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ABSTRACT

Italian prisons are confronting a multitude of severe challenges that compromise the dignity and safety of in-
mates and place prison personnel under considerable strain. This study provides a comprehensive analysis of 
the critical state of healthcare and living conditions in prisons across the region of Friuli Venezia Giulia (FVG), 
with a particular focus on facilities like Trieste, Udine, Gorizia, Pordenone, and Tolmezzo, which are notably af-
flicted by overcrowding. Overcrowding rates in these prisons have soared to unprecedented levels; for instance, 
Trieste’s facilities are operating at 175% capacity. This paper uses updated and extensive data sources including 
reports from Antigone, Inside Carceri, RAI News, and other relevant publications to paint a detailed picture of 
the adverse impacts such as inadequate healthcare services, escalating suicide rates, and deteriorating working 
conditions for prison staff. In response to these pressing issues, the paper proposes a series of targeted reforms. 
These include the adoption of telemedicine to improve access to health services, the construction of new prison 
facilities to alleviate overcrowding, the enhancement of mental health services to address the high incidence of 
psychological distress among inmates, and comprehensive measures to improve the working conditions of pris-
on personnel. The proposed reforms are aimed at transforming these facilities into more humane and functional 
environments, thereby aligning them more closely with international human rights standards.
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Introduction
The state of Italian prisons, especially in the region of Friuli Vene-

zia Giulia (FVG), has reached a critical point where systemic issues 
threaten the very essence of humane incarceration and effective re-
habilitation. The Italian penal system, historically burdened by legacy 
issues such as facility aging and policy inertia, now faces acute crises 
manifested primarily through severe overcrowding and drastically in-
adequate healthcare provision. The situation is compounded by rising 
inmate populations and stagnant infrastructure development, leading 
to conditions that not only undermine the dignity and rights of the 
incarcerated but also jeopardize the safety and well-being of both in-
mates and prison personnel. In November 2024, the prisons in Friuli 
Venezia Giulia recorded alarming levels of overcrowding. Facilities 
such as Trieste’s prison exceeded 175% capacity, a stark indication of 
the severity of the space constraints faced by inmates and staff alike. 
Such overcrowding exacerbates existing challenges, including limited 

access to medical care, increased transmission rates of communicable 
diseases, and heightened tensions that often escalate into violence. 
These conditions have significant implications not just for those with-
in the prison walls but also for the broader community. Overcrowded 
and under-resourced facilities are less able to provide rehabilitative 
services, leading to higher recidivism rates and undermining broader 
societal safety. The psychological toll on inmates and staff creates a 
cycle of distress and dysfunction, further straining the already fragile 
prison ecosystem.

Recognizing the urgency of these issues, this paper will exam-
ine the specific challenges faced by prisons in Friuli Venezia Giulia 
through an analysis of updated data and insights from various sourc-
es, including Antigone, Inside Carceri, and RAI News [1-3]. The paper 
aims to offer actionable solutions to these deeply entrenched prob-
lems. By proposing a series of reforms such as telemedicine to en-
hance healthcare access, the construction of new facilities to reduce 
overcrowding, improved mental health services, and better support 
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for prison staff, this study advocates for a transformation of the Italian 
prison system into a more humane and effective tool for social justice 
and rehabilitation.

Updated Data on Overcrowding in FVG Prisons
Recent data collection efforts, as of November 2024, have provid-

ed a granular view of the overcrowding issue plaguing prisons in Fri-
uli Venezia Giulia (FVG), revealing some deeply concerning statistics 
[4]. This updated data highlights not only the disparity between facil-
ity capacities and inmate populations but also the nationalities of the 
inmates, shedding light on potential socio-cultural dynamics at play 
within these institutions.

Key Insights (see Table 1 & Graphs 1 & 2)

•	 Trieste: Trieste’s facility operates at 175% capacity, high-
lighting severe overcrowding. Trieste’s facility witnesses 
inmates often sleeping on mattresses placed in corridors, 
a situation that drastically undermines humane conditions 

and raises serious health and safety concerns.

•	 Udine: With an overcrowding rate reaching a critical 214%, 
Udine faces exacerbated tensions and heightened health 
risks. The strain on resources and space has led to significant 
challenges in managing inmate behavior and ensuring safety.

•	 Gorizia and Pordenone: Though these are smaller facilities, 
the overcrowding percentages of 141% and 132%, respec-
tively, are profoundly distressing. These numbers reflect a 
systemic issue that extends beyond just the largest prisons, 
affecting facilities of all sizes throughout the region.

