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Subject: Life imprisonment without parole in Italy

European Parliament resolution A8-0251/2017 on prison systems and conditions reaffirms the role of 
the EU1. 

Life imprisonment without parole is a permanent sentence which rules out any chance of convicted 
individuals who do not cooperate with the justice system from returning to free society. 

In Italy, 1 735 people had been sentenced to life imprisonment as at 31/12/20172.

Since 2010, life convicts have accounted for around 4 % of the prison population – a share much 
higher than the median rate in Europe (1.8 %); life imprisonment without parole, moreover, affects 
over 70 % of those sentenced to life3. 

The reason given for life imprisonment without parole is the presumption that the offender is 
dangerous, due to their lack of progress in terms of rehabilitation, which would give them access to 
prison benefits or release on parole. 

This approach is greatly at odds with the Italian constitutional principle according to which sentences 
must aim to rehabilitate offenders4.

There are further conflicts with Articles 1 and 4 TFEU which protect human dignity and the prohibition 
of torture and inhuman and degrading treatment. There is clearly also friction with Article 3 of the 
European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR), which supports the idea of ‘a reducible life 
sentence’5. 

In the light of the above, can the Commission answer the following questions:
1) Does the situation described not run counter to Framework Decision 2008/909/JHA and to the 

rules governing mutual recognition instruments?
2) What does the Commission intend to do to persuade Italy to amend the rules governing its 

prison system? 

1 ‘... prison conditions and prