The Mekelle Prison Project

Creating sustainable livelihood opportunities for women and youth

The Mekelle Prison Project:

Creating sustainable livelihood opportunities for women and youth, reducing crime and
services.
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Tigray Regional State
landscapes and an impressive culture.Tigray is the center of Ethiopia’s oldest civiinspired civilization of ancient Tigrian society stretching back to three thousand
years. The Ethiopic alphabet is also attributed to the Aksumite Kingdom.

Message of the Head of the Security Administration
Bureau of the Tigray Regional State
One of the indelible scars left by the previous regime on our people is
the prisons it set up in various places that served as centers to carry
out torture and punishment. However, the people have ensured that
human rights are enshrined in the constitution of our nation and are
actually respected in practice.
Some twenty-two years have passed since policies and strategies
have been implemented enabling convicts remanded to prison following conviction by a court of law to give back to the community they
harmed as well as to make them productive citizens by rehabilitating them psychologically and providing them with different academic
and vocational trainings. Presently the correctional facilities in Tigray
Regional State enable inmates to acquire knowledge and vocational
skills that facilitate the conditions that allow them to turn into productive citizens.
It has been some time now since prisoners began to appreciate that
prisons are no longer the hell they used to be but are in fact centers
of change where they endeavor to engage in development. The various projects the International Labor Organization (ILO) carried out and
commissioned in cognizance of this in Mekelle prison as part of the
effort to create a center that is conducive to inmates is one indication
of the support offered by the ILO.
While extending our heartfelt thanks to the ILO on behalf of the Bureau
and the Region for its noble aim of backing the policies and strategies
of the Government, I call on the Organization to deepen its customary
support in ramping up the assistance provided to Mekelle prison.
The Honorable Ato Hadush Zenebe
Head of the Security Administration Bureau of Tigray Regional State
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Mekelle Prison ...
Building prisons alone does not help in reducing crime as well as rehabilitating and improving the lives of prisoners, the majority
of whom are often young men and women who end up in prison for petty crimes arising from poverty. 80 per cent of inmates
at Mekelle Prison are young men and women convicted of petty crimes and serving sentences of up to six years.
and engage in economically useful activities. In Mekelle, a town in north Ethiopia, the Prison Administration has initiated a
cooperatives that run successful businesses providing Decent Work for prison inmates and released prisoners.

7

The Project
Mekelle Prison is an outstanding achievement in the
region and the country thanks to the developmental role of the Regional Government of Tigray and the
Prison Administration. This Prison Administration has
helped provide opportunities for social and behavioral
transformation for inmates.

DECSI has supported the project by providing
resources for capacity building activities and
funding for the construction and equipment
of training facilities. At the hear of the ILO/IDCO
engagement is
their determination to provide a

With a strong belief that education, skills developdrivers for eliminating poverty and creating sustainable
livelihoods, the Prison Administration is actively
engaged in creating decent work through cooperatives,
also been trained in management and leadership so
that they are able to better appreciate the value of
transforming women and men to become successful
members of their communities.

economic empowerment of women. The rights of
women inmates are thus being highlighted and
respected and they are provided with opportunities
successfully integrate with society and live a life free
from crime and poverty.
The project has succeeded in achieving its set
targets for capacity building of the Mekelle Prison
Administration, transformation of inmates through

Currently, the Mekelle Prison Center is providing basic
skills and business development training.

setting a model for other prisons in the country and
beyond.
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Impact of the Prison Program
The successful rehabilitation activities in Mekelle prison have brought
real behaviour changes in the inmates. The capacity building
center, the community and the region. The prisoners are returning to
society with new skills, greater employability, a better chance of
integrating with the community and leading a peaceful and productive
life, thus reducing crime and the number of inmates returning to prison.

mates have completed TOT (training of trainers) courses in a

negotiation, governance, gender and other related subjects;
rights of women prison inmates.

In some cases, there are situations where some of the ex-prisoners
are participating in the programs of community policing to bring
peace and security to their areas. As the inmates are engaged in
disciplinary problems among inmates.

tion, vocational skills, training in metal, wood work, electrical
and plumbing, construction, hollow block production, cobblestone cutting and paving, masonry, carpentry, agriculture,
-

trained in microinsurance and risk management.
Construction of prison and coop as well as street children
training facilities and acquisition of equipment have been completed as planned.
and supported; adequate savings, credit and microinsurance
access has been provided through DECSI’s Prison Branch.
Effectively, the Prison has been transformed into a training and coop
business facility.
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Mekelle Prison Administration
Vision:
help them become responsible citizens when they are
released. The better way forward is to undertake real
engagement whereby prisoners are provided with education, vocational training and an opportunity to establish
and manage their own businesses.
Objectives:
to improve prison administration management skills,
share innovative ideas and good practices;

to track changes in livelihoods and behavior that may
result in prison inmates from the transfer of knowledge and skills as well as decent work opportunities;
to share lessons of MPA as a viable tool for managing
prisons, reducing petty crimes and creating sustainable work and entrepreneurial opportunities for young
women and men that are pulled into crime mainly by
lack of support and opportunities;
to promote gender equality and women economic
empowerment within the prison.

