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Foreword 
Whilst we did not anticipate the momentous events of 2020 when we planned for this report, its 
publication in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic and Black Lives Matter conversations feels 
timely. The killing of George Floyd has triggered a debate about race and fair treatment in the 
hands of the criminal justice system. And this year offers an opportunity to acknowledge the 
existence of inequality and take action against it together. Credible leaders and organisations 
cannot be neutral, apathetic, or silent on matters of justice at this time. 

We believe the foundation of development is the rule of law and equality in the hands of the law. 
We work towards a world where each of us is accountable to and protected by the law in equal 
measure, regardless of our past, our wealth, our skin colour, or any other personal characteristic. We 
believe the law and lawyers are well placed to enable human flourishing, especially when those 
with lived experience of the law are seated around the decision-making table. 

I’m grateful to Diana Good for the diligence and care with which she has prepared this report, to 
Linklaters for their support, to all those who agreed to be interviewed by her, and to my team at 
Justice Defenders for their significant contributions. We are proud to be a community of unlikely 
allies – prisoners, prison officers, lawyers, and members of the judiciary – working with a common 
cause to elevate those facing injustice. 

We celebrate the impact our community of paralegals is having, resulting from black academic 
excellence, legal scholarship, and legal practice. We commit to learning lessons and strengthening 
practice as we work with agility to provide one million defenceless people with fair hearings by 
2030. We will not be complacent. 2020 has required and created opportunities for us to take 
much of our legal practice online. As we look to the future, we commit to continuing to examine 
ourselves and to learning lessons so we can most effectively serve our clients in prison and beyond. 

 

Alexander McLean 

CEO and Founder, Justice Defenders 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Author’s note 
I write this report in the midst of COVID-19 with countries in lockdown all around the world. This is 
a challenging time for everyone, more so in countries without developed health systems. And for 
those incarcerated in prisons with no chance of social distancing or receiving adequate health care. 
In the UK, there is concern over a growing backlog of court cases and overcrowded prisons with 
prisoners and prison staff at real risk. These problems are well recognised in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

In March, I was meant to spend a week in Nairobi visiting prisons to review the work of Justice 
Defenders. Instead, I’ve been doing long-distance interviewing with former inmates, prison officers, 
and governors; with the judiciary and probation across Kenya, Uganda, and The Gambia; and with 
lawyers and academics in the UK. People who have seen the work of Justice Defenders say they 
found joy and hope in the last place they expected it: in prisons where people are often detained 
for years without ever appearing before a court and without access to lawyers. 

It is profoundly uplifting to talk to people whose lives have been so transformed. Some were on 
death row but are now law graduates, going back into prison to provide free legal advice. It’s 
inspiring to hear them say, “I feel like going back into prison is an honour. It’s a chance to give back, to 
tell them there’s a life, to inspire them.” And “I wanted to fight for my freedom but I have a passion to 
help others. In class I found love. I’d forgotten that people love. I found solace in helping fellow inmates. I 
learned the art of forgiveness and this gave me the peace I longed for. I want to help the prisoners.” 

I’ve been an international litigation lawyer and part-time judge in the criminal courts. I now work in 
international development and was one of the three founder aid watchdog Commissioners with 
the Independent Commission for Aid Impact (ICAI). In that role, I led a review into the UK 
government’s access to justice programmes and saw how big a challenge this is globally. We 
concluded it required: far more effort addressing specific issues; a clear focus on working with 
intended beneficiaries to meet their particular needs; and working across the criminal justice 
system with all stakeholders. This is what Justice Defenders is doing. When I came across their work 
and saw the difference they are making in all the ways we recommended, I offered to write this 
report on a pro bono basis.  

I believe passionately in the absolute imperative that all people should have access to justice. It is 
vital to society as a whole. I once interviewed a Paramount Chief in Sierra Leone who told of the 
horror of child soldiers and conflict in that region. He explained that access to justice is what 
matters most to the poorest. Yes, the poor need health, education, and food. But without justice, 
these can all be taken away at any moment. A loss of trust in government institutions created a 
powder keg in Sierra Leone, ready to blow at any time. Only then, years later, could the people start 
to believe there is such a thing as justice. He showed us how precious justice is and that we must 
neither deny it nor take it for granted. 

In this report I review the global crisis in access to justice and how Justice Defenders is helping 
thousands who are furthest from justice by providing them with the means of becoming their own 
advocates – using the law and education to obtain justice, restoring dignity and hope. 

 

Diana Good
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PART 1 

Introduction 
Access to justice is a basic human right protected by both international and national law. But in 
reality, there is a huge global justice gap. Two-thirds of the world’s population (5.1 billion people) 
are deprived of justice1, living in conditions of injustice without the benefits the law is designed to 
provide. These shortcomings are prevalent in the criminal justice system. By way of example in 
Kenya and Uganda, where Justice Defenders2 works, prisons are overflowing and people often have 
to wait many years before they are even tried. In 2015, the United Nations recognised the critical 
nature of the situation and put “justice for all” at the heart of the commitment made to eradicate 
poverty by 20303. This commitment applies to all – irrespective of country, wealth, guilt, or 
innocence. But inefficiency, inaccessibility, and complex and broken systems remain roadblocks to 
justice. There is a justice crisis. 

Justice Defenders provides a practical, focused, effective approach. They tackle problems by 
ensuring justice reaches those who are defenceless and have no access to justice. They train 
prisoners and prison officers to run free legal advice centres inside prisons. Almost all of these 
prisoners have previously had no access to legal advice. Many were detained without trial, often for 
several years. Now the inmates are trained to become their own advocates and provide legal 
services to others. With the help of Justice Defenders, thousands have been able to represent 
themselves in court and secure their own release. Many have been incarcerated far longer than the 
crime merited, and some are finally acquitted of all charges. All are given dignity, hope, skills, and a 
new chance in their lives. 

 

 

 
 
“The main challenge is the lack of capacity in the justice system, which results in slow 
investigation, loss of files, and courts with far too many cases to handle. So the entire 
system becomes clogged up, resulting in congestion in prisons. This means they have to 
concentrate on accommodation and trying to obtain access to justice for prisoners 
rather than being able to focus on their education and rehabilitation. Justice Defenders 
is helping tackle these problems by providing access to justice for free from within 
prison. They are doing a wonderful job in helping so many prisoners obtain release.” 
 
– Frank Baine, Public Relations Officer of the Uganda Prisons Service 
 
 

 
This report will review the scale of the global justice gap, the challenges faced, and the solutions 
proposed. It will then describe in detail how Justice Defenders tackles these issues and delivers 
programmes that are making a real and lasting difference. 
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PART 2 

Access to justice: a fundamental 

human right, but a global crisis4 

The right to access to justice has been recognised in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights5 
and in national law around the world. In 2015, UN members committed to the Sustainable 
Development Goals including universal health and education, but also to “Promote the rule of law at 
the national and international levels and ensure equal access to justice for all” (SDG 16.3)6. But when 
the UN reviewed progress towards this goal in 2019, it found a crying need for change and 
investment. The majority of the world’s population does not experience justice because they don’t 
know where to seek it. Justice is too slow or expensive or unfair. Injustice and inequality go hand in 
hand. Without justice, there can be no peace. And there can be no eradication of poverty. 

The impact of ongoing injustice is enormous. The cost of injustice hits the most vulnerable in 
society hardest (especially women and children). It damages their health, their ability to make a 
living, and their participation as full citizens. This leads to mistrust in the institutions of government, 
and may risk the breakdown of society as a whole. People need education and health, but they also 
need access to justice. They need to understand the law, their rights, how the system works, and 
believe that it will deliver justice for them. Indeed, the poorest and most vulnerable value justice 
even more than other rights7 because they experience injustice on a daily basis. Without justice, 
they know all the other ‘rights’ they should enjoy are unenforceable. Nice words but no delivery. 

The criminal justice system provides an acid test for how well any justice system is functioning. 
Everyone is entitled to a fair trial, access to legal advice, and representation irrespective of guilt or 
innocence. But this right is meaningless if people are detained pending trial for longer than a 
limited period of time. Pre-trial detainees are imprisoned without having been convicted of a crime. 
In low- income countries, 50% of prisoners are detained pending trial. And it often takes years 
before they stand trial in court even when they’ve been charged with a minor offence. This is an 
infringement of the fundamental human right of the presumption of innocence until proven guilty. 
The issue is not the creation of legislation, as national laws do provide for legal aid and set 
maximum periods for detention without trial. The real problem lies in the failure to implement the 
provisions of the law. 

So why is the implementation of the rights afforded so poor? There are many reasons, including 
the paucity of funding, starved resources, too few lawyers, and antiquated systems. And the 
approaches used to tackle the problems are all too often sticking plasters rather than designed to 
achieve real change. In turn, the courts cannot deal with the backlog of cases, prisons become 
overcrowded, and inmates are held in unsanitary conditions with no access to legal advice and no 
redress. COVID-19 makes the health risks  in overcrowded prisons all the more stark. When 
defendants finally appear before the court, it is small comfort to only be acquitted of all charges or 
to find that the sentence imposed is shorter than the time they‘ve already spent in prison. 
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“Luzira prison, Uganda, was designed to hold 600 prisoners but now 
has over 3,000 inmates. Men sleep in wards of up to 200 and there is chronic sickness 
because of the overcrowding.” 
 
– Jackson Otingchwinyu, former inmate and now a law student with University of 

London 
 
 

 

The effect on families and society is huge. The vast majority of people in prison are young. They 
may well be the principal breadwinner in the family, and women and children can find themselves 
left destitute. What chance does this give them in life? 

The current roll-out of the Justice Defenders programme in The Gambia – a country recovering 
from decades of an authoritarian and oppressive regime – demonstrates the vital importance of 
public trust in the justice system. The justice institutions themselves recognise that those 
languishing in prison without trial must first be given access to justice as a vital foundation for 
restoring public faith in the system. 

Those working in the criminal justice system, prison governors, and judges, well understand the 
challenges they face and the problems in terms of socio-economic impact for individuals and 
society at large. They do not want overcrowded prisons and a failing justice system. They fear that 
lengthy incarceration – exacerbated by no access to justice – provides a fertile ground for 
radicalisation. They want to find solutions. 

 

What are the solutions to the ongoing failure to provide access to justice? 

It is now recognised that justice is at the heart of all sustainable development. And that without it, 
inequality and poverty will not be tackled. In spite of this, global justice development funding is 
minimal and has dropped by 40% in the last five years8. More funding is required to provide 
universal basic justice services. However, in low-income countries even the relatively low cost of 
justice (estimated to be $20 per head compared with $76 for health and $64 for education)9, is too 
much for those countries to afford. This funding gap results in acute capacity and staffing problems. 

As a result, innovative ways have to be found to tackle the justice gap. For the first time, there is 
international agreement on the need to take concrete and immediate steps to promote access to 
justice by providing people-centred justice which explicitly puts people, rather than institutions, at 
the heart of all justice systems (the UN Justice Task Force in 201910). 

When people in need of legal advice cannot afford it and the government does not provide free 
legal aid, what can be done? One of the best models for achieving access to justice is known as 
“legal empowerment”, which makes use of paralegals, pro bono lawyers, and other non-state 
actors. They provide legal aid to vulnerable groups, educate others about their rights, resolve legal 
problems and challenges, and obtain a better understanding of policy constraints and factors 
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affecting vulnerable groups. The use of these ‘grassroots defenders’ has filled gaps in the formal 
legal system. This is particularly helpful where lawyers are expensive or too few to serve the needs 
of the communities they’re in. It becomes vital when individuals are faced with criminal charges. 

The UK aid watchdog report on DFID’s work on justice (which was otherwise critical) praised their 
problem-solving work with paralegals as “a cost-effective way of tackling some of the worst 
consequences of dysfunctional criminal justice systems” 11. The OECD report on delivering access to 
justice notes that “Without the intervention of paralegals, people would stand a much higher risk of 
being wrongfully imprisoned, often for extended periods of time, or exposed to ill-treatment by police or 
to corruption before their case is resolved” 12. 