•	 Tolmezzo: As a high-security prison, Tolmezzo, while not ex-
ceeding its capacity, faces unique challenges related to man-
aging a population of violent offenders. The near-maximal 
capacity utilization also leaves little room for any increase in 
inmate numbers without risking similar conditions faced by 
other facilities.

Table 1: Prison Capacities and Inmate Populations in FVG.
Prison Capacity Inmates Present Over Crowding (%) Italians Foreigners

Trieste 150 262 175% 76 167

Udine 86 184 214% 84 100

Gorizia 53 75 141% 39 36

Pordenone 37 49 132% 19 30

Tolmezzo 149 144 97% 132 12

Graph 1: Prison Capacity vs. Inmates Present.
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Graph 2: Nationality Distribution in Prisons.

The following bar chart (Graph 2) shows the breakdown of Ital-
ian versus foreign nationals in each prison, highlighting the diversity 
of the inmate population and potential challenges in managing such 
diversity. The implications of such high overcrowding rates are mul-
tifaceted, impacting everything from the delivery of basic services to 
the mental and physical health of both inmates and staff. This section 
sets the stage for a deeper exploration into the specific challenges 
these conditions present, as discussed in the following sections of the 
paper.

Challenges Highlighted by the Data
Overcrowding and Health Impacts

The severe overcrowding in these facilities creates an environ-
ment where medical services are strained beyond their limits. This 
not only delays essential treatment for inmates but also increases the 
risk of disease transmission within a confined space. The scarcity of 
resources leads to prioritization dilemmas, often leaving those with 
less critical conditions untreated, which can escalate into more severe 
health issues over time.

•	 Mental Health Crisis: The impact of overcrowding on men-
tal health cannot be overstated. Inmates confined in over-
crowded environments are significantly more likely to suffer 
from anxiety, depression, and other mental health disorders. 
The lack of private space and the constant stress of close 
quarters contribute to a deterioration in mental health, com-
pounding the challenges of rehabilitation and increasing the 
risk of suicide and self-harm.

Suicide and Self-Harm Rates

In regions like Udine, the lack of adequate medical and psycholog-
ical support has led to a worrying increase in incidents of self-harm 
and suicide attempts. For example, a single day saw three instances of 
self-harm in Udine, a direct consequence of the absence of a full-time 
medical officer. Nationally, Italian prisons have recorded more than 
80 suicides in 2022, a rate that exceeds the European average and 
highlights a critical area for intervention (Graph 3).
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Graph 3: Suicide Trends in Italian Prisons (2020 – 2024).

Challenges for Prison Personnel

•	 Safety Concerns: Overcrowding leads to increased violence 
and assaults on prison staff. These conditions not only en-
danger the staff but also create a hostile environment that 
hampers rehabilitation efforts.

•	 Staff Shortages: Many facilities report critical shortages of 
personnel, compelling staff to work extensive overtime. This 
overburdening leads to high stress and burnout rates among 
prison workers, further destabilizing the environment and 
reducing the efficacy of supervision and care.

Proposed Reforms
New Facility Construction

Given the dire conditions outlined, there is an urgent need for the 
construction of modern, adequately sized prison facilities in FVG. Pro-
posals include:

•	 Trieste: Building a new facility is essential to alleviate the 
current 175% overcrowding rate.

•	 Regional Expansion: Developing additional medium-secu-
rity facilities in Udine and Gorizia could significantly reduce 
the strain on existing structures.

Telemedicine Implementation

Telemedicine represents a promising solution to the healthcare 
challenges presented by overcrowding:

•	 Remote Consultations: These would allow inmates timely 
access to medical specialists and reduce the load on prison 
healthcare facilities.

•	 Telepsychiatry: This could particularly address the esca-
lating mental health crisis, providing critical support for in-
mates suffering from mental health issues.

Suicide Prevention and Mental Health Support

•	 Dedicated Mental Health Units: Establishing these units in 
high-risk facilities like Trieste and Udine can offer focused 
care and monitoring, potentially reducing the incidence of 
suicide and self-harm.

•	 Staff Training: Enhancing staff capacity to recognize and ef-
fectively respond to mental health crises can prevent trage-
dies and improve overall inmate management.

Improving Staff Conditions

•	 Enhanced Security Measures: Upgrading security proto-
cols and providing conflict-resolution training can protect 
staff and foster a safer, more secure environment.

•	 Mental Health Support: Implementing support programs 
for staff can help manage stress and improve job satisfaction 
and performance.