to introduce sustainable skills, business develoment
special focus on women, so that they can engage in
and after their prison terms;
to introduce viable cooperatives owned and maaged
by prison inmates, that produce goods and services
that are in demand within the regional state and beyond, strengthening the active involvement of women;

The success of the Mekelle prison is mainly attributed
to the implementation of government directives that
the partnership it has created with regional stakeholders
such as the Bureaus of Education, Health, Labor, Mekelle
University, MSE Agency, TVET, DECSI, ILO, IDC and others.
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Dedebit Credit and Savings
Institution (DECSI)
DECSI has empowered millions of Tigrians to create livelihoods
households. This institution started its function with an initial capital

credit and saving committees at grassroots level to the board of
directors of DECSI, women and youth are represented. There are also
special product services designed for women entrepreneurs and the
youth in the urban areas. Landless youth of both sexes are specially
urban household package loans are also designed so that the youth
vidual basis without any collateral requirements. These actions are
taken in order to create more job opportunities for the unemployed/
underemployed women and youth entrepreneurs in the region.

institution.
fundamental rights of those who need and can use them. As far as
the projects are feasible and adding value to the economy, DECSI
supports any initiatives from the community or individuals.

Ato Atakilti Kiros,
CEO, DECSI, during the project implementation

The same is also true for the prison inmates. Once the institution
realized that there were some cooperatives that could run better
businesses while they were in the prison along with the existence
of highly committed prison managers fully engaged in supporting
the inmates by providing skills training, DECSI was able to start
DECSI and the Prison Administration agreed to utilize the vast idle
labor force in Mekelle prison and incorporate it into the productive
forces in the region. The prisoners were trained in a number of skills
for which DECSI provided working capital. The cooperatives that
paying back their loans fully.
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International Labour Organization (ILO)

International Labour Organization
Regional Office for Africa

The International Labour Organization (ILO) is devoted to
promoting social justice and internationally recognized human and
labour rights. The ILO’s main aims are to promote rights at work,
encourage decent employment opportunities, enhance social
protection and strengthen dialogue on work-related issues. Its
tripartite structure with government, employer, and worker
representatives provides a unique platform for promoting decent
work for all women and men.

ILO in Ethiopia

ILO’s four strategic objectives are:

the objectives depend on the needs of each of the constituents

Addis Ababa, coordinates and oversees the activities undertaken in
with ILO’s constituents – Government, Employers and Workers
organisations to promote Decent Work for All. The ILO country

and drive to meet the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).
and rights at work
decent employment and income

works with the United Nations Country Team to promote the ILO
mandates, the needs of its constituents and in support of the national
development strategies – and insures their articulation in the United

protection for all
is a major development activity of ILO’s Enterprises Department that
employers’ organizations and workers’ organizations) and
social dialogue
In support of its goals, the ILO offers technical support to its
tion of international policies and programmes to promote basic
human rights, improve working and living conditions, and enhance
standards backed by a unique system to supervise their application,
formulated and implemented in an active partnership with constituents, to help countries put these policies into practice in an effective
advance all of these efforts
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research, innovation and learning that promotes microinsurance
development globally.

Italian Development Cooperation (IDCO)

Italy has been contributing to the development goals of Ethiopia
Transformation Plan in close collaboration with other development
partners.
The Italian Development Cooperation (IDC), through the recently

We appreciate the outstanding job that Mekelle Prison Administration is carrying out and we fully embrace its mission of eliminating
urban poverty and realizing sustainable livelihoods among the poor
inmates with particular attention to women. So far, Mekelle Prison
Adminstration has achieved remarkable results in the development
of small-scale business enterprises, providing skills development
credit cooperatives.

and soft loans) compared to the previous three years. Alongside
water, agriculture, rural and private development, which have been
of intervention.

The Italian Development Cooperation is proud to have contributed
to these major achievements that are factually changing living conditions of poor people contributing to the reduction of small crimes.

In line with the IDC longstanding commitment for the advancement
with ILO, to take the challenge of empowering inmates of Mekelle
Prison Administration especially the women.
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Mr. Jürgen Schwettmann,
Director, PARDEV, ILO headquarters
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-

-

Mr. Fabio Melloni,
Director of Italian Development Cooperation
Ethiopia
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Ethiopia’s Development Strategy
The national development policy of Ethiopia, geared
towards decreasing poverty and bringing about sustainable
development has created a favorable environment for
the emergence of development oriented programs in the
country. Agriculture Development Led Industrialization
(ADLI), Industrial Development Strategy (IDS), and Poverty
Reduction Strategy Program (PRSP), the National Micro and
Small Enterprise Development Strategy (NMSEDS) have
actively promoted the agricultural sector and MSEs as
instruments in their respective development objectives. The main objectives of these policies and
integration of industry and agriculture to identify the key
sector measures and cross-cutting priority issues and to
ensure MSE development through government support.
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Currently, the country has registered excellent achievements

infrastructural development of the country and other social
services. These achievements are the result of the national
development policies followed and implemented by the
government and the continual support of its developimplementation of PASDEP, the government of Ethiopia has
all objectives of this plan are to ensure rising household inMDG targets.

Solid Foundations by Federal and
Regional Government
Some years ago, the Ethiopian government instructed all
prison administrations in the country to come up with innovative
Administration submitted a training-cum-production program that
would provide prisoners with new skills and also enable them
to generate their own income and rehabilitate them to become
law-abiding members of their communities. Such schemes exist,
of course, in many other countries; the schemes pioneered in
Mekelle, however, innovate on three fronts:
Prisoners are encouraged to form producers’cooperatives
that they manage as autonomous enterprises that are formally
registered by the Registrar of Cooperatives through democratically
elected leaders.
These cooperatives establish direct commercial relations with the “outside world” without interference from the prison
administration. Customers may buy goods directly from the
cooperatives (which operate in a closed area adjacent to the main
prison building), or have such goods delivered where they are
needed (by lorry drivers who are also inmates driving trucks owned
by the cooperatives).
Once released, the former inmates may remain
members of the cooperatives and continue working with them. In fact,
released prisoners have been provided with a compound outside
the prison walls to run their cooperative business. A facility has
been built outside, next to the prison, to provide education and skills
training opportunities for street children in Mekelle who face the
risk of prison life due to a lack of support and work opportunities.
A new regional law for cooperatives that allows prisoners to
establish cooperatives has helped facilitate this prison initiative
of the Regional Government. This policy was then adapted and
incorporated as part of the business process reengineering of
the Mekelle Prison Administration. The Mekelle prison has also
strategic plan.
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The achievements in the Mekelle prison facility are the coordinated
results of the government’s policies and genuine participation of the
regional stakeholders. As the country has shown its commitments
to the international protocols on human rights and a due respect
to its constitution, the government has issued different laws at
different times to guarantee the respect of prisoners’ rights
during their stay in prison. The regional prison policy has established
that inmates have full rights to access capacity building services,
counselling, consulting for legal issues, skills training, business
development services, formal education and the right to engage in
income generating activities.

The Regional Cooperative Law
The cooperative societies in the prison were established based
Administration. According to this manual, all prisoners who have
passed through the legal and correctional procedures were allowed
to organize and create cooperatives.
The main objectives of the Regional Government’s policy are
to provide opportunities for all the prisoners to acquire skills and
organize themselves into cooperatives and start generating
sustainable incomes. As soon as prison inmates complete
the preparatory process of establishing cooperatives, the
regional Bureau of Cooperatives and the Bureau of Micro and Small
Enterprises (MSEs) are responsible for providing them with
training and tools on cooperative management concepts,
business development services and other relevant issues
memorandum of association, list of members and appointed
committee leaders and a business plan. These were the processes
followed during the establishment of the Mekelle Prison cooperatives.
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The Bureau of Security and Justice of the Regional Government
is responsible for the administration of the prison services in

State for a two-week period at the Ethiopian Management Institute

Administration went through ‘Business Process Reengineering’

institutional leadership characteristics, management processes,
human rights, gender, communication, stress management,

sibilities, privileges and rights of the inmates and the responsibiliprisoners, all international conventions and protocols were
considered with special attention paid to the constitutional rights of
inmates.
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management, team building and other management subjects.
According to the trainees, they have found the training very
timely and useful to improve their managerial skills in dealing with the
inmates for better and harmonious results.

Prison Management Study Tour in
South Africa
The prison management study tour was part of the prison management-training component of the Mekelle Project. The study tour

There is a great deal of attention given to the training
of the inmates.

Regional Prison Administration. The experience-sharing visit lasted

With regards to farming, cattle production as well as
wood and metal work, the quality of the products and
the high standards observed during production are
seen as exemplary to help improve the prison centers
in Ethiopia.

country as well as in-depth discussions with South African prison
The study tour included visits to various training centers. The
following were the main lessons learned during the study tour.
The prisons’ administration is given a high priority in
the government and is established at the Ministerial
Level.
The budget allocated for the prison administration is
substantial.
The standards of the prisons are similar throughout
the country. The quality of the facilities is also very
high and is similar throughout the different prison
centers.

However, there are major differences in the business
models of South Africa’s prison administrations when
compared with Ethiopia. In the case of South Africa,
all the income that is generated from the sale of goods
produced by prisoners is managed by the prison administration. Also, once the inmates are in prison they
are not allowed to have any money in their possession.
In Ethiopia, prison inmates are entitled to hold money
the prison, make remittances to support family members,
pay for goods and services, education, etc.
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Basic Education
happening in the Mekelle Prison Center.
The correctional unit believes that the
transformation program assists offenders
in becoming productive workers and contributing members of society.
Inmates with no educational backgrounds
attend formal education starting from grade
one to grade ten. All women prison inmates
that did not have prior formal education
participate in the program. The Ministry of
Education helps by providing teacers and
teaching materials.
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Business Development Skills and
Vocational Training
The Mekelle correctional center has become a model prison
center where both male and female inmates are pursuing academic
education and skills training through the vocational school services.
The new initiative in the prison facility is designed to provide across
the board life changing support to the inmates for whom training can
facilitate positive changes in their lives before and after their jail terms.
While the Tigray technical and vocational school is training some
of the inmates in different skills, the prison administration is
coordinating the activities of the prison cooperatives and creating a fertile ground for the successful implementation of their
business plans. The new capacity building was designed in close
some of the key gaps in graduating good quality trainees from the