 

 

 
 
“Going back into prison is an honour. It’s a chance to give back, to tell them that 
there’s a life, to inspire them, and relieve the suffering of many at the hands of the 
law and their lack of understanding. Many have committed petty offences and 
others are innocent. But the lack of representation in court and legal knowledge has 
led them to languish in prison. I wanted to play a part in ending that injustice. I too 
was once a victim of injustice. Without due process, I was dismissed from my job and 
ended up in conflict with the law.” 
 
– Hamisi Mazari, former inmate, now a law graduate working for Justice 

Defenders 
 
 

 
The Justice Defenders model 

Justice Defenders is filling this gap with a profoundly new approach. Rather than bring in outsiders 
to provide legal advice, they go right to the heart of the problem and train people in prison to 
become their own advocates. They train both prisoners and prison staff together, which in turn, 
changes the dynamics of the prison system from inside. The strategy is to place the power of the 
law in the hands of the defenceless – those furthest from justice. Who better to fill the gap in 
access to justice than those who are suffering injustice? 

Justice Defenders, a UK incorporated charity, was founded in 2007 by Alexander McLean, and was 
then called African Prisons Project. While volunteering in a hospital in Uganda when he was 18, 
Alexander tended to a prisoner who was dying on the hospital floor alone. He was determined to 
help those who are the most vulnerable and furthest from justice. Once he had taken his law 
degree and qualified as a barrister, he started work in Uganda providing health and education 
support. In 2014, Justice Defenders started providing access to justice and is currently working in 23 
prisons across Uganda and Kenya. Since 2015, Justice Defenders has provided free legal advice to 
more than 30,900 prisoners – nearly half of whom have been released after their case was heard 
in court. 
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“The great thing about Justice Defenders is that they’re identifying a specific need 
which is that prisoners do not have affordable access to justice and lawyers. So 
they’re using the available resources, the prisoners themselves, instead of bringing 
people in from the outside.”  
 
– Mary Khaemba, Director of Welfare, Kenya Prisons Service 

 

Justice Defenders has found a workable solution based on the belief that not only do all people 
deserve access to justice, but the most vulnerable and furthest from justice (the defenceless) can 
become the agents of real change. They provide high-quality training to prisoners to become 
paralegals who then run daily free legal advice sessions for fellow prisoners. They involve all key 
stakeholders: the judiciary, the prison service, and the prison officers by training them alongside the 
prisoners. This effects systemic change from within the system and at all levels. The model is to put 
those who otherwise have no access to justice at the very centre of all that they do. 

 

Paralegals and law graduates 

● In 2019 alone, Justice Defenders paralegals advised over 12,000 prisoners in the legal 
clinics. Over 5,000 of whom went on to represent themselves in court, obtain release, and 
return to their families. In 23 prisons, there are legal clinics13 held five days a week to 
provide free legal advice to any prisoner. Even during COVID-19, it has been possible for 
some of the clinics to keep running. The advice is given by fellow prisoners who really 
understand what their inmate clients are going through, as they too are prisoners 
themselves. 

● The paralegals contact the court, prepare legal submissions, and file the relevant forms in 
court. But they do not have full legal qualifications so are not allowed to present the case in 
court. That must be done by the prisoners themselves – which has the advantage of giving 
the prisoners agency over their own lives. No longer do they have to wait for a trial 
procedure they don’t understand, where they have no legal advice or representation, and in 
which they cannot properly defend themselves. Justice Defenders helps prisoners attend 
legal awareness sessions to give them an understanding of the issues involved and their 
rights. Then in the legal clinics, they are given one-to-one guidance and support in 
presenting the facts of their case. Prisoners report going from never having spoken in public 
and having no confidence, to being able to act as their own advocates. This gives them a 
sense of self-worth – maybe for the first time – and offers them lasting life skills. 

● For many prisoners, the skills obtained go much further. Currently, there are 253 paralegals. 
They have each undergone high-quality training and report the profound effect on their life 
of going from a helpless prisoner to a legal adviser. Then there is a group that goes on to 
study the University of London law degree. They show an extraordinary level of 
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commitment to study – often going without sleep,  studying by meagre light, and living 
with as many as 100 fellow prisoners in one room. Currently, there are 45 such students, 
and 23 others have already graduated. They know they can change lives – their own and 
that of thousands of others. So they’re determined and joyful. 

 

 
 
 
“Justice Defenders is harnessing the transformative power of 
education to turn around prisoners’ lives.” 
 
– Patricia McKellar, Associate Director, Undergraduate Laws, University of 

London 

 

Supporting the institutions of justice 

At the prison officer level: officers are often poorly paid, lack promotion prospects, and find their 
work tough when prisons are overcrowded. They become frustrated when they have to escort 
prisoners to court and are called on to assist the judge but have no legal training. So Justice 
Defenders trains both prisoners and prison officers to become paralegals (and many go on to take 
a University of London law degree too). Inmates and officers study together as fellow students and 
work in the legal clinics as equal colleagues. This has proven vital both to the ongoing sustainability 
of the clinics. But co-working in this way has also had a profound effect on the prison environment 
and culture by creating an atmosphere of mutual trust and joint endeavour. 

 

 
 
 

“It’s very important for inmates and prison officers to study and work alongside each 
other. The officers used to treat prisoners like rejects but now they see us as human 
beings. We feel like brothers and sisters.” 
 
– Willis Ochieng, former inmate for 18 years, now a paralegal and University of 

London LLB graduate 

 
At the senior institutional level: prison governors, judges, and their staff work under pressure in a 
system that is inadequately resourced. It is hard for a prison governor to see how to change the 
system. Justice Defenders organises secondments to the UK for prison governors, senior probation 
officers, and the judiciary. They spend three months in the UK doing intensive training including 
working with senior UK prison, judicial, and academic staff. This enables discussion of common 
challenges and fosters a human rights culture across the system. 
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“This remarkable charity brings access to justice for prisoners in Africa. It does so in a 
unique way. The benefits which Justice Defenders brings to prisoners in need of access 
to justice are not at the expense of the rule of law. The law is not served by prisons 
being overcrowded by inmates who should not be there at all. Restoring them to their 
families, and to society, is a win-win solution for everyone.” 

 
– Lord Briggs of Westbourne, Justice of the UK Supreme Court 

 
The Justice Defenders model achieves a multiplier effect. Training paralegals enables those 
individuals to flourish; they then have the ability to assist thousands of others, many of whom will 
represent themselves in court, obtain release, and return to their families sooner. Training prison 
officers alongside prisoners has a profound effect on the prison environment; decongesting the 
prisons and clearing the backlog in courts results in a more efficient and fairer justice system. 
Training policy makers spreads transformation throughout the system. The work is scalable, cost-
effective, and sustainable. It involves using the capacity within prison (prisoners and prison officers) 
rather than relying on more costly external providers. 

The end result is remarkable. Within a system that all too often leaves prisoners incarcerated for 
many years without hope of a trial, thousands are now given the basic human right of access to 
justice. Prisoners are trusted and trained to become able advocates. They flourish, and in turn, bring 
hope to thousands of others. This approach transforms lives. It creates hope in a criminal justice 
system which is otherwise failing. Prisons are becoming places of positivity. This is a collaborative 
approach that proves those who experience injustice – and who may appear to be the least able to 
provide access to justice – can become the most committed to achieving lasting change. The 
Justice Defenders goal is to achieve 1 million fair court hearings by 2030 – across Africa and 
beyond. 
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The problem14 

● 5.1 billion people (two-thirds of the global population) are deprived of justice. 

● 1.5 billion people cannot resolve their justice problems. They don’t know where to seek 
justice and justice is too slow, expensive, or unfair. 

● 253 million live in extreme conditions of injustice, without meaningful legal protections. 

● Over 10 million people are held in prison, of whom 3 million are detained pre-trial (44.1% 
of the prison population in Kenya, and 49.8% in Uganda in 2019). 

● Numbers in prison and on remand are growing, with 60% of prisons overcrowded. 

 

The funding gap15 

● The cost of basic justice in low-income countries is estimated to be $20 per head 
(compared with $76 and $41 for health and education respectively). 

● In the past 5 years, donors’ global funding for justice has fallen by 40%. 

● Justice aid typically covers only 1% of the costs of basic justice in low-income countries 
compared with 7% for education and 13% for health. 

● 2 billion live in countries that cannot afford even half the cost of basic justice. 

● The cost of prison is far higher than legal aid and alternatives to custody. 

 

The economic and social cost 

● “Unmet legal needs can cost countries as much as 3 percent of GDP. And that is a steady 
cost. If you look at the cost of inequality and other issues the figure is likely a lot higher.”              
– Marcos Bonturi, Director for Public Governance at the OECD. 

● Limited prospects of employment for prisoners on release increases risk of re-offending. 

 

 

The current approach to providing access to justice is not working. It is time for a new approach to 
become the norm in this space – one which seeks to make change from the bottom up. Providing 
people with grassroots legal empowerment will: directly alleviate the population in prisons; place 
less burden on the system and courts; be beneficial to family members; and create a more stable 
and just society as a whole. This is what Justice Defenders is achieving. 
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PART 3 

The prisoner’s journey: from 

defenceless to defender 
The vast majority of people in prison in Sub-Saharan Africa are young. This is a result of the youth 
bulge in countries where the average age is 20 and where unemployment is high. A recent 
evaluation found that nearly 60% of prisoners are under 35 and that over 50% are married with 
dependents. The experience for these prisoners is deeply lonely and frightening when they have 
nowhere to turn and no hope. The effect on their families can be devastating. The statistics show 
how grave the situation is. An evaluation of prisons in Uganda and Kenya in February 2020 (Adroit 
Consult)16 reports that in the prisons where Justice Defenders is working: 

● Prisons are overflowing at between 200% and 300% capacity, which leads to the spread 
of diseases and inevitable human rights violations. 

● 67% of prisoners are illiterate. 

● 90% of prisoners cannot afford a lawyer. 

● 29% of prisoners were charged with only minor offences. 

● 50% - 60% of prisoners have not been convicted of any crime. 

● 60% of prisoners are under 35. 

● Over 50% of prisoners are married and have dependents. 

 

 

 
“Having been a prisoner for many years, I know how hard it is. The prisons are very 
crowded. You have to wait 20 minutes for water from the tap and for the toilet. It’s a 
struggle to get food, sanitation and general hygiene conditions are very poor. There’s 
very limited space so prisoners sleep on blankets on the floor, sometimes even without 
a blanket, there are people sleeping in the corridors, by the toilets, there is nowhere to 
put anything.” 

 
– Pascal Kakuru, former inmate and now a University of London law graduate, 
Uganda 
 

 
Behind each of these numbers lie wrecked human lives. It is not unusual for inmates to wait up to a 
decade for a trial. None of those detained pre-trial are yet convicted of any crime. Many prisoners 
are guilty of a minor crime but have been imprisoned because they could not afford the fine they 
were ordered to pay. In July 2019, the Kenyan Senate recognised the plight of mothers being held 
in prisons for the inability to pay fines as little as the equivalent of £14 to £21.17 

For example, Alice – a 23-year-old single mother, and Regina – a 52-year-old mother of eight. Both 
had resorted to the sale of illicit alcohol to earn a living, Regina because she was too old and frail to 
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farm. Also Musembi, a boy who was orphaned at age 12 and had been living hand to mouth in order 
to care for his younger siblings. He was convicted for possessing stolen goods – shoes he would not 
have purchased if he had known what the consequences would be. 

Alice, Regina, and Musembi were stuck in the system and had nowhere to turn. With the help of 
Justice Defenders, they have been released and are reunited with their families. Others are, of 
course, charged with more serious crimes and wait years before they are tried in court. 
Nevertheless, it is also their human right to be given access to justice, legal advice and 
representation, and a fair trial. Many have shown just how much they deserve that second chance. 

Thousands of prisoners are living in prisons where they have to sleep with hundreds of other 
prisoners with no idea how long they will be there. Women bring their toddlers, but older children 
may be left destitute. Most are victims of poverty. Many have had to drop out of school because 
they were orphaned or their parents could not afford school fees. They are illiterate, cannot afford a 
lawyer, and have no means of finding out what their rights are. They have no hope. But in prisons 
where Justice Defenders operates, prisoner and prison officer paralegals provide them with advice, 
dignity, and hope. 

 

 

“The work of Justice Defenders has had a great impact on prisoners by providing them 
with a means of accessing free and quick justice. When women come into prison, 
there’s always a lot of fear because they don’t know their fate. But when they can see 
the paralegals in the legal clinic every day, this gives them confidence. They see 
prisoners working as paralegals and helping to empower fellow prisoners. Without this 
help, when the women appear in court they often just keep quiet because they’re afraid. 
We are empowering the women to represent themselves in court, so they know how to 
put their case to the court. Many of them have had their sentences reduced and have 
obtained release.” 
 
– Christine Naigaga, Welfare Officer Luzira Women Prison and 3rd-year 

University of London student, Uganda 
 

The stories of the next three women – Rahab, Ellie, and Susan – show how someone found guilty 
of a more serious crime can have their life completely transformed when given a second chance. 
This is the power of access to justice and the transformational power of education. 
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Rahab Nyawira – former inmate, now a Justice Defenders paralegal 
 
Rahab was imprisoned for robbery and violence at age 24. But she now works for Justice 
Defenders – tracing files of prisoners who have been transferred to prisons in the capital 
city, but whose files stayed behind. Trials cannot go ahead without files, so this is vital 
work. Rahab waited four years detained on remand before she was tried in court. On 
remand, she slept in a block that was designed for 50 women but held over 100 – many 
of whom had to sleep on the floor in the corridor. She was convicted to two years in 
prison. In the main prison, she was taken to special watch. The officers at Lang’ata 
Women’s Prison describe her as initially one of the most difficult prisoners the prison ever 
had. When she first entered, many inmates feared her while officers had been warned 
against her. “I was very notorious. The staff feared me.” One officer trusted her and 
encouraged her to change her life. 
 
“I wanted to join the paralegal programme but good discipline was required. I was not a good 
prisoner so I was rejected at first. I decided to change my life. It wasn’t easy because the staff 
didn’t trust me. But I managed to persuade them I could change. It was a privilege. The training 
was excellent and I became one of the most committed. It was my turn to give back. It was my 
joy to assist and get an inmate released. It’s what I love most. Then I got my date to go home. It 
is unexplainable, the happiness to be reunited with my family. Joy, a lot of joy.” 
 
When asked if she found file tracing boring, Rahab was passionate about the importance 
of her role. “Each file is a person who is lost in the system and deserves a trial. I’ve lost count of 
how many I have helped get released, but it’s over 200.” 

 

 

 

Christine Naigaga – prison officer and law undergraduate 
 
“It’s the inmates who motivate me the most. For people who have committed grievous crimes, 
it’s not because they are really criminal but many times because of the circumstances of their 
life. I’m passionate about helping them. I have realised that for many women charged with 
murder, it’s a result of domestic violence. When the women try to defend themselves, they 
commit a crime out of self defence. I need to stand up for these disadvantaged women. One 
case stands out for me. I will call her Ellie. Ellie murdered her husband and was sentenced to 
death. She was a teacher who had been separated from her husband for some time. He was 
found HIV positive and he came to her house and tried to rape her. She fought back in self 
defence and ended up hitting him hard. Her sentence was reduced to a 35-year term. She 
appealed again and the court reduced her sentence to 20 years. She has already served 15 
years. Now she is one of the law students I study with and has 5 years before she goes home.” 
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Susan Kigula – former death row inmate, now a law graduate 
 
When she was 23, Susan was convicted of murdering her husband and sentenced to 
death although both she and her husband had been brutally attacked with a machete 
while asleep. She spent 11 years on death row in Uganda’s Luriza Women’s Prison. 

“Every day I would wake up and think, ‘is this the day I will be hanged?’ As I got to know the 50 
women in my section, I began to learn that many of them, like me, had been wrongly accused 
of crimes. Some were guilty, but none deserved to be sentenced to death because they had 
committed crimes of passion. Some of the crimes were a result of years of sexual and physical 
abuse by their partners. I became a leader among the prisoners. I decided we have to do 
something. We have to change attitudes. So I started by forgiving the people who had put me in 
prison. I encouraged the other women to do the same. Then I decided to get to work.” 

Susan mobilised a choir, started playing netball, and led a dance group. She learned that 
men in the prison had access to education when women did not. So she volunteered to 
be a teacher. Alexander McLean met her when he came to oversee the refurbishment of 
the sickbay (a project which resulted in a sharp decline in deaths from 114 the previous 
year to 12 the next). “While I was serving my death sentence, I met Alexander who suggested I 
study the law. I told him ‘no, I’m a victim of injustice. I can’t study law.’ But he told me you could 
be the person who ends that injustice.” In 2011 she and a group of other prisoners became 
the first Ugandan prisoners to start the University of London law degree. 

While in prison, she initiated a constitutional challenge on behalf of herself and 416 fellow 
death row inmates (the case of Susan Kigula & 416 ors v. Attorney General). This resulted 
in the Ugandan Supreme Court overturning the mandatory sentence for murder and 
armed robbery, allowing all death row inmates to go back to the court for retrial. The 
Court also declared that no one should be held on death row indefinitely. If a convict is 
not executed within three years, the sentence is now automatically reduced to life 
imprisonment and allows them to go back to court for a retrial. Susan obtained her 
release in 2016. “It was like walking on the moon. I could not believe what was happening.” 

Uganda’s Deputy Chief Justice Owiny Dollo attended the party for Susan’s release at 
Luzira. He told the BBC, “When you attend such a function even as a judicial officer you begin 
questioning whether we need a death penalty in this country. You question because a person 
who is on the wrong side of the law today could be a person of great influence tomorrow.” 

Both her parents had died while she was in prison. She now lives with her sister and her 
19-year-old daughter, “My daughter calls me her hero. That was all I needed to hear after so 
many years away from her. Life is good again. My passion and desire is to give back to the 
community I live in, to impart help to people in dire need, the way that I was before.” She has 
now set up her own organisation (https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/stories-43739933). 
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“I wish to commend the project for enabling these prisoners to gain a 
legal insight into their cases so that when they come before me on appeal 
they are very well prepared in terms of how they argue their appeals. If 
you can enable a prisoner to argue their case before a court then, to me, 
that is the greatest achievement we can ever have from such a 
programme. Justice Defenders basically humanises prisoners.” 

 
– Luka Kimaru, High Court judge, Milimani law courts, Kenya 
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PART 4 

How the Justice Defenders model works 

4.1 The paralegal programme 

The paralegal programme is at the heart of the Justice Defenders  approach. They train non-lawyers 
already in prison (both inmates and prison officers) to provide free legal services to prisoners. 
Paralegals do not have rights of audience in court, so they use their knowledge and skills to train 
prisoners to conduct their own advocacy in court. The model uses the existing resources in prison 
to provide access to justice. 

The vast majority of prisoners cannot afford to pay for lawyers, do not understand the criminal 
justice system, and over half are illiterate. This makes it almost impossible for them to prepare for 
court hearings and represent themselves adequately. But the remaining 40% are literate and there 
are schools inside the prisons teaching both primary and secondary education. So some prisoners 
can study to become paralegals and even obtain law degrees. They provide advice to those who 
otherwise have no hope. 

Justice Defenders paralegals have conducted over 1,500 legal awareness sessions in 23 prisons and 
advised more than 30,900 clients. 15,162 of these people went on to present their cases in court 
and secure their release from prison. 

 

 

 
 
“In June 2019, I was arrested. I had some legal background but I was extremely 
traumatised. Even on my first day in court, I was not okay. I decided to come to the 
clinic and they helped me come back to my senses. They make the case look small and 
give words of encouragement that I myself can do it, only if I concentrate.” 

 
– Inmate, Luzira Remand Prison, Uganda (Adroit Consult Evaluation Report 
2020) 
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Justice Defenders’ reach Kenya Uganda Total 

Number of prisons where Justice Defenders works 10 36 46 

Number of prisons with paralegal clinics 10 13 23 

Number of paralegals 134 100 253 

Percentage female paralegals 34% 27% 30% 

Percentage prison officer paralegals 40% 41% 41% 

Percentage female clients* 24% 11% 17% 

Percentage remandees* 63% 95% 79% 

Total number of clients served in clinics (2015 - 2020) 30,903 

Total number of prisoners released following paralegal advice (2015 - 2020) 15,162 

Source: Justice Defenders management data, March 2020 unless otherwise specified  

*Kenya Oct 2018 - March 2020, Uganda 2019 

 

What services do the clients obtain? 

Free legal advice clinics are run by trained paralegals (both prisoners and prison officers). And in 
high-security prisons, the clinics are also staffed by University of London law student inmates. 
Awareness sessions are held so all prisoners understand their basic rights and can learn what 
individual assistance they can obtain. In the clinics, any prisoner can get one-to-one advice. The 
clinics are open from 9 am to 5 pm Monday to Friday. All clinics have a Clinic Supervisor who 
monitors the work, and University of London students advise on the more complex cases. 

“Every so often people like me have the luck and the privilege to meet exceptional people doing 
exceptional things. For me, truly stand out moments have been the time I have spent with Justice 
Defenders, working in high-security prisons in Nairobi and Kampala. Travelling in Africa provides 
an opportunity to see some truly beautiful places. But the most beautiful thing I saw when I was in 
Uganda was in the courtyard of a prison, just outside Kampala. It was a sign, standing in the 
shade, with a message written in large letters. The message was “Legal Advice Clinic Open”. And it 
was. I went inside and was greeted by Peter, paralegal, law student and a prisoner. He leapt up, 
smiling, eager to show me around. It was a place of hope, of industry, of men gathered, talking, 
working out ways to frame appeals, develop arguments and find files otherwise lost in the system. 
This is a remarkable place.” – Nicola Brentnall, CEO Queen’s Commonwealth Trust 

Of course, many cases are complex and numerous sessions are required to get the case to court 
and obtain a fair trial. All paralegals are set a minimum number of hours in which they are expected 
to work in the clinics. All those studying law degrees also have to spend the mornings working in 
the clinics. And officers have to negotiate their time with the prison authorities as they have other 
duties as well. Outside the clinic advice sessions, the paralegals will also write to the court, attend 
court user committee meetings, engage with alternative dispute resolution where that is available, 
prepare bail applications, appeals, and submissions to the court. All paralegals keep a court diary, 
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make reports after attending Court User Committee meetings, keep a register to show the number 
of clients they have seen and advised, and maintain files. In one-to-one sessions, inmates are 
taught how to address the court, present the facts, and cross-examine. 

 

Why are prison officers trained to be paralegals as well as inmates? 

The holistic approach to training prisoners and prison officers together is key to the success of the 
model. It creates a much more conducive environment in prison in which trust is built up and 
professional working relationships formed. All those interviewed (judges, prison governors, prison 
officers, probation service, and former inmates) see this joined-up approach as a critical aspect of 
unlocking the potential for greater access to justice within the system. 

Prison officers are also proud to participate in the programme and find that the training helps them 
overcome the challenges which they face: they are poorly paid, accommodation is a problem for 
them and their families, and it can be hard for them to feel sufficiently motivated. They often have 
to cope with restless prisoners who live without hope which can all too easily result in a violent 
atmosphere and rioting. This way inmates and prison officers work together to find solutions for 
prisoners and become colleagues. 

 

 
 
 
 

“I enjoy helping the inmates access justice and secure their freedom; giving hope to 
those who have lost hope. Most importantly, it’s about empowering people to stand on 
their own and giving them a purpose to want to live and become better changemakers. 
It is satisfying when you give someone a helping hand in their time of need. It is a great 
joy when I see people going home and being able to appreciate the fact that you 
helped them access justice. This gives me the resilience to keep helping despite the 
challenges that I face while doing my work.” 

 
– Winfred Kamene Mutisya, Prison Officer, Langata, Kenya 

 

There are also significant practical advantages. The paralegal clinics cannot open without officers to 
unlock the doors, escort prisoners who do not have the power to move around prison freely, and 
observe prison protocols whereby groups of prisoners cannot be left in a room alone without 
supervision. With prison officers involved in delivering the legal advice in the clinics, all of these 
logistical issues are resolved much more effectively than would otherwise be the case. 
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“It’s really important to work with the prison officers because at first there was a big gap. But 
because of the training, it taught us how to be at one as a team, to be accountable to one 
another. It’s really fun working together.” 
 

