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Background

• 35 institutions in the Sri Lankan Prison System 

• Marginalized and disadvantaged community
• Most are illiterate and are deprived of freedom 

due to their imprisonment.
• Recidivism rate in Sri Lanka - > 50%



Background (Contd…)

Prison authorities play a vital role with the work they do to rehabilitate 
convicted criminals through education and vocational training. 

Custody, Care and Correction are 3 pillars of the Prison Department

Vision: “Social reintegration of inmates as good citizens through rehabilitation”

Mission: “Rehabilitation of Prisoners ensuring their custody and care by 
building a proper relationship between the prisoners and the officials so that 
the officials gain the job satisfaction while the labour productivity of the 
prisoners to enable the department be self-dependent and utilizing it to 
augment the development drive of the country and ultimately socializing the 
prisoners as creative and virtuous skillful citizens.”



Present Scenario in Prisons 

Source: Prison Statistics, 2018



Research Methodology

Qualitative Research 

One of the Objectives is to find how prison libraries support rehabilitation 
and as a whole educational programmes in prisons 

Semi structured interviews with prisoners (mostly with recidivists) –both 
male and female, ex-prisoners and prison officials including rehabilitation 
officers in 4 closed prisons in Sri Lanka (Welikada, Mahara, Bogambara and 
Angunakolapelessa)



Prison Libraries – present scenario

Photos: Courtesy of 
Prison Authority 



Rehabilitation Efforts 

Vocational Training – carpentry, masonry, tailoring, etc

Literacy Classes

Religious Education

Religious activities – meditation etc , community activities

Opportunities for higher education and continue education

Sports activities

Creativity programmes : Author visits, publishing poetry books, authoring books   



Enhance creativity among prisoners 

Art Competition – From All island prisons

Poetry Book published by 
inmates 

http://www.dailymirror.lk/news-features/Creativity-can-flourish-even-in-prison/131-157731


Showcasing talents 

Allow inmates to showcase their musical/dancing talents at 
programmes and workshops

Lilitha Sira Sara 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N4PHQtfUe0g


Receiving supports from voluntary organizations/Prison Welfare Society

• Opening of an education centre

• Publicity for prisoner activities –
Radio/TV programmes

• Book donations

• Author visits and Reading camps

• New year/Vesak/Christmas Celebrations

• Open Day for Prisoners 

https://www.moj.gov.lk/web/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=117:Opening-of-the-Education-Center-in-Welikada-Prison&catid=17&Itemid=208&lang=en


Perception of Prisoners/Ex-prisoners on Prison Libraries 

Prisoners see Prison Library
• As important in meeting their diverse information needs

• Helps to improve reading skills  and gain knowledge  

• Assists them to spend their time effectively during incarceration

• Helps to overcome stress while enhancing their well-being by 
reading. (As Visits are restricted due to COVID-19 pandemic 
situation) 

“However, we hardly have access to prison library and we have 
nothing new to read” (an inmate)



Perceptions of prison officials

Positive, Energetic Leadership and motivation

Lack of resources/facilities to rehabilitate, run libraries etc.

No policies or standards

Language barriers

Lack of expertise/training/exposure 

In general, some of prison officials do not see the importance of a prison 
library in the rehabilitative process.



Drawbacks Associated with Rehabilitation Efforts

No adequate library facilities in prison establishments
No funding for prison libraries
No proper reading facilities, resources and library services
No law or a policy available that highlights the need for a prison library or 

reading
Lack of prison staff 
No qualified librarians in the Prison Department
No formal selection procedure for rehabilitation programmes
Perception of Prison Officers on prison education
No formal planning in rehabilitative efforts, no proper plans
Over crowding and high recidivism 
Ostracism, socio economic issues 
Prevailing health situation –COVID-19 pandemic



What we did as library professionals 
• Initiated ‘Prison Library Development Project’ with Friends of Sri Lanka National Library

• Appointed a ‘Special Committee on Prison Library Services’ – under the Strategic Plan of Sri Lanka Library 
Association (2016-2022)

• Collected books and other resources for prisons

• Assisted Prison Officials to conduct programmes and workshops to improve literacy and artistic and literary 
skills

• Formulation of guidelines for prison libraries in vernacular languages (Sinhala and Tamil)

• Translation of relevant literature such as IFLA Prison Library Guidelines , ALA Library Standards for 
Correctional Institutes etc



Initiatives taken to improve the Prison Library Sector 



Future Actions to be done by Library Professionals

• Set up a model prison library at the main prison

• Fund Raising for Collection and other resources development

• Conduct programmes and workshops to improve literacy and artistic skills

• Provide a network of volunteer librarians to serve in Prison libraries

• Formulation of Standards for prison Libraries

• Help prison authorities to revive prison library sector in the country



Thank You

pbandaranayake@gmail.com
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