center by creating new windows of opportunity to combine skills
training with other business development services that would help
The scope of skills training covers wood work, metal work,
weaving, tailoring and embroidery, cattle fattening, agriculture,
home economics, plumbing, electrical work, hairdressing, hollow
have been trained in Business Development Skills (BDS). Training of
As a result of the skills and cooperative training provided at
the prison, the prison administration reports that the number
to past years.
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The Prison Cooperatives
While the majority of cooperatives are organized under the
construction and textile sectors, the remaining members are
engaged in service and agricultural activities. Although the
women inmates are members of at least one cooperative society.
their own. Once awareness creation activities are carried
out by the prison administration, the regional cooperative ofon cooperative management, business development sertional Education and Trainings (TVET) agency is involved in skill
development training programs in a variety of professions
including masonry, wood and metal works, plumbing,
with DECSI. These coordinated activities are the main reasons for
Many of the investments needed to start production were
respective cooperatives but backed by a guarantee
offered by the prison administration. Repayment rates are
excellent. The original loans have been partially repaid on
schedule and additional funds borrowed for needed improvements.
The cooperatives are relatively small, consisting of between
cooperatives. During peak order seasons, some cooperatives hire
workers since they cannot cope with the demand for their
products. Cooperative members earn monthly cash income
between 600 to 900 birr, which is above average wage levels
paid in the private sector in the area. Once released from jail,
cooperative members may request the reimbursement of their
share or decide to remain members.
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The Business Case of Cooperatives
The cooperative societies in Tigray are organized by members on
a voluntary basis. They are legally established to engage with the
business environment in the production and service areas on sound
business principles. The same is true for the cooperatives in the

Proclamation, their rights and obligations, organizational structures

including construction, weaving, agriculture, trade and services.

cooperative leaders in team building, division of tasks, accounting,
governance, savings, loans and micro-insurance. It is encouraging
to see the experience of the Mekelle prison facility where strong
cooperatives are working together for a common goal. The

instance, the total annual turnover for ten of the cooperatives was

management, internal controls, etc.

agricultural college in Wukro trained a large number of
performance, and many are paying an average salary of 600 birr per
will eventually be distributed to members and/or saved for growing
the business).
As they set up cooperatives, inmates are given training that covers
cooperative principles, the main legal provisions of the Cooperatives

the prison with the majority of jobs in the areas of
construction, production of building materials, weaving and
also created under the project in constructing the prison’s
training facilities.
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ILO and Cooperatives
The ILO views cooperatives as important in improving the living and
working conditions of women and men globally as well as making
essential infrastructure and services available.
Under the ILO Constitution cooperative organizations have consultative status. This is in recognition of the fact that cooperatives provide for direct, indirect and self-employment in great
numbers and that they contribute to securing the livelihoods of
special framework for social dialogue and social security and
give a voice to many who would otherwise remain unheard.
The Cooperatives Unit of the ILO is part of the Enterprises Department. Within the UN system, the ILO is the only international
organization to have a general, explicit mandate to work on cooperatives through its Cooperative Unit.
The Cooperatives Unit serves ILO constituents and cooperative
organizations in four priority areas:
Raising public awareness on cooperatives through
evidence based advocacy and sensitization to cooperative values and principles;
Ensuring the competitiveness of cooperatives by
developing tailored tools for cooperative stakeholders
including management training, audit manuals and
assistance program.
Promoting the Inclusion of teaching of cooperative
principles and practices at all levels of the national
education and training systems; and,
Providing advice on cooperative policy and cooperative
law, including participatory policy and law making and
the impact on cooperatives of taxation policies, labour
law, accounting standards, and competition law among
others.
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Cooperative Principles:
Cooperatives around the world generally operate according to the same core principles and values, adopted by the International Co-operative

1. Voluntary and Open Membership
Cooperatives are voluntary organizations, open to all people able to
use its services and willing to accept the responsibilities of membership, without gender, social, racial, political or religious discrimination.
2. Democratic Member Control
Cooperatives are democratic organizations controlled by their
members—those who buy the goods or use the services of the
cooperative—who actively participate in setting policies and making
decisions.

organizations or raises capital from external sources, it is done so
based on terms that ensure democratic control by the members
and maintains the cooperative’s autonomy.
5. Education, Training and Information
Cooperatives provide education and training for members,
elected representatives, managers and employees so they can
contribute effectively to the development of their cooperative.
Members also inform the general public about the nature and ben6. Cooperation among Cooperatives

3. Members’ Economic Participation
Members contribute equally to, and democratically control, the
the business they conduct with the cooperative rather than on the
capital invested.
4. Autonomy and Independence
Cooperatives are autonomous, self-help organizations controlled
by their members. If the co-op enters into agreements with other

Cooperatives serve their members most effectively and strengthen the cooperative movement by working together through local,
national, regional and international structures.
7. Concern for Community
While focusing on member needs, cooperatives work for the
sustainable development of communities through policies and
programs accepted by the members.

30

Training in skills that are in demand
The training provided with the improved facilities of MPA has created
a vast pool of technically skilled quality labor force that can quickly
instance, the labor force obtained in the correctional center
carried out all the construction activities in the Mekelle prison
facility. Although all the contracts were given to the cooperatives
inside the prison, the bidding processes were equally open for any
contractors in the market.
massive cobble stone activities in Mekelle and towns in the

Women inmates are trained in different professions. Except
elderly women who don’t want to join the cooperatives or the
training provided to inmates, all women inmates are trained in
various skills that are in demand when they are released from
prison. With the newly equipped training facility, more and more
youth inmates especially women will be trained in skills that will
provide them with sustainable livelihoods in the outside world.
In addition to technical skills, women inmates are trained in
business development services so that they can create small
businesses that would enable them to run successful enterprises.

Gender
One of the best practices in Mekelle prison is the priority given
to female inmates. Although their numbers are small, the prison
female inmates have access to different skill training opportunities
before they leave the center.
Except a few women inmates who don’t want to attend schools
are seriously attending formal education and other training activities
inmates are members of these cooperatives with some of them
holding leadership positions.
31

Training and Education for Street
Kids: A Better way for Reducing
Juvenile Crime
The prison administration and the cooperative leaders pursued a
plan for the establishment of a housing, training and production
street children in order to prevent them from becoming criminals.

dispensary and a technical and vocational training center.
The project has completed construction of residential quarters and

Financial Empowerment of
Prisoners
As the cooperatives are entering into a competitive business
environment, they are required to be trained in the proper
cooperative societies in the Mekelle prison are also trained in the
most common and basic business related practices before they

was conducted.
Under the project, the cooperatives have received training in
business development services, accounting, governance, savings
and credit, insurance and the management of small businesses.
More importantly, the cooperatives were well acquainted with the
necessary knowledge on the proper utilization of credit resources
and the importance of savings and micro-insurance to cover main
risk factors for their businesses.
Once they establish the cooperatives and develop their business
organizations to market their products and services, and the
promotion of their products to the public. Such harmony and
integration among the stakeholders today is one of the reasons
ries to their members, cover all their expenses and loans and have
Individual coop members that were receiving money from family and
friends are now able to make remittances to support their families.
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The DECSI Prison Branch
Once
compound. This enabled the prison cooperatives to access
banking services, and prisoners were able to open savings
accounts and make remittances to support their families outside
exposed to banking operations, DECSI opened their eyes to ‘trust-

their

activities

and

business

plans

were

critically

group guarantee basis with a commitment from the prison

important, in the past, inmates were receiving money from relaremittances every month to support relatives and family members.

ings, credit and micro-insurance. While only cooperatives can use
local remittance services are open for all inmates in the prison.
In addition, many cooperatives have opened collective accounts to
accumulate funds for investment in new machinery or equipment. So
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As a saving led institution, DECSI is focusing on areas of
savings to motivate inmates to deposit part of their income
in the form of savings for future investments. One of the new
interventions added during the training program was
micro-insurance to meet the needs of borrowers. A training manual
was prepared on risk and insurance and was delivered to more than

Financial Literacy Training covering Savings, Credit and Microinsurance
inmates, the training is not only theoretical, but also builds on
the practical application of the key concepts taught, DECSI, has
Topics covered include:

Savings: Co-op leaders are taught the importance of saving a fraction of income so that resources are accumulated for asset building
and investments.
Credit: Good and bad practices in borrowing are discussed. Borrowing for asset building instead of borrowing for consumption is
explained and individuals and co-op members discuss their potentials and aspirations.

Managing personal incomes:
accordingly. They discuss the value of maintaining a bank account
and saving constantly. (The banked inmate population in Mekelle

Micro-insurance: Managing household and business risks, the
function of insurance and how insurance can serve to enhance
savings, serve as collateral for individuals and MSE businesses that
may not get access to credit for lack of assets to pledge as collateral and provide security for the household and/or MSE businesses.
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What is Microinsurance?
In developing countries, the vast majority of
low-income
households
lack
access
to
insurance and other forms of social protection,
including health services. Low-income persons live in riskier environments than the rest of
the population, are more vulnerable to various
perils and are the least able to cope when crises
do occur. It is the poor that are most in need of
affordable and accessible insurance services.
Micro-insurance is an excellent tool for the
protection of the livelihoods of the working poor
and for savings mobilization. Traditional credit
insurance protects the lender in the event of death
of the insured borrower before the debt has been
repaid in full. Client focused micro-insurance
products available in Ethiopia also cover losses
arising from accident and disability, illness and
maternity. In addition to protecting the lender
against default arising from the above-mentioned
risks, micro-insurance also serves as excellent
collateral for low-income borrowers who would
otherwise not provide a guarantee to qualify for a
loan.
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The following simple example illustrates the
dramatic access to insurance services can have
on the life of poor people. In the absence of
micro-insurance (crop insurance in this case),
farmers would plant half of the seeds available to
them and hold the other half so that they have
seeds for the next planting season, if the harvest
fails. If the harvest was good, farmers would have
produced half of their potential output. If insured,
farmers would have used all the seeds they have
during the planting season. If the harvest turned
poor, the insurer would provide seeds for the next
planting season plus food for the farmer’s subsistence until the next harvest. If the harvest were
good, the farmer would have doubled his/her output, substantially contributing to food security and
poverty alleviation.
life and asset insurance can be argued strongly
for low-income urban workers, women and youth
engaged in MSME activities, etc.