– Erisa Nandala, former inmate at Kampala remand centre and paralegal in Uganda  
 
 
“There are many advantages to prison officers also training and working as paralegals. First, it 
obtains buy-in from the prison authority who understand that they are there to look after the 
entire prison community. We find that prison officers are excited to learn about the law and 
have a better understanding of what is required when they attend court with prisoners. 
Sometimes, prison officers feel powerless because they can’t help inmates. Now they can help 
the people they are mandated to take care of. They become empowered to improve the lives of 
others. Secondly, it means that we can interact and demystify the idea that prison officers are 
there to brutalise. Instead we are colleagues and friends. We are all human beings. It brings 
calm in the prison. Thirdly, it creates stability and continuity in the paralegal body because 
inmate paralegals can obtain release.” 
 

– Hamisi Mazari, Legal Services lead Justice Defenders, formerly an inmate and paralegal, 
now a University of London graduate 
 
 
“Justice Defenders were the pioneers of training prison officers and qualified inmates to be 
lawyers and paralegals through programmes of which I can proudly state I am a beneficiary. 
The number of prisoners being released, because of an increased access to justice, is at an all-
time high. I have had the pleasure of accompanying some of the inmates to the courts for 
hearings. Seeing an inmate being able to represent themselves from the coaching they have 
received from their fellow inmates and officers in prisons who are paralegals trained by Justice 
Defenders is moving. The relationship between inmates and officers, which was very strained, 
has now grown into one of respect and appreciation. This has impacted positively on offender 
management. We, prisoners and prison staff, can now hug, shake hands, play volleyball, study 
together and sit in the same law classes and libraries, discuss cases, and share meals together.” 
 

– Willy Ojulu, 29 years a prison officer in Kenya’s Langata Maximum Security Women’s 
Prison, and a University of London graduate 

 

 

How are paralegals selected? 

The training is open to all prisoners (including remandees) and prison officers, provided they meet 
the academic and good character requirements. The selection process is transparent and based on 
clear criteria. When Justice Defenders starts work in a new prison it first carries out a baseline study 
identifying the demand for legal services and the nature of the prison population. They then carry 
out awareness sessions for the entire facility so that all prisoners and prison officers are aware of 
what the paralegal service will consist of and to make it clear that it will be free. The next stage is to 
advertise for those who are interested in joining the programme, on notice boards in the blocks 
where prisoners work, and in the classrooms. 
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“For the paralegals there is no illiteracy issue. We only encounter this in the clinics with 
our clients, but the paralegals are able to explain to the clients in their local languages. 
For the applicants we always tell them it is not a guarantee that they will be picked to 
join the program. As for the clients we make them aware that we are paralegals first 
and foremost and not advocates. Our work is to assist them access justice which does 
not necessarily entail acquittal. Most of the applicants who do not make it to join the 
programme will express disappointment and will keep asking why, and when the next 
recruitment will be. The demand to join the program especially from officers is 
overwhelming.” 

 
– Miriam Wachira, Country Director, Justice Defenders Kenya 

 

All applicants fill in a standard form setting out the academic requirements (they are required to 
have the equivalent of GCSEs, except in exceptional cases such as in women’s prisons where there 
can be a shortage of qualified candidates) and a statement of purpose in which the applicant states 
the reasons why he or she wants to join the programme. Justice Defenders then conducts 
interviews and shortlists the candidates. The prison authority provides feedback on the character of 
all applicants – both inmates and officers – as no one is selected for training unless they have 
shown appropriate levels of commitment, discipline, and good character. Working as a paralegal is 
a full-time commitment unless the paralegal has other commitments (such as studying for the 
University of London or prison officer duties). “We need team players and a full-time commitment. 
We limit the number of paralegals and there are times when we have to turn people away.” – Hamisi 
Mazari, Justice Defenders, formerly an inmate and paralegal, now a University of London graduate  

 

What does the training consist of? 

The training is detailed. The annual course for paralegal training lasts 15 days. The first two weeks 
are taught by Justice Defenders staff who are qualified lawyers and pro bono advocates. The 
trainees then spend a week doing on-the-job training under the supervision of the paralegal Clinic 
Supervisor. At the end of the three weeks, trainees fill out evaluation forms and are put under a 
three-month probation period during which the Clinic Supervisor monitors their performance and 
work ethics. There are one-day refresher courses each month thereafter.  

The 92-page training manual covers all aspects of the criminal justice system – from the court 
hierarchy, appeals, constitutional law, and human rights, to criminal procedure including what 
constitutes a fair trial, bail and plea bargaining, to the law of evidence and sentencing. It also covers 
communication and advocacy skills, case studies, role plays, drafting legal documents, court 
etiquette, and professional ethics as well as monitoring and evaluation. As a lawyer and judge in the 
UK courts who has been trained in all of these aspects of the criminal law, I can confirm this course 
would provide anyone with a sound understanding of the issues arising.  
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Quality assurance 

This is an area that requires constant review. The training, evaluation, and supervision carried out 
reduce the risk of failures arising. There have been very few incidents in which paralegals have 
sought to charge for their services but they have been immediately expelled from the programme. 
All prisoners are invited to awareness sessions where it is made clear the service is for free, so any 
transgression is rapidly reported. Ongoing work is being carried out to ensure all paralegal work is 
supervised ultimately by a qualified local law legal professional. The University of London law 
graduates are also able to assist with more complex cases in the high-security prisons. 

An evaluation report – February 2020, carried out by Adroit Consult in Uganda over an 18-month 
period – set out the quality assurance mechanisms they had reviewed: 

1. The process of selection of paralegals who are carefully vetted for their ability to deliver a 
good service to clients. 

2. The awareness clinics at which it is made clear services are for free (so any transgressions 
are reported immediately and are in fact rare). 

3. The forms paralegals have to complete in which they record their advice, steps taken, and 
follow up required, time and date. These are regularly reviewed by the clinic leads. 

4. Cases are assigned to paralegals with the most appropriate skills set. 

5. The quarterly induction and refresher trainings. 

6. The toolkit on the processes of the legal aid clinic and provision of legal services provided to 
paralegals, to guide them in implementation. 

7. The process of selection of legal officers who are assigned to each of the clinics for 
purposes of quality assurance (degree students and graduates will take on the more 
complex cases). 

8. The weekly review meetings held by Justice Defenders. 

 

What is the motivation and is there remuneration for the paralegal work? 

In Kenya and Uganda, all prisoners are expected to work and are remunerated for it whether they 
work in the farm, the workshop, or the school. Standard stipend remuneration is provided for each 
of these areas of work depending on whether it is skilled or unskilled work. So paralegal inmates 
receive the skilled work stipend (in Uganda the equivalent of £3 per month and in Kenya £9 per 
month). The officers who work as paralegals receive their normal salary together with a stipend but 
recognise that this helps them do their job better and may stand them in good stead for 
promotion. But the real motivation comes from being able to help prisoners who previously had no 
hope. 
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“The paralegal training was amazing because it was the first time the prison had had 
this kind of set up. I was so happy. I gained a lot. I found working as a paralegal really 
motivating. When I helped a fellow prisoner get access to justice, to obtain a more 
lenient sentence or a bail term, it gave us hope and satisfaction and success. It’s great 
for your morale.” 

 
– Erisa Nandala, former inmate at Kampala remand prison and paralegal, 
Uganda 

 
Why do judges and the prison authorities support the programme? 

The model is enthusiastically supported because it achieves multiple impacts: 

1. They see that unlike many other programmes which rely on mobile courts and/or external 
paralegals coming in from time to time to provide a service, this model operates every day 
inside the prisons using existing resources, the time and motivation of the inmates and 
prison officers. This means that the service is consistent, available, and accessible to all. 

2. It provides good rehabilitation for inmates while providing them with free legal advice. 

3. The model is not only for inmates. The holistic approach whereby both prison officers and 
inmates are trained and work together makes it very attractive to the prison institutions. 

4. The Justice Defenders model is designed to engage stakeholders at the grassroots level so it 
provides a resource in the country regions as well as in and around the capital city. 

5. It has helped in decongestion of prisons and also in maintaining order in the prisons. 

6. The demand to join the programme (from both prisoners and prison officers) is 
overwhelming so it has a powerful effect on morale. 

His Worship Niyokwizera Emmanuel is the sole magistrate responsible for three District courts in 
mid-western Uganda where case backlogs are significant. “I think Justice Defenders’ work is 
excellent. For example, they coordinate the work of paralegals across the prisons by informing me 
when a prison is overcrowded, when a prisoner has served too long in remand and his case is due 
to be heard, and where a case could be suitable for mediation such as in boundary dispute related 
cases. The prisons do not otherwise provide me with this kind of information. Secondly, the 
accused have received training as to their rights and how to present a case in court. Naturally, 
judges are already required to act as human rights defenders but the process becomes much 
easier when defendants appear before the court aware of their rights and able to present orderly 
submissions. Justice Defenders’ work helps me better perform my role as a judge. I’ve had the 
opportunity to see the prisoners present a moot in prison highlighting the court process and from 
my observation, those people are doing great work.” – His Worship Niyokwizera Emmanuel 

Hamisi Mazari’s story is living proof of just how one life can be transformed given a chance and how 
much that person can give back to thousands of others. 
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Hamisi Mazari – former inmate, now a law graduate and working for 
Justice Defenders 
 
Hamisi was convicted of fraud and sentenced to 10 years in prison. In the end, he served 
six years in Kamiti maximum security prison in Nairobi. He did the University of London 
law degree and has worked for Justice Defenders since 2014 as Legal Services lead, their 
longest-serving member of staff in Kenya. 

When he was working as a banker, fraudulent activity had taken place in his department 
and he and several others lost their jobs even though there was no evidence against him. 
He found himself jobless and unable to get work and recalls that “out of mischief we took 
revenge by taking advantage of the bank’s weak systems to make some money.” When he was 
caught and sentenced to 10 years, he was newly married and his wife was pregnant. After 
one year he raised enough money to pay the fine (an alternative penalty) and was 
released, but there were two outstanding charges for which he was sentenced to a further 
5 years. 

While in Nairobi West, Hamisi joined the Justice Defenders programme, and he helped a 
fellow inmate by going through his papers which were full of factual contradictions. This 
analysis helped his fellow prisoner secure release. Hamisi was rapidly moved out of 
furniture making in the prison to the documentation office and given an old desktop to 
handle the factual analysis of all appeal cases. A major turning point came when he 
helped on an appeal for three men who were acquitted on appeal. 

“I became known as ‘wakili’ which means ‘lawyer’ and this motivated me. I didn’t want to go 
back to crime. When I was released, I’d had enough and I wanted to start a new life. I went back 
to my village and am now reunited with my family. My wife had to do casual labour as a maid 
and take in washing. Life was tough for my young son too. It affected me so much. It made me 
turnabout. I’d put two innocent people in this position.”  

Hamisi had heard about Justice Defenders who helped him join the University of London 
degree programme and go back into prison to study. He graduated in 2019. 

He now is in charge of Justice Defenders’ legal services in Kenya. He sits on key 
government committees; he coordinates training in the 10 paralegal clinics in prisons in 
Kenya; he was responsible for the construction of Langata Women Prison’s Library and 
legal clinic and has now done the same in two other prisons. He not only has a law degree 
but also holds diplomas in banking, the Institute for Management Information, and the 
Certified Public Accountants (CPA) Part 1. 
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4.2 The legal education programme 

Some of the prisoners and prison staff have sufficient academic qualifications and motivation to go 
further and study a law degree. In partnership with the University of London, Justice Defenders 
supports both prisoners and prison staff to study the distance learning law degree course run by the 
University of London. Recent figures show that between 2018 and 2020, 23 students graduated 
with a degree from the University of London. 45 students are currently studying for their degree. 
Justice Defenders are effectively running law schools in prison with a view to bringing about long 
term change. The students are not studying courses specially tailored for inmates but the standard 
University of London international course.  

 

 

The University of London 
 
This is the world’s oldest distance and flexible learning body established in 1858. The 
University of London offers both degrees to more than 50,000 international students 
around the world. A consortium of the six law schools (King’s College, the LSE, UCL, 
SOAS, Birkbeck, and Queen Mary) run the LLB course, which is an internationally 
recognised award that can be studied flexibly anywhere. The university achieves its 
mission of broad access by offering lower entry requirements than other universities (four 
subjects at GCSR/O level with grades of A*-C, and English language) as well as low-cost 
degrees (just over £4,000 for the entire course and scholarships for those who would not 
otherwise be able to participate). The university creates all study materials so as to 
provide students with all that they require and to be able to study at their own pace. An 
individual senior academic is in charge of each module taught. Exams take place at testing 
centres around the world and are both set and marked by the university. All international 
programme students are graded on the same standards as internal students so as to 
ensure a uniform credentialing process. 

