the Committee to examine the extent to which earlier recommendations have been implemented. In recent years, short and highly targetted ad hoc visits have been used with increasing frequency by the CPT. On occasion, ad hoc visits are carried out at the request of a State itself.

CPT powers during visits

The Convention requires that a State allow CPT visiting delegations to enter and to have unrestricted freedom of movement in “any place within its jurisdiction where persons are deprived of their liberty by a public authority”. In addition, it grants the Committee the right to conduct private interviews with persons deprived of their liberty and with anyone else who may be able to provide relevant information. There is also a general duty upon States to make available whatever other information the CPT requires in order to carry out its task.

The CPT’s right of access to information is subject to a duty to “have regard to applicable rules of national law and ​professional ethics”. However, this obligation is to be interpreted in a manner consistent with the purpose of the CPT’s mandate, namely, the prevention of ill-treatment. National authorities may seek to attach certain conditions to the provision of information sought; however, they cannot simply refuse to grant access to such information, nor offer access under conditions which would be tantamount to a refusal.

Chronology of a CPT periodic visit
	end of the preceding year
	the CPT publicly announces countries to be visited during the following year

	some 2 weeks before the visit
	the State is given details of the dates of the approximate duration of the visit and of the composition of the visiting delegation

	a few days before the visit
	the State is notified of some establishments the CPT’s delegation intends to visit

	at the outset of the visit
	discussions between the delegation and government ministers, officials and non-governmental organisations

	during the visit 
(approx. 1-2 weeks)
	the delegation (CPT members, members of the Secretariat and -when necessary- experts and interpreters) subdivides to visit places of deprivation of liberty, including institutions not previously notified. The delegation debriefs regularly

	at the end of the visit
	the delegation holds meetings with ministers and officials to share its first impressions and findings, including (if necessary) any “immediate observations” about situations requiring particularly urgent attention


CPT reports

After each visit, the CPT draws up a report setting out its findings and the recommendations which it considers necessary to improve the situation of persons deprived of their liberty. This confidential report is sent to the State concerned. The report includes a request for a written response from the State, setting out measures taken to implement the recommendations made, reactions to comments made and replies to requests for information.

The CPT’s findings are confidential, subject to two exceptions. First, a State may request publication of the report and of its comments in response. Second, if a State refuses to co-operate or to improve the situation of persons deprived of their liberty in the light of the CPT’s recommendations, the Committee may decide (by a two-thirds majority, and after allowing the State the opportunity to make known its views) to issue a public statement on the matter.

While it was initially thought that confidentiality would be of importance in gaining the co-operation of States and securing the effectiveness of the CPT, States have proved ready and willing to allow much of their dialogue with the Committee to reach the public arena. Indeed, the majority of States visited have authorised the publication of CPT reports and of their responses. They are available from the Secretariat of the CPT and its website.

	Further information: 

Secretariat of the CPT 

Council of Europe 

F-67075 Strasbourg Cedex 

France 

Tel.: +33 (0)3 88 41 20 00
Fax: +33 (0)3 88 41 27 72 

E-mail: cptdoc@coe.int

Internet: www.cpt.coe.int
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