Construction Work Completed by the Project:
The project supported the upgrading of and the construction of new existing buildings:

The clinic was upgraded and expanded

Two metal and woodwork training workshops have been constructed
and equipped

A display room for various products of the prison co-ops has been constructed

A street children’s quarter has been constructed and furnished

A banking branch for DECSI has ben constructed and furnished
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Living Conditions of Women in Mekelle Prison
The new facilities in women’s compound include new kitchen area and playground for kids living with inmate mothers.

37

The quarters for women inmates have been furnished and a playground for the children of women prisoners also constructed.
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“ I have been sentenced to prison for ten years when you
have nothing to do it is easy to become preoccupied with anger
and frustration about your situation I had
initially suffered from depression when I
then informed about work opportunities
offered by the prison and so I joined a
cooperative involved in the production of
building blocks very quickly my depression was replaced with work satisfaction
Now the cooperative is working and paying back the credit we have taken from
DECSI the cooperative will very soon
Inmate Nigiste Weldu

”

“I entered prison because I belonged to a gang of thieves
While I have been here I have managed to complete my high
school education within the prison and am now a college student I am currently studying Marketing
Management through distance education
and will graduate next year, the salary I
have been able to earn from working as
a member of a cooperative has provided

Inmate

“
on was that it was unbearable I found that not having anything to
do made my situation seem very bleak when we were offered the
chance to work we received technical
training inside prison and this allowed us
to form a woodwork cooperative we took
a 200,000 birr credit loan from DECSI
and we are now running the business
very successfully what I have learnt from
this business experience is extremely
valuable and will remain with me for the
rest of my life. ”
Inmate Weyni Alem

“ During my time as an inmate I have been studying for a
diploma in law through long distance education I have also been
engaged in a cooperative that produces building blocks with the
money I earn from the cooperative I
am able to cover my education I am
also able to support my brothers and
sisters by buying them educational
resources such as pens and exercise
books...”

when I am released from prison I will live
a very different life and will no longer be a
thief as I now have better options thanks
to my educational experience here. ”
Inmate Negash Abreha
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Zufan is an inmate with an
exceptional involvement in
the Mekelle prison cooperastudent. She quit school
and worked as a housemaid
before being convicted of
stealing from her employers.

“ Before I entered the
prison I was scared that it
was going to be frightening.
I am now realising that it’s

Inmate Hilifti Gebrekiros

aged 8 and 6. She has been sentenced to 6 years in prison and has
already served nine months. She was charged with issues related
to producing false documents in relation to customs while working
as a trader.

“ While serving my prison sentence I decided to increase my skilled
capacity by training in multiple different skills offered by the prison. I
have been trained in woodwork as well as in business management,
I am working as a cashier for an ‘Agricultural and Home Economics
Products Cooperative’. Our cooperative already has a capital of ETB
18,000. I believe that my training here should enable me to set up a
wood workshop once I have served my prison term my ambition is
to be a responsible citizen and a good model for my kids.”

Inmate Zufan Gebre

actually the opposite. After 2 months in the prison I was part of
a cooperative trading household. I am currently the cooperative’s
secretary and my responsibilities include recording cash and stock
receipts, payments and preparing monthly transaction reports. The
cooperative has two shops inside the prison. We have a capital
of 20,000 birr, which is about 2000 birr per cooperative member.
We are working hard to increase our capital so that we can supply a variety of good quality products to inmates. I am also being
trained as a hairdresser. I see a bright future free of crime and full of
employment opportunities due to the prison training. I have plans
to manage a small retail business, continue my education, have my
own house, a family and lead a happy life.”

What distinguishes inmate Kiros from other inmates is that she is an expert in hairdressing and has been able
to provide training to other female inmates, which has provided her with income generating opportunities inside

“ While in prison I have received training in electrical works, plumbing, woodwork, and poultry farming. I
Inmate Kiros Atey

now looking forward to having a hairdressing business as a means of income and career satisfaction when I am
released. I look forward to offering employment and training opportunities to others.”
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ployers
‘Lemlem Raya Home Economics Products Cooperative’. The cooperative has since been
able to fully repay the initial capital loan from the prison center and has been therefore
eligible for increased credit loans to help build the enterprise. Almaz has also been able
to earn her diploma in accounting via distance education while in the prison

“ I have been amazed to discover how prison life is like a university. I have made
a dedicated effort to take advantage of all the various skills training offered by the prison.
The cooperative experience has allowed me to earn an income while in prison.My life has
become focused on productive activities such as preparing saleable items for my cooperative such as groundnuts, fried barley (‘kollo’), ground pulses, etc. I am currently the
Inmate Almaz Gebriel

has changed in so many ways and I am certain that my training experience will help me
to be successful when I leave the prison.”

Having accomplished skilled competence in various disciplines Alma is determined to open a metal and wood workshop with her brothers by
borrowing from one of the credit institutions.

the construction of various ILO/IDC supported projects in the prison as well as clients in town.
G. Mariam is an active participant in the various prison activities and has involved himself in many training
activities such as business management, hollow concrete block making, embroidery, weaving and cattle

He says, “ I
verse skills. I am enjoying being continually engaged with productive activities. I earn 400 birr (USD 22)
per month. After I am released I plan to open a micro business and be a successful businessman. I am very thankful for the training I have
received and the experience I have gained in this prison.”