 

 

“In my role as Director of the University of London international undergraduate laws programme, I 
became aware that we had a student on death row in prison in Uganda. I nearly fell over. Although we 
have had prisoners study with us, this was the first prisoner from Uganda and on death row. I learned that 
the student had been funded by a small charity then called African Prisons Project. I wanted to find out 
more and went out to Uganda to visit the prison to see whether it would be feasible for more students to 
join the course. With some adjustments and extra support, it was. The commitment and determination is 
impressive. All of the current inmate students/graduates work as paralegals within the prisons which is 
where the real impact is achieved as they are able to provide a good quality legal advice for free to those 
who would not otherwise be able to obtain access to justice.” – Professor Jenny Rose-Hamilton, former 
Director of the University of London Undergraduate Laws Programme 

 

 



 

The Power of Access to Justice  |  February 2021  |  23 

Graduates Kenya Uganda Total 

Total graduates from the LLB 18 5 23 

Of which female 1 1 2 

Of which prison officers 3 1 4 

Of which inmates who have obtained release 6 3 9 

Students    

Total students currently studying LLB 25 20 45 

Of which female 4 8 12 

Of which prison officers 9 2 11 

Of which inmates who have obtained release 2 4 6 

No longer in programme    

Total who have dropped out 12 4 16 

Total studying through another method  2 - 2 

Source: Justice Defenders management data, 2014 to 2020 

 

In 2019, Justice Defenders students achieved a pass rate of 90% and 95% in Uganda and Kenya, 
respectively. The University website confirms that these results are as good as those of its other 
international students. These are amazing results for students who have so many obstacles in their 
way. By way of example, there is very limited internet access, students have other duties so they 
have to study at night in crowded accommodation blocks, often with a torch or by the light from 
the outside yard. To study for the three or four years required, student prisoners tend to be those 
serving the longest sentences and many of them have been sentenced to death. But they find 
hope and motivation in becoming lawyers and helping others. Many may well be in prison for life 
but carry on working as paralegals in prison. Some have studied while on death row and brought 
landmark cases before the Supreme Courts in Uganda and Kenya which ended the mandatory 
death sentence and allowed for appeals to be heard. 

“Justice Defenders students are achieving a good percentage of graduations which compares well with all 
students globally. In October 2019, one student obtained a certificate of excellence prize for his paper on 
evidence. This shows that prisoner students are capable and competing with all students globally. We 
have been running this LLB course with Justice Defenders for 10 years now and the outcome is very 
positively viewed by the university.” – Patricia McKellar, Associate Director, Undergraduate Laws, 
University of London 
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The role of Justice Defenders 

Justice Defenders provides the following support to students: 

● Administrative: Although the course is not taught online (in order to make the course 
accessible to all students for whom internet access is not possible) the University does 
expect a certain level of internet access. Up until COVID-19 presented the necessity for 
more internet access, there has been little internet available in prison so the course 
materials need to be printed out and/or text books bought and provided. Now significant 
work is being undertaken to make the course digitally available. 

● Academic: Students appreciate and benefit from face-to-face classes. Classes are 
conducted inside the prisons using the University’s course materials. Currently there is one 
tutor in each country with one support as well as visiting UK professors and students. More 
recently Justice Defenders graduates have begun doing some of the teaching. In the future 
– with the benefits of digitalisation (see section 5.1 below) – there will be more online 
teaching as well as face to face teaching by both local and international teachers. One of 
the additional (extra curricula) teaching methods which has been highly beneficial is the use 
of moot courts in which students have the opportunity to run mock cases before qualified 
lawyers. This gives students essential experience in how to present cases and legal 
arguments. 

● Financial: The University no longer provides full scholarships so students need assistance 
with the balance of the costs.  

● Psychosocial: Prisoners need encouragement to apply in the first place and to carry 
through their studying. It is particularly hard for students in their first year of study as this is 
a very new and demanding year of study. Justice Defenders provide the support that is 
needed. And with more graduates each year, there are more to provide this expert 
assistance. 

 
Brenda Ambani is the Justice Defenders lawyer who facilitates the University of London degree 
course in Kenya. She explains, “I have seen that doing the LLB changes the students as people, a 
complete change. It used to be the case that they couldn’t speak to a crowd or look you in the eye in class 
but now they can articulate the legal issues, and pursue an argument when we hold the moot courts in 
prison to give them practice in presenting their case to qualified lawyers. It really makes them happy to 
work for others even when they are not going to be released.” 

Patricia McKellar is the Associate Director of Undergraduate Laws at the University of London. She 
adds, “I’ve often been to teach the course in prison. I remember one student saying to me, ‘I’m a 
condemned man’. It takes your breath away, but then we went on to discuss UK Court of Appeal cases. I 
find that it’s very easy to talk to the prisoners, often much easier than in the UK. I’m often asked why we 
support prisoners at the University because it does create more work for us simply because 
communication is more difficult and it’s complicated. I’ve given several talks to University staff to explain 
what this is achieving and how it works. People are always very positive.” 

And Nakita Hedges is a law student at University of Western England who went to Kenya to teach a 
legal skills programme explaining how to read cases and statute. She states, “In Kamiti, we often 
taught in a hallway with limited chairs and a whiteboard. Despite the surrounding distractions the 
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students did not let that interrupt their studies. Their determination to learn was honestly such an 
empowering feeling to witness. Their level of dedication to their studies was something I had not ever seen 
before. If they have been set a task, each person exceeds expectations. Regardless of their lack of 
materials, each student would return with masses of information which they would provide as examples 
and apply to the real world.” 

The story of Morris Kabeira is another immensely powerful illustration of transformation, courage, 
and just how much can be achieved. Morris was on death row but he now works for Justice 
Defenders using his degree to advise those who would not otherwise have access to lawyers.  

Nicola Brentnall, CEO Queen’s Commonwealth Trust, had this to say about working with Morris, “I 
was lucky enough to join a Justice Defenders meeting in a prison in Nairobi. About 100 Justice Defenders 
were gathered, to catch up on news and spend time together. It was unusual that prison authorities had 
allowed Justice Defenders based in different prisons in the vicinity to come together. This is a sign of the 
respect for this work. One Justice Defender, Morris, was not with us. He was in court, leading the appeal 
against his wrongful conviction. We were seated in a circle and I was next to Philip, Morris’ friend who had 
worked on the case. We were carrying on with the meeting, though our thoughts wandered often, thinking 
of what was happening in that courtroom. Suddenly, a messenger burst into the room shouting ‘He’s a 
free man!’ Philip let out a cry, a sound I have never heard before. It was a roar, that justice had been done. 
It was a cry for fairness, for righting a terrible wrong. He shot out of his seat and went to embrace a fellow 
Justice Defender who had been part of Morris’ team. The emotion of that moment will never leave me.”    

 

 

Morris Kabeira – former death row inmate, now a law graduate and 
working for Justice Defenders 
 
Morris was a prisoner for 13 years. From the outset he maintained his innocence and was 
eventually acquitted of all charges in October 2019. “Injustice is a poison, I know what it 
costs, how it feels. I can’t bear to see even one person suffering injustice.” 

Morris had been a police officer for 12 years when he was arrested for robbery of a mobile 
phone with violence. There was no real evidence – he had been framed. He was detained 
for eight years without trial in a 4x6 foot cell with eight others. It was hard being detained 
with other prisoners who he had been responsible for sending to prison. “I had a very 
hostile reception. It was so noisy, it made me tremble.” But he lived in hope that he would be 
acquitted when he got to trial. Instead he was sentenced to death. “I will never forget 
hearing those words: You will suffer death, hanging by rope until certified dead. Then began the 
worst life in prison. I felt I had lost everything and couldn’t imagine putting in an appeal. I began 
to think of killing myself.” He had no hope until a fellow prisoner and Justice Defender 
paralegal encouraged him to study law and gave him a book on criminal law evidence to 
read. “I read it all night. The next day I went to a class and saw officers and inmates together. I 
was impressed. I felt there was love and life there.” Morris went on to study his diploma and 
then as a University of London graduate. His death sentence was commuted to life, then 
reduced. At his appeal he was acquitted of all charges and released. He is now reunited 
with his family although reintegration has been very hard. He works for Justice Defenders 
as a lawyer and goes into prisons to help and advise other prisoners. 
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I asked Morris what his day was like while studying. Students must work in the paralegal 
clinics in the morning and study in the evening because the afternoons are filled with 
classes and other duties. He lived in a block with 80 prisoners so it’s very noisy in the 
evenings. “At the beginning it was not a supportive environment so I had to wake up and study 
after the others had gone to sleep. The support from the other student prison officers kept me 
going.” He describes the importance of studying and working alongside prison officers. 

“When I was on death row, we had to stand three metres from prison officers. They would 
always use insults, beat us, make us aware of our pending execution. But when we studied 
together, I saw hope. I saw officers who could discuss any matter with you, someone who was 
encouraging me. This is really what has changed the entire prison system in Kenya and has 
helped the whole prison community. Now we are listening to each other because we are all 
human beings. That chemistry, that engagement started in the prison class.” 

And his motivation? “Yes, I wanted to fight for my freedom but I have a passion to help others. 
In class I found love. I’d forgotten that people love. I found solace in helping fellow inmates. I 
learned the art of forgiveness and this gave me the peace I longed for. Now I am missing prison 
because I want to help the prisoners, I want to comfort them. This is my life. I want to go to 
court to help them. When I went into court to represent myself at my appeal, I became a 
practical example of a defenceless person turning around to be a defender of his own rights. I 
became a beacon of hope and progress to my family again.”  

“It is so important to help prisoners get back to their families who suffer. My family became 
branded as a criminal family, they lost friends, and my children were threatened by other 
children. This worried me in prison but other families suffer even more. I recently visited a 
children’s home. Prisons can’t keep children over four years old. I saw one girl there who I had 
known in prison when she was living with her mother. Her kind of life really affected me, she 
can’t go to school, she has no family and no future. So many children suffer like this. It’s not 
their crime. If they’re not in homes, they have to live on the streets. The risk is they will become 
criminals as well. We may be destroying someone who could be very effective in our country.” 

“It is a long journey to overcome the impact of injustice but we must put this in our joint hands. 
We can’t do it in isolation. Wherever there is injustice it affects the entire world. Once it takes 
root it affects many other lives. Global justice must embrace everyone without discrimination. 
It’s the only way we can live in peace, love each other, cope with a calamity like Coronavirus. 
We have to collaborate so everyone gets justice.” 

 

George Daly, Former College of Law Professor and Trustee of Justice Defenders, who has taught 
aspects of the degree course in prison, says, “There’s a lot to be said for working in the most 
challenging contexts. You can model and demonstrate so much that is constructive when you work with 
the poorest. The law must be just and fair for everyone. Poverty, crime and violence pull societies apart. 
We have to change the vicious spiral into a virtuous circle which builds on people’s potential. This is how 
to build a better world.”   

The students are also proving themselves internationally. In 2019, two of the Justice Defenders 
students from Luzira Prison, Uganda participated, by video, in the 28th International African 
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Human Rights Moot Court Competition. The competition involves students arguing a hypothetical 
human rights case as if they were before the African Court on Human and Peoples’ Rights. The 
team of two, John Bosco Oryem and Canan Nkamuhabwa, was the first African team of 
incarcerated students to compete in a moot at international level. 