Practical Feasibility of Proposed Reforms
This section explores the complexities and potential challenges 

of implementing the proposed reforms in the Italian prison system. It 
aims to detail the reforms, critically assess their practical implemen-
tation aspects, and address stakeholder roles and responses, barriers 
to implementation, and strategies for overcoming these challenges. A 
thorough understanding of these factors is essential for the success-
ful transition of these reforms from theoretical proposals to practical 
solutions.
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Stakeholder Analysis

Several key stakeholders are pivotal in the implementation of 
prison reforms:

•	 Government Agencies: These entities have the power to 
legislate and allocate funds for prison reforms. Their support 
is crucial for any systemic changes.

•	 Prison Administration: Directly responsible for managing 
prison operations, their cooperation is essential for imple-
menting new policies and practices.

•	 Healthcare Providers: Integral to the enhancement of 
health services within prisons, especially with initiatives like 
telemedicine.

•	 Inmate Advocacy Groups: These organizations can influ-
ence public opinion and policy through advocacy and are vi-
tal for representing the interests of the inmates.

The engagement and buy-in from these stakeholders are critical 
to the reform’s success, as they each play a role in shaping and execut-
ing the changes.

Barriers to Implementation

Implementing reforms in the prison system will face numerous 
barriers:

Telemedicine:

•	 Technical Limitations: Prisons may lack the necessary in-
frastructure for high-speed internet and modern medical 
technology.

•	 Privacy Concerns: Ensuring the confidentiality of inmate 
medical information during telemedicine sessions.

•	 Staff Training: Personnel must be trained to use telemedi-
cine technology effectively.

New Facility Construction:

•	 High Costs: Significant financial investment is required to 
build new facilities.

•	 Legal and Regulatory Delays: Potential delays due to zon-
ing, permits, and regulatory approvals.

•	 Community Opposition: Local communities may oppose 
the construction of new prisons nearby.

Enhanced Mental Health Services:

•	 Qualified Personnel: The shortage of mental health profes-
sionals willing to work in a prison setting.

•	 Ongoing Funding: Sustained financial resources are neces-
sary to maintain enhanced services.

•	 Stigma: Overcoming the stigma associated with mental 
health care within the prison system.

Strategies for Overcoming Barriers

To navigate these barriers, the following strategies could be em-
ployed:

•	 Partnerships with Technology Firms: For telemedicine, 
partnering with tech firms could provide the necessary tech-
nical support and infrastructure.

•	 Phased Construction Plans: Developing step-by-step plans 
for new facilities can help manage costs and mitigate com-
munity opposition by demonstrating the benefits gradually.

•	 Securing Grants and Government Funding: To support 
mental health initiatives, actively seeking out grants and ad-
vocating for government budget allocations can ensure the 
necessary ongoing funding.

Expected Responses from Stakeholders

The response from stakeholders will likely vary based on their 
interests and the historical context of their actions:

•	 Government Agencies may be supportive if the reforms align 
with broader public safety and health objectives.

•	 Prison Administration might resist changes that disrupt the 
status quo but could be persuaded with evidence of long-
term benefits and efficiency gains.

•	 Healthcare Providers are generally supportive of initiatives 
that improve care quality and can be incentivized through 
funding and technology improvements.

•	 Inmate Advocacy Groups will likely support reforms aimed 
at improving conditions but will be vigilant in ensuring that 
these changes are substantive and not merely cosmetic.

Effective communication and advocacy will be essential to align 
these varied interests with the goals of the proposed reforms. Engag-
ing stakeholders early and maintaining open lines of communication 
throughout the implementation process will be key to navigating the 
complex landscape of prison reform.

Broader Implications
Human Rights Perspective

The conditions within FVG prisons violate international human 
rights standards, particularly concerning the humane treatment of in-
mates. Addressing these issues is not only a legal obligation but also 
a moral one, essential for upholding the dignity and rights of all indi-
viduals.
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Benefits for Society

Improving conditions within prisons can significantly reduce re-
cidivism rates, enhancing public safety. Moreover, supporting prison 
personnel can lead to better management and more effective rehabil-
itation outcomes, ultimately contributing to a healthier, safer society.

Conclusion
The updated data from FVG prisons clearly illustrates the urgent 

need for systemic reforms. The combination of overcrowding, rising 
suicide rates, and poor working conditions for prison staff necessi-
tates immediate intervention. The implementation of measures such 

as telemedicine, new facility construction, enhanced mental health 
services, and improved conditions for prison staff can transform the 
Italian prison system into a more humane and functional institution, 
ultimately benefiting the broader community. 
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