Gebre Mariam Assefa

Gebre Mariam has been rewarded for his good behaviour inside prison with the privilege of living independently. He lives outside the main
gate of the prison close to the cooperative.
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authority and sentenced to 8 years in prison. She already has a bachelor’s degree in accounting and
has extensive experience working in the public sector. Rigbe has undertaken various training courses
center representing the interests of female inmates.

“I have made an effort to participate as much as I can in the training offered by the prison. I
am a member of the prison’s Pagume Construction Materials Cooperative, which produces hollow
concrete blocks. The cooperative has recently won a prestigious bid to produce and supply blocks for
and sharing my professional skills in bookkeeping, budgeting and auditing.”
By virtue of her educational level and experience she is playing a leading role in the cooperative, which
prison cooperatives.
Inmate Rigbe Kidane

When Rigbe was asked about her ambition after her release she said: “ I have learnt a lot from my
stay in the prison. It is a learning ground. I am trying to be a productive citizen. My dream is to combine further education and work in one or two of the skilled disciplines I have trained in. I am also
planning to continue my education by studying chartered accounting (ACCA). ”

one year and eight months for kicking another woman. She is illiterate and until now has had no
opportunity to attend school due to her early marriage.

Inmate Tiblets Amare

“
mands of being a mother. I must engage myself in productive activities to support my children at
home. I have managed to dedicate some time to producing cotton yarn as a member of a cooperative. I earn an average income of 300 birr (USD 17) per month. With this I have been able to
regularly send household provisions to my children at home. The experience at Makelle Prison has
taught me a lot. I will, in no way, engage in offensive activities in the future, instead I want to serve
my family and my community in the best way I can.”
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Mekelle Prison Project is a Replicable Model
The Mekelle prison center is a model prison unit
because of its pioneering approach to skills development,
enterprise building, collaboration and rehabilitation among
prison inmates. The centre’s exceptional experiences can be
easily replicated as best practices in other areas. The prison
center has transformed itself into being a correctional center
where inmates have access to transformational skill building
and income generating opportunities.
The Mekelle Prison Center has become a center of excellence
and learning. The successful outcome of socio-economically
transformed inmates can be attributed to a combination of
factors that include a good policy environment, innovative
design of skill building cooperative programs, competent
prison staff and administration to implement the programs,
high involvement of stakeholders, and the Ethiopian government’s commitment to the constitutional rights of prisoners
in line with international human rights conventions. This successful combination of pro-active factors is responsible for
radically changing the lives of many prisoners.
The consequent behavioural transformation of the inmates
is ultimately responsible for the reduction of potential crimes
committed in the community and the country. Recognition
must be given to the Ethiopian government and the regional
government of Tigray and its determination to support the
rehabilitation of inmates. Based on the constitutional rights
of prisoners, the regional government of Tigray has issued
a new law that allows prisoners to form cooperatives of
their own and engage in income generating activities. This
provides an impressive range of opportunities for inmates to
participate in skill building programs and be optimistic about
creating a positive future.
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Prison Spirit, Before and After Co-ops
There were some handicraft activities available to inmates
before the cooperative law of the region was issued and supported
by the implementation of business process reengineering in the
Mekelle Prison Center. Most of the prisoners had few opportunities to
engage in any activities and were consequently very frustrated and
depressed. Although some inmates had access to skill training the
income generated was very negligible due to poor access to employment inside the prison centre.
The mood of the prison population changed to being dynamically
productive and optimistic once the prison administration introduced
skill training programs in line with the new law that offered opportunities for all the prisoners to organize themselves as members of
cooperatives and engage in income generating activities. The call
for the stakeholders to join the program and their positive responsthe opportunities offered by the skill building programs. Most of
the cooperatives in the prison are now engaged in various production activities. A large market has been created in the prison center
for the various items produced by inmate cooperatives including
traditional clothes, wood and metal products, good quality cobble
stones, fattened animals, bread, etc. A good amount of income is
also obtained from the sale of these products and is distributed
among cooperative members. This dynamic activity is inspiring
many prisoners to join training programs. A new spirit of competition and optimism has been created among the prisoners due to
the increasing opportunities and interventions made by the capacity
building program of Mekelle prison.
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International Reviews on Prison Activities
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Conclusions and Remarks by
Stakeholders
The lessons learnt by Mekelle prison Centre are particularly
to society. The rehabilitation of prisoners has also been seen
to help address mass youth unemployment, especially for
young women. The provision of social, economic and skills
development content offered by the prison centre has created
huge opportunities to help overcome gender imbalance.
There are several programs underway in the prison. There is a
major skill capacity building program for the inmates. There is
also a program being prepared to give skill related trainings to
potential offenders in the city. A new boarding school is under
as potential criminal offenders. This will largely include children
sleeping in the streets with limited access to opportunities to
improving their lives due to a disconnect with their families
and relatives.
The prison transformational process is creating new skilled
environment in Ethiopia. Inmates are trained in income
generating kills and in business development discipline.
Inmates are now much more familiar with how to create new
businesses than in the past. Most of the inmates have also
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clearly understood the importance of productively working in
cooperatives to pool resources and successfully compete in
the markets. A new form of partnership has been pioneered
among the stakeholders to bring holistic behavioral changes
to the lives of the inmates.
Such changes will result in positive behavioral transformation
of the inmates once they have been released from prison and
in the community with the end result being a greater amount
of peace and stability in society. According to the Mekelle
released prisoners during one year. This is an indication that
the potential for crime is substantially reducing once the
prisoners have received skills training. It has been consistently
observed that once the inmate has achieved a productive
capacity for generating income to feed and sustain themselves
and their families. The likelihood of becoming repeat offenders
once they have been released is dramatically reduced.
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As a cooperation we are very much engaged in economic
development and social development for the most vulnerable
people. I think in Mekelle prison we have found one such group
of vulnerable people, not just because they are in prison, not just
because they lost their freedom but also because for the majority
of the prisoners they committed a crime related to poverty and a
lack of opportunity. So they have been punished twice.
demonstrated to me what the capabilities of the prison project are. It was then that we decided to support. We have seen
the positive results and they are very interesting. Now I see
more cooperation, more participation, more activity, and so the
project has dramatically improved. The workshops are in
regular use and the people are working better, they are also working in greater comfort and safety.
I also see something that is not related to work or job
creation, which is very important. I saw how a space has been
created for children as some inmates unfortunately come here
with very young children. It is crucial that the children have the
right to play even if their mother may have done something
wrong. So I am very happy that an area purposefully created for
the playful interaction between mothers and their children has
been achieved.
I think the real challenge now is that other prisons in
Ethiopia and other prisons all over the world, not just in
developing countries, can replicate this model. There is
something extraordinary happening in Mekelle Prison. I will be
happy in Italy when we can follow Ethiopia’s example in Makelle
prison. I think this is the real challenge- to transform a prison into
a place where people are not just punished but also rehabilitated.
Mr. Fabio Melloni,
Director of Italian Development Cooperation in Ethiopia. Remark