Former Justice Defenders Regional Director Peter Tibigambwa explained how ground-breaking and 
inspiring this team had been. “Having worked with this team of inspirational and courageous 
changemakers, I am truly proud that they are being referred to as the 4th Industrial revolution! 
Which it truly is; some of those in this community have been on death row, yet never gave up. 
Every conversation I have had with each one of the 64 students I have worked with (in Kenya and 
Uganda’s Maximum Security Prisons) on why they are doing this Law degree, a programme often 
referred to as hard to study and only for the privileged and to pursue a lucrative career, all I’ve 
heard is: to serve my peers, to serve those who have suffered at the hands of the law. Watching 
two of our own take on students from 50 other universities in Africa today was truly inspirational, 
and revolutionary, yet this is only the beginning.” – Peter Tibigambwa 

As more prisoners secure their release, this presents a challenge as to how to assist transition into 
safe employment, something which it is very hard for former inmates to achieve. Justice Defenders 
is working on how best to assist in this next stage of its development. (See section 5.2 for more on 
this area). To date, 14 law graduates have secured their release on appeal of whom nine are now 
employed by Justice Defenders. They have all gone back into prisons to work as paralegals where 
they take on the more complex cases. 

 

 
 
“I began law teaching in 1970 and in almost 50 years, the most profound and 
rewarding experiences I have had in the classroom have come in teaching law in the 
prisons of Kenya and Uganda. Almost every aspect of the experience is extraordinary. 
The commitment of the students; the fact that prisoners and prison staff study together 
and act as a mutually supportive group and the way their experiences, some terrible, 
inform their learning.” 

 
– Nick Johnson, former Chair of Justice Defenders and professor of law, 
University of Warwick 

 

4.3 The secondment programme 

 
“Justice Defenders is building a transnational coalition of changemakers that will create an 
impact which reaches beyond the grasp of any single organisation. The aim is that those 
selected as secondees will ensure that African prisons become more humane, rehabilitation 
focused institutions, orientated towards the positive transformation of their wards. Ultimately, 
the programme aims to equip the secondees with the skills and tools for influencing other 
stakeholders to adopt reform measures and improve the provision of health, education and 
access to justice in prisons.”  
 

– Alexander McLean, Founder, Justice Defenders 
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Since 2014, Justice Defenders has led a secondment programme between Africa and the UK for 
senior officials in the criminal justice system, giving prison governors and officers, judiciary and 
probation the opportunity to spend three months in the UK learning about the UK approach to 
delivery. But for COVID-19, it would also have been running its first secondment programme from 
the UK to Kenya. The model is based on Justice Defenders’ conviction and experience that it is not 
possible to effect real change to the lives of those in the prison system without nurturing the 
wellbeing and development of those responsible for the criminal justice system. The aim is to share 
best practice cross-border and to build a network of policy makers who will build criminal justice 
systems which are transformative for prisoners and prison officials alike. There is much to learn and 
to share. For example, the UK has developed approaches to probation, offender rehabilitation and 
management but prisons in Kenya and Uganda have much lower suicide and self-harm rates than 
the UK. They also run education programmes at both primary and secondary level. Together, policy 
makers can find solutions to the challenges they face based on rehabilitation, education and a 
recognition of the inherent humanity of every person in prison. 

 

 

 
 
 
“The secondment programme creates a cross-border community between Africa and 
the UK sharing experiences and best practice. It builds trust and cements a long-term 
relationship with prison services. You can tangibly feel the impact.” 

 
– Matteo Cassini, Community Development Manager, Justice Defenders 

 

To date Justice Defenders has supported nine secondment programmes with a total of 32 alumni 
secondees. The range of participants is impressive. By way of example, the 2019 cohort consisted 
of the following: the Governor of Shimo La Tewa Women’s Prison, Kenya; the governor of Naivasha 
Medium Prison, Kenya; the Senior Assistant Director of Probation, Kenya; Magistrate Uganda; and 
Judge and Examining Magistrate, Cameroon. 

The programme agenda is devised in partnership with the UK Ministry of Justice and involves time 
spent obtaining a deep understanding of the UK criminal justice system following the “prisoner 
journey” from arrest to resettlement. It involves a combination of learning the theory and work 
shadowing of first-grade prison officers on the wing so as to gain first-hand knowledge.  

The secondment lasts three months and involves time spent with barristers, judges, the courts, law 
firms, the Law Society, courses with partner universities (such as the University of Nottingham 
which provides a course on human rights and imprisonment led by experts in the field), training on 
leadership skills with coaching sessions, strategic planning, problem-solving, the ability to give 
feedback, all necessary to overcome the challenges which all prison managers tend to face. A 
central part of the secondment programme also involves tours of and work shadowing of prison 
officers in UK prisons. In 2019 a cohort visited all the following prisons: HMP Ford, HMP 
Wandsworth, HMP Verne HMP Send, HMP Huntercombe, HMP Cookham Wood and HMP 
Coldingley. The visits to prisons are designed to give secondees experience of all aspects of the 
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prison service from offender reception, the prisoners’ day, the duties of staff, rehabilitation, 
probation and resettlement services. 

Secondees report how pleased they have been with the openness of those participating in the UK 
and how they were given access and time at all levels. “I was impressed by how open and receptive all 
the institutions we visited were. Everywhere we were made welcome and people were committed to give 
their best whether in the Royal Courts of Justice, in barristers’ chambers, the Law Society, the probation 
service, in 10 different prisons where we always had detailed discussion and time with the governor. We 
also got to talk to inmates who were very open and available to our questions.” – Daniel Nde Tawembe, 
High Court judge in Cameroon, 2019 secondee 

The programme is part of the Commonwealth Scholarships Commission (CSC). Applications are 
made directly in an open online competition to the host organisation (in this case to Justice 
Defenders). The selection process is highly competitive with rigorous selection of officers who have 
a track record of excellence, with training, networking and leadership skills to become 
changemakers in penal reform. For the Spring 2020 cohort there were 70 applications from all 
over the Commonwealth. Justice Defenders will normally recommend between four and six 
candidates to the CSC which also reviews the applications. All costs are covered and these are 
borne by a combination of the CSC and Justice Defenders. (The three-month secondment 
currently costs approximately £15,000 per secondee of which CSC scholarship covers 2/3 and 
Justice Defenders covers 1/3). Although it involves a significant cost investment in advance (for 
instance Justice Defenders has to pay for the secondees’ accommodation costs up front as well as 
organise the programme), there is no doubt as to the huge importance of the programme.  

As a result of the UK prison service’s contact with the African prison officers, there has been interest 
expressed by UK prison officers to go to Africa on secondment. As a result, for the first time in 
summer 2020 eight aspiring UK prison officers were due to go to Kenya (until COVID-19 prevented 
this year’s planned visit). These young graduates are doing a Masters in prison management 
(Unlock Graduates). There were to be three cohorts with each cohort spending two weeks in Kenya 
visiting prisons learning from the Justice Defender supported work going on in those prisons. 

Justice Defenders also organise a series of stakeholder workshops which are held in prisons in the 
UK involving judges and officers to debate what justice means, what access to justice should mean, 
and to consider the different ways in which different countries and systems tackle the same issues. 

The Judicial College of England and Wales has been involved in the secondment programme since 
its early days in 2015 supervising the part of the programme which involves visiting the judiciary. 
Grace Karrass leads the international team at the Judicial College and is also the Secretariat to the 
Standing International Forum of Commercial Courts (SIFoCC) – www.sifocc.org – and an 
International Strategy Advisor for the Judicial Office. “Enabling conversations across the sector at that 
level is extremely valuable particularly bringing both the prison and judicial perspectives together. My 
experience is that it is highly beneficial both for the secondees and also for UK judges to hear about 
different perspectives and systems. The UK judiciary is keen to participate as they want to lead the 
promotion of the common law throughout the world and to make a real difference in terms of ensuring 
access to justice and the development of international standards.”  
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4.4 Impact analysis 

The challenges of creating strong impact measurement of access to justice programmes is well 
recognised, because it requires a long-term approach affecting sustainable and systemic change. 
There is more which can be done but the Justice Defenders model demonstrates significant impact 
in each of these broad areas: 

● Access to justice: Training those already in prison (inmates and prison officers) to provide 
access to justice to prisoners who would otherwise have no chance of obtaining legal advice 
who then go on to secure their release. This is a sustainable and cost-effective model. 

● Systemic change: In the criminal justice system, decongestion of the prison population and 
co-working between prisoners and prison officers results in improved prison conditions. 
The close involvement and collaboration of all stakeholders in the criminal justice system 
(from judiciary to prison services) and the secondment programme also leads to 
sustainable system change from within. 

● Impact in the community: The multiplier effect is that prisoners become providers of 
access to justice thereby transforming not only their own lives, but the lives of thousands of 
others who go on to secure release. This in turn has an impact on their families, incomes, 
and life chances. It may well also reduce the risks of recidivism and radicalisation although 
more measurement is required in each of these areas for this to be certain. 

 
 

Lessons learned (evaluation study Adroit Consult, February 2020) 

1. The utilisation of prison officers and fellow inmates is an effective and relevant 
approach towards access to justice. This is because it is self-sustaining in nature, and 
ensures interaction on legal issues even after project implementation hours. 

2. Sensitisation and awareness on legal information is highly beneficial for increasing 
access to justice. This also helps prevent re-offence as the knowledge stays after 
release. 

3. Involvement of stakeholders especially in the justice sector provides a direct platform 
for advocacy and achievement of adoption of different approaches to justice. 

4. There is a high number of inmates who require legal services and information as shown 
by the high figures accessing the set up legal clinics by (Justice Defenders). 

5. Self-representation allows for one to dedicate their time, resources and skills to fight for 
their own justice compared to that which will be allocated by another representative. 

6. Low involvement of other justice and order sector actors especially the Uganda Police is 
a good strategy for the justice system. 

7. For successful implementation, there is a need to involve, plan with and provide 
progress to Uganda Prison Service. 
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Access to justice 

The impact in terms of providing access to justice is clear from the numbers who attend the legal 
clinics and go on to secure release. In December 2016, an evaluation of work (by Devinovit 
Associates) in both Kenya and Uganda set out detailed statistics of bail applications, cases 
dismissed, death sentences commuted, convictions overturned, numbers of cases resolved by 
alternative dispute resolution, and total inmates released. Since 2015, 12,600 prisoners have been 
released as a result of Justice Defenders paralegal support; in Kenya in 2019, the number of ten 
year plus sentences overturned was 150 and the number of death sentences overturned was 57.  

 

 
 
 
“I have not worked with an organisation that has tangible results and impact like 
Justice Defenders, and to do it with such limited resources is fulfilling to see. I am proud 
to be associated with it.” 

 
– Hon. Justice Dr. Winfred Nabisinde, the Resident Judge for the Lango sub-
region, Uganda, during an evaluation project review meeting with stakeholders 

The 2020 Adroit evaluation used both quantitative and qualitative methods of data collection and 
analysis reviewing the work of paralegals in 13 prisons in two regions in Uganda over an 18 month 
period. They reported high levels of dissatisfaction with the justice system prior to Justice 
Defenders’ work (68%) contrasted with 42% very satisfied and 36% satisfied with Justice 
Defenders’ services. They concluded that, “Overall, the project has made remarkable progress towards 
the outcomes. The end line evaluation noted that 83% of the inmates interviewed reported that the 
protection of their fundamental rights has been improved by (Justice Defenders). Majority of the inmates 
were aware of their rights (75%). The project established legal aid clinics which handled a total of 3,237 
cases and completed 86% of these (which is higher than the 83% indicator target). In addition, a total 
number of 2,796 inmates were released from all the prisons during the project period.”  

 

Systemic change in the criminal justice system 

The work of Justice Defenders is achieving change across the criminal justice system from within. 
“…the involvement of all stakeholders in the chain of justice is crucial in provision of a whole package to 
access justice...” (Evaluation Report on Uganda paralegal programme by Adroit Consult, 2018)  

 

Systemic improvement in prison conditions 

The very fact of achieving greater decongestion in prison improves conditions. But it is the holistic 
approach which involves inmates and prison officers training, studying, and providing legal advice 
in the clinics together which is most striking. The Uganda 2020 evaluation report states that, “The 
methodology of involving both groups as auxiliary paralegals has changed the attitudes of both parties 
towards each other. The officers are more aware of the rights of inmates, enabling them to treat them as 
required by the law. There is also increased satisfaction of inmates with the Uganda Prisons Service.”  
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“I now know my rights as a person. I know the rights of prison officers and the inmates. I have become a 
good paralegal. I used to be a bit harsh on prisoners. I have however learnt that to be a good paralegal, 
one must be exemplary. You cannot give hard punishments when you are preaching something different.” 
– Prison Officer, Luzira Remand Prison, Uganda  

 

Systemic change at policy level 

This is achieved by the way Justice Defenders works within the existing system and in close 
collaboration with principal stakeholders in-country. The roll out in The Gambia shows how very 
senior policy decision makers are brought together from the outset to ensure the programmes 
meet the needs and challenges faced in-country. And the secondment programme takes the 
knowledge of senior policy makers onto a new level. They return and introduce a raft of new 
approaches in the institutions in which they work and encourage policy change across the board. 

A4ID ROLE UK (which is funded by DFID) commissioned an independent evaluative study to be 
carried out reviewing the impact of their support to the University of London programme between 
2016 and 2018. As to change of policy they concluded that, “Supporting the development of law 
clinics in Kenyan and Ugandan prisons, empowering prisoners to challenge their detentions is a clear 
change of practice within the prisons concerned. Developing ‘schools’ for academic learning within 
prisons is similarly a change in policy and practice: the previous focus for rehabilitation in both Kenyan 
and Ugandan prisons was on vocational training and prison farms.” – Clare Manuel and Kimathi 
Murlithi  

The same case study conclusions stated, “The law clinic and academic work had a clear impact on 
those who have been helped successfully to mount legal challenges – including bail applications, appeals 
against convictions or sentences including successful appease against the death penalty. There are strong 
indications that the changes brought about by (Justice Defenders) with ROLE UK’s support are likely to be 
sustained. (Justice Defenders) has established strong relations with the prison services in both Kenya and 
Uganda and there is strong local ownership of both the prison law clinics and the academic work.” 

“Securing the buy-in and engagement of key stakeholders in a multi-dimensional programme… is crucial 
to the successful achievement of programme objectives. Greatly improved relations between the prisons 
and the courts of law due to a shared interest to expedite court processes and reduce costs.”  – 2016 
Devinovit Associates Ltd evaluation18 

 

Systemic change in the law following landmark cases in the Supreme Courts 

While studying their law degrees, inmates have successfully taken cases to the Supreme Courts of 
both Kenya and Uganda resulting in landmark cases to end mandatory death sentences. These 
appeals did not abolish the death penalty, but did have a profound effect on the case law and 
sentencing of offenders. But for the passion and commitment of these appellant prisoners who 
had been trained and studied so hard, these cases are unlikely to have been pursued. 

● Susan Kigula initiated a constitutional challenge on behalf of herself and 416 fellow death 
row inmates before the Supreme Court of Uganda (Susan Kigula & 416 ors v. Attorney 
General 2009). The aim was to have the death penalty declared unconstitutional as in 
many other countries. The court overturned the mandatory sentence for murder and 
armed robbery allowing all death row inmates to go back to the court for retrial. The Court 
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also declared that no one should be held on death row indefinitely. If a convict is not 
executed within three years, the sentence is now automatically turned into life 
imprisonment and should be able to go back to court for a retrial. At the end of 2018, 145 
people in Uganda were under sentence of death, of whom in late 2019, 125 were still held 
at Luzira Prison. 

● Morris Kabeira, also a death row University of London LLB student, assisted in a case 
initiated in the Supreme Court in Kenya by a paralegal at Kamiti Prison which also resulted 
in the mandatory death sentence being declared unconstitutional. This gave over 7,000 
death row inmates the opportunity to take their cases to court for rehearing resulting in 
sentence review and many releases. Morris went on to pursue another successful case 
allowing previous death row prisoners to appeal against the fixed term sentences then 
imposed. The court declared Section 46 of the Prisons Act unconstitutional and 
discriminatory allowing another over 400 hundred inmates the benefit of remission. 

 

Impact beyond the prisons into the community 

The impact on those who receive advice and are released is clear. But there is also a wider multiplier 
impact in society which merits further analysis and evaluation. Those I have interviewed are clear 
this is a very important impact of Justice Defenders’ work. They are very clear about the problem 
and the likely impact. It needs to be measured for there to be evidence of impact. 

 

The lives and livelihoods of families 

The vast majority of prisoners are young, married, and those on whom families rely for income. 
Imprisonment creates a gap in livelihood conditions of families and individuals. The loss of a family 
member’s income because of their imprisonment creates a financial strain for families of those 
detained. The impact on families is frequently very serious indeed. Children are separated from 
their mothers, all too often losing their homes and their chance to go to school. Locked in a cycle of 
poverty many of them may have little choice but to turn to crime. But if an early release can be 
secured, prisoners are returned to their families, the hope and confidence they have gained means 
that there is less risk of a return to crime.  

Frank Baine, Public Relations Officer Uganda Prisons Service, describes the gravity of the impact of 
imprisonment on families and their livelihoods and indicates what impact can be achieved. 
“Imprisonment results in a terrible reversal of fortunes for the whole family: families are broken up, some 
women are married off and if it’s the woman who is in prison, her husband remarries, they lose property 
while they are away, children drop out of education, people lose contact with their children. Far too many 
people are detained in prison for far longer than they should be. Currently in Uganda the number of 
prisoners held on remand pending trial is 54% and some of them wait for years when it should be much 
less.” He goes on to describe the impact which a reduced chance of re-offending also has on the 
wider community. “When I studied my Masters I specialised in rehabilitation programmes and learned 
that when a prisoner has been educated, 99% of them do not reoffend but if they have no access to 
learning, the recidivism rate is 80%. So again the impact on society as a whole is very significant. 
Prisoners can go from losing their life to playing a valuable role.” 
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His Worship Niyokwizera Emmanuel, Magistrate, Kibaale Court, Uganda describes the challenge for 
the children of women detainees and juvenile offenders. “Where women are sentenced for capital 
cases (such as murder of their husband) the relatives may well be reluctant to take the children in so they 
are transferred to Luzira main prison which is 5 hours away. That’s a big challenge. It’s an obstacle to 
justice. This is bad for society as a whole. We also need a much greater level of rehabilitation in the 
juvenile criminal justice system. It would be very helpful if Justice Defenders were able to work in this 
area.” 

Christine Naigaga works in Luzira Women’s Prison in Kampala, Uganda. She is responsible for the 
welfare of the 700 women prisoners of whom the majority are aged between 18 and 35. There are 
usually about 50 children incarcerated with their mothers as pregnant and breastfeeding mothers 
are allowed to have their children with them until they are 18 months’ old. After that alternative 
arrangements have to be made either to return children to their families or find homes for them to 
go to. “I believe that their life chances are improved on release because they now have high self-esteem. 
We’ve provided them with skills which mean that they can present themselves, stand up in public and talk 
about themselves without fear. We want them to leave prison with knowledge of their rights, 
rehabilitation, vocational training and life skills so that they can improve their way of life.” 

Minimising the risk of radicalisation 

It is well understood that prisons are places where radicalisation can thrive amongst populations of 
young men with no hope and who experience injustice through their inability to obtain access to 
lawyers and the years they spend waiting for trial. “Prisons provide a constantly regenerating pool of 
potential candidates for recruitment into violent extremist groups. While not in itself sufficient to trigger 
radicalization to violence, poor living conditions and prison overcrowding can generate resentment and 
provide the ground for antisocial narratives to take root. Tackling poor conditions in prison should 
therefore be considered as an integral part of the effort to counter violent extremism in prisons.” – the 
UN Office on Drugs and Crime19. This is a sensitive area and one that’s hard to find external 
evidence. So in the interviews I’ve conducted, I’ve invited comments on whether or not the work of 
Justice Defenders is having any impact in this area. Their experience is that it does make a 
difference but more work needs to be done to track and measure before impact can be 
demonstrated. 

“After the election violence in Kenya, a group of young men started an organisation which became a 
criminal gang, forcing women to pay security fees, carjacking, murders. They were arrested and found me 
when I was in prison on remand and at one point my life became very precarious. They used to offer to 
pay prisoners’ bail in return for radicalisation. I’ve warned the prisons about this. If they recruit in prison 
that will be recruiting the most desperate people. Prison is very fertile ground. And for our children who are 
out there, they also risk joining them. We have to stop it. The whole world feels the effect of radicalisation, 
look at bombing. But prisoners inside can see the signs very clearly from early on and stop it from 
spreading. Justice Defenders is offering a different kind of hope, to have dignity and to get your life and 
family back. Every time I give talks, I always talk about it, we all need to look out for the symptoms.” – 
Morris Kabeira, former inmate and University of London graduate 
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“I used to interact a lot with prisoners who’d become radicalised. They liked my argument. I was 
alive to their approaches but to gain their confidence I had to listen to them but not meet their 
requests. It had to be a very tactical approach. The Justice Defenders approach does offer an 
alternative pathway. It gives inmates a focus and hope.” 
 

– Willis Ochieng, former prisoner, University of London graduate, Justice Defenders intern 
 
 
 
“Yes, the work of Justice Defenders is addressing the issue of radicalisation. They are providing 
prisoners with support for their release. This is very empowering. It means that they can support 
their families. They know that people are standing up for them so they are not isolated. It 
reduces the risk that they leave with no employment and no support.” 
 

– Mary Khaemba, Director of Welfare and Rehabilitation, Kenya Prisons Service 
 
 
“Most of our prisoners are very young. 70% of them are under 35. It’s a huge issue and we have 
to deal with the risks of radicalisation every day. The trouble is that these young people lack 
meaningful work so they are vulnerable both inside and outside prison. Helping them to find 
another path is very very important.” 
 

– Frank Opodo, Governor (Officer in Charge) Kisii Prison and County Prisons Commander 
for the region, Kenya Prisons Service; 2017 secondee 
 
 
“When the young have no employment and are poor, it is too easy for terrorist groups to enrol 
them, they are easy targets. So if instead of punishing them and making them worse when they 
come out of prison, we help them to acquire skills and they get a fair trial, there is a much better 
chance that they will avoid radicalisation.” 
 

– Daniel Nde Tawembe, Judge and Examining Magistrate, Judiciary of Cameroon 
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PART 5 

The future 
The current environment presents many challenges for all charities and NGOs. Justice Defenders 
faces: the impact of COVID-19 on access to justice when prisons and courts are closed to the 
public; how to assist those who are released to transition into safe employment; how to broaden 
the work out into the community and measure the broader impacts of the work on the community; 
and, how to do all of this in a funding environment in which the spend on tackling injustice is wholly 
inadequate as is made clear in the section above on global context. But challenges also present 
opportunities for innovation and problem solving. There is so much more which needs to be, and 
can be, done. There are many opportunities to build on Justice Defenders’ experience to date, 
provided there is funding to do it. The target is to provide access to 1 million fair hearings by 2030. 

 

5.1 Digitalisation programming 

Justice Defenders recognises the impact of COVID-19 may last beyond the current crisis, creating 
long-term disruption to court operations and the provision of access to justice. But it also sees that 
online services could revolutionise the reach and scalability of programmes. Currently, due to strict 
safety measures, there is no external access to prisons and courts are experiencing a significant 
increase to the already serious level of backlogs in hearings. But with the use of smart technology, 
these difficulties can be reduced. Justice Defenders is already providing video conference meetings 
and lectures for University of London students (instead of relying on in person teaching) and has 
worked together with the courts in Kenya to ensure that there are virtual court hearings.  

Whereas there used to be reluctance by prison authorities to allow laptops and devices in prison for 
security reasons, in the face of COVID-19 they are now more welcoming of progress and change. 
But the prisons still lack the budget to obtain computers and digital infrastructure. Justice 
Defenders is therefore investing in moving to a much more online based approach including the 
following: 

● Offline virtual learning platforms for paralegals and university students to study with 
dedicated laptops, ensuring security by only offering the relevant course materials (already 
being used in some UK prisons). The aim is that the virtual curriculum will be facilitated by a 
trusted contact on the ground so participants can ask questions and engage with a trainer. 
Hard copy materials will still be provided and training will be integrated with regular video 
calls and interactions with legal experts and members of the Justice Defenders community. 

● Digital literacy training for paralegals, clients, and court officers in using software and 
navigating virtual court hearings. 

● Equipping prisons with laptops, hardware, and interconnection for the legal aid clinics and 
legal education programme. 

● Online case management and M&E systems to greatly assist the measuring of impact. 
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All of this will streamline programming, save time and travel costs, and provide an opportunity for 
greater reach to more clients. These “digital justice” initiatives can be supplemented in partnership 
with law practitioners and academics and used in new countries with new client bases. 