Over the past 24 months, the ILO has been honoured to partner
with the Mekelle Prison Administration, DECSI and Italian Development Cooperation in the formulation and implementation of the Mekelle Prison Capacity Building Project. The project has turned out to
be one of the most effective intervention support we have executed
in the recent past. We have kept within the project’s time frame and
we have jointly delivered all the results. For example, all the 5 planned
building construction and upgrades as well as equipment for training
purposes have been completed and delivered and are now in use,
cial literacy training on managing household incomes, savings, credit and
microinsurance. We are particularly pleased that women prison
inmates that numbered over 550 at the beginning of the project have
been trained, rehabilitated and many have been released, and are in better social and economic standing because of the training they have received.
who used to expect support from their families are now the ones
transforming the lives of people, their families and their communities. It is
real, it is not something academic, but people’s lives have been positively
changed. I wish to congratulate the prisoners who have fully participated
able to manage their livelihoods successfully both while in prison and
back at home. Another lesson to draw from the project is that building
prison walls alone does not reduce crime but empowering women and
youth that commit criminal activities for lack of economic and social support does. We hope this model will be scaled up in Tigray Regional State,
the rest of Ethiopia and beyond.
We need to build on and consolidate this success drawing the key
lessons from the way this project has been implemented so that
we can continue to have similar success stories in other prisons.
The commitment, support and leadership provided by the Federal
Government, the Tigray Regional Government and the Prisons
Administration is such an important lesson. The commitment of
the donor, the Italian Development Cooperation (IDC), who not only
funded the project but also provided technical support and guidance to
identify what we need to do differently to achieve better results.
George Okutho,
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Handing Over Ceremony...
Mekelle, Ethiopia – In the presence of Ato Hadis Zenebe, Head
of Security and Administration, representing His Excellency the
Mr. George Okutho and the Director of Italian Development
the handing over ceremony of the Project ‘EMPOWERMENT

The underlying vision of the initiative is to create a prison which
is aimed at the rehabilitation of inmates through an empowering
and learning environment and where prisoners are conceived
as citizens who will be helped to reintegrate themselves into the
society and to be able to contribute to social and community
wellbeing and development.
The project has focused on empowering all of the female
inmates as well as a number of male prisoners through

Mekelle Prison Compound.
women empowerment, business development skills, cooperative
available by the Italian Development Cooperation to foster women
economic empowerment at Mekelle Prison and WISE
(Organisation for Women in Self-Employment). The Italian
intervention in support of Mekelle’s inmates came after previous
similar experiences undertaken by IDC in other countries such
as Lebanon and Afghanistan.

services for savings, loans and microinsurance to engage
in economically useful activities, with the collaboration of
implementing partners, among which the Regional Prison
played a key role in the success of the project.
Where prison inmates were relying on support from family and
friends, now inmates are making money transfers to family
members to support them with school fees, living expenses
their earnings in a saving account with the DECSI branch within
active cooperatives that have established successful
businesses and empowering opportunities for prison inmates
and released prisoners.
All the efforts made by the prison administration, with the
support of the regional authorities, and the encouraging results
achieved in changing inmates’ living conditions, place Makalle
on the right track to become a successful model for Ethiopia
and Africa.
Handing Over Ceremony, 27 June 2013
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