“Our roll out in The Gambia represents the pioneering recipient of our new digital model for legal 
empowerment and will be more sustainable and replicable than anything we've ever devised before.” – 
Matteo Cassini, Community Development Manager, Justice Defenders 

 
5.2 Reintegration programming 

As more prisoners obtain access to fair hearings and achieve release, the greater the need for their 
reintegration into the community and transition into safe employment. To date Justice Defenders 
has been able to give employment in their country offices to nine former graduate inmates and 
aims to employ more in recognition of both the commitment these individuals have shown and 
the unique value of their lived experience. Justice Defenders recognises it needs to lead by example 
– showing the value in training, investing in, and employing people who were previously 
incarcerated. It sees the challenge for those who may have been incarcerated for a long time who 
do not have accommodation, work, and are no longer familiar with life and work outside the prison, 
let alone office and employment environments. The challenge is significant and needs to be 
tackled in stages. Currently the proposal is for the post-release programming to apply first to 
released graduates, and then students and paralegals. Justice Defenders intends to invest in the 
continued development of those with lived prison experience who have become staff members. 

Justice Defenders is currently working on providing pre-release mentoring and training in soft skills, 
IT, and financial literacy together with a 12 month traineeship (focused at this stage on those who 
have already graduated and been released from prison and need assistance to acclimatise to the 
demands of the workplace outside prison). These apprenticeships will not provide any guarantee of 
future employment but will be designed to give them a platform to help them transition into 
employment with other organisations as well. Without a bridging course at a local university and 
steps to seek admission to the local Bar, graduates are not able to appear as advocates on behalf of 
others in court so this could be explored further. Another possibility for released paralegals is to 
lobby for and work on the accreditation of individual paralegals so their training and experience 
becomes a recognised qualification, presenting them with greater job opportunities. Some NGOs 
are reluctant to push for accreditation for their paralegals, particularly those working in the 
community for whom access to formal training and accreditation is difficult. But for Justice 
Defenders paralegals who are working in prison, this would not present the same challenge. 

  

5.3 Rollout in new countries & contexts 

The paralegal model can and has been used in many different settings. Justice Defenders already 
receives requests to roll out not only in other prisons in Uganda and Kenya, but has received many 
requests to work in The Gambia, Ghana, Nigeria, and Sudan. 

Justice Defenders are working with The Gambian government to introduce the paralegal model as a 
vital means of providing access to justice in a country which has only recently emerged from two 
decades of oppression and authoritarian regime. This roll out illustrates the way in which Justice 
Defenders’ model works and how it meets a crying need in the justice gap. Justice Defenders works 
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with all relevant government stakeholders and civil society to understand the challenges faced so 
that the system is changed and improved from within. 

As in all efforts to assist the work of justice development, it is important first to understand the 
context. In its 2016 elections, the people of The Gambia voted out President Jammeh after 22 years 
of authoritarian rule. Years of human rights abuses and oppression have resulted in an urgent need 
to restore citizens’ trust and confidence in the public sector. The challenges are considerable 
following years in which governance and justice had been systematically broken. It is also a very 
poor country. UNDP ranks The Gambia 151st out of 169 countries on its Human Development index 
which compares life expectancy, years of schooling, and gross national income per capita. 

 

 
“The challenge facing the new democratically-elected government in 2017 was how to tackle 
the legacy of poor governance and breakdown in trust so as to build a solid basis to enable 
economic growth. We have been supporting the government by focussing on two ways forward: 
first strengthening accountability in the democratic process and the National Assembly, and 
secondly working to strengthen the justice system. One of the starkest legacy issues was the 
large number of prisoners detained on remand without trial. Many of whom had been stuck in 
prison for years and may or may not have committed any crime, or been charged with only 
minor offences such as, for example, selling small quantities of cannabis to tourists on the 
beach. The backlog of cases, representing an abuse of human rights, has held back some of the 
progress. This is where Justice Defenders’ work is providing a practical solution. Their approach 
is to develop a cadre of champions within the system who understand how it works so that they 
can help themselves. The shared commitment of the various key stakeholders (the police, the 
judiciary, the Ministry of Justice, the prison service, legal aid, civil society) to achieve the same 
result is striking. They have welcomed and embraced the convening mechanism and practical 
approach that Justice Defenders have introduced. Justice Defenders provided that by drawing 
on their experience in other countries. And even with COVID-19 the work is going forward, the 
enthusiasm of the justice stakeholders for roll out is undiminished. Restoring confidence in the 
justice system requires a fair process of trial by the judiciary to be seen to take place and bodes 
well for restoring faith in justice across society.”  
 

– Sharon Wardle, the British High Commissioner to The Gambia 
 

 

Following a scoping visit in May 2019, Justice Defenders conducted a two-day workshop in 
February 2020 for all the main stakeholders. The first aim was for the key decision makers and 
stakeholders to share the challenges they face and how they would propose to address them as a 
collective. Justice Defenders’ experience is that it is vital to have all relevant actors in dialogue with 
one another. “It is essential to gain trust, build a common cause and create a collaborative, action-
oriented approach,” stated Matteo Cassini, Community Development Manager. The attendance at 
the workshop reveals the level of commitment in-country and the strength of the partnership 
between The Gambia Judiciary and the Judicial College of England and Wales. Participants and 
speakers included from The Gambia senior members of each of the judiciary (including the 
Supreme Court and High Court), the National Assembly, the Ministries of Interior and Justice, The 
Gambia Prison Service (including the Director General of Prisons), The Gambia Police, Drug Law 
Enforcement Agency, the National Agency for Legal Aid, and The Gambia Bar Association. And 
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from the UK, participants included the British High Commission and the Judicial Office of England 
and Wales. 

The principal aims of stakeholders were to seek a means of: 

● Tackling overcrowding in prisons and relieving the difficult conditions of remand detainees 
by implementing at least one non-custodial alternative to pre-trial detention. 

● Increasing access to justice for all using the paralegal training programme. 

● Establishing a platform across key players so as to ensure ongoing stakeholder 
communication and overcome the challenges of inter-agency communication. 

The workshop concluded by setting up a working group in which all stakeholders would play a role 
in making the programme work: the Prison Service took responsibility for identifying those who 
would oversee and participate in the programme and coordinate logistical implementation. The 
Judiciary offered to develop a paralegal training curriculum which would be compliant with the 
Gambian legal system and legislation. Other agencies agreed to facilitate activities on the ground. 
And the British High Commissioner agreed to convene the activities of the Working Group.  

The Justice Defenders paralegal programme was identified as core to the proposed solution. Whilst 
the National Agency for Legal Aid (NALA) had already established legal aid desks in each of The 
Gambia’s three prisons, there is a chronic shortage in staffing which has hindered the progress of 
delivering legal advice to prisoners. The Ministry of Justice has been key in its support. 

 

 
“Legal aid is provided for in the Constitution of The Gambia but implementation has been 
challenging for capacity reasons (for instance, short staffing at the National Agency for Legal 
Aid which is within the Ministry of Justice, resulting in a backlog of cases and overcrowding in 
prisons with many detained on remand). We believe that this programme will make a 
significant difference to the dispensation of justice and help us overcome the challenges. We’ve 
seen that Justice Defenders have achieved a lot in other countries. The shortage of lawyers 
currently means that prison officers present the cases and appeals in court but they have had 
no legal training. Now there will be trained paralegals (both prisoners and prison officers) 
preparing the cases for court. I think it could result in lawyers being more willing to take on 
cases pro bono. At the moment they can’t travel across the country to carry out interviews in 
prisons because of the time and cost but once cases have been prepared by paralegals, lawyers 
may be more willing to take on the advocacy in court. We had a very interesting meeting at the 
Justice Defender workshop with a very high level of participation. We’ve had cross sector 
discussions before but not with the decision makers. This time we are seeing follow up 
implementation because the top policy makers attended the workshop and saw the benefit of 
the most senior judiciary and prison service working together. The prisons have identified the 
people who will be trained as paralegals and we will be going ahead soon. With coronavirus, 
we are going ahead all the more than ever because if there were paralegals working inside the 
prisons access to justice would be available. I wish we’d had this programme a long time ago.”  
 

– Aji Adam Ceesay, Senior Counsel, Ministry of Justice, The Gambia 
 

 

 



 

The Power of Access to Justice  |  February 2021  |  40 

The programme is supported by the UK Judicial Office and A4ID Role UK which is funded by DFID.   

“We were approached by The Gambia for help in tackling the problems of a chronic backlog of cases, the 
resulting large number of detainees on remand and overcrowding of prisons. We referred it to Justice 
Defenders as we believe they run a really interesting scalable model with sustainable results. The 
stakeholder workshop in February 2020 indicated that the paralegal programme could make a real 
difference. All participants could see that bringing the judiciary and the prison service together to tackle 
the challenges holistically is very important and provided a real opportunity. The feedback from the 
Foreign and Commonwealth Office has been that it was a successful and promising start. And the fact 
that follow up is being organised in The Gambia notwithstanding coronavirus shows the interest in getting 
this programme going.” – Grace Karrass, International Strategy Advisor at the UK Judicial Office 

“A4ID’s ROLE UK Programme has supported Justice Defenders for the last four years, previously in both 
Kenya and Uganda in connection with the University of London LLB programme. This is a new 
programme of work for Justice Defenders in a new context, and we’re happy with the way in which it’s 
started. It’s really important that all relevant stakeholders from across the various interconnected parts of 
the criminal justice system have been brought together. The fact that the partner institutions in-country 
are already feeling more empowered to effect change is exciting, and with their buy-in the paralegal 
programme has the potential to achieve real impact. Once there is a critical mass of activity we hope to 
conduct both monitoring visits and carry out an external evaluative case study so that we can measure 
that impact.” – Naomi Barnard, A4ID ROLE UK Programme Manager 

The starting point has been to work in the notorious Mile 2 Prison which had been used for years as 
a centre of detention and torture where there is severe overcrowding for remand prisoners. The 
Justice Defenders approach to training both prisoners and prison officers is already creating a 
completely new atmosphere of trust and common endeavour. “When I visited the prison, I could see 
that the relationship between guards and prisoners was not one of servitude and bullying. There was a 
genuine will among the people involved.” – Jainaba Faye, British High Commission political officer 
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 PART 6 

Conclusion 
The current approach in the world to providing access to justice is not working. There is a huge 
global justice gap which has been identified by many international bodies including the UN Task 
Force. But how is this to change? It is time for a “new” approach to become the norm in this space – 
one which seeks to make change from the bottom up. 

The UK aid watchdog concluded that key drivers for achieving real impact include these essential 
elements: “investment in long-term impact rather than short term results, setting realistic and context 
relevant goals, ensuring quality engagement with intended beneficiaries, building sustainable community 
structures that are integrated with wider governance systems, and influencing others.” (ICAI review of 
Impact 2015). All of these key factors are present in Justice Defenders’ work. They are placing the 
power of the law into the hands of the poor. And providing a long-term approach which achieves 
change from within existing systems. This approach ensures that the lives of those caught up in the 
system are changed and that all the institutions which surround those people are motivated and 
also determined to achieve sustainable and lasting change. 

We have to overcome a “disturbing disregard for the presumption of innocence”. This is what the ICPR 
found in the 10 countries they reviewed where justice makers had a tendency to think of pre-trial 
detainees along these lines, “we can’t take risks with people like this” and “they probably did it anyway”. 
This in relation to people who have not yet even been convicted of any crime and may only be 
found guilty of a minor crime in due course. But Justice Defenders have proven just how much can 
be achieved if you give prisoners a real chance. They believe that even a death row prisoner can 
become a real force for justice for others. And their work goes to show just how much can be 
achieved once injustice is turned into justice and an offender becomes a defender. 

Justice Defenders is showing that providing people with grassroots legal empowerment will: 

● Provide every person, especially those most vulnerable in society, with access to legal 
advice and representation. 

● Prevent and overturn miscarriages of justice; help maintain the community and family unit- 
preventing the knock-on effect of incarcerating a main breadwinner. 

● Provide a route to redemption for those who want to reform. 

● Clear the backlog and decongest prisons. 

● Motivate policy makers to effect lasting long-term change across the board. 

● Create a more stable and just society as a whole.  

This is what Justice Defenders are achieving. And there is so much more that they, and we, can do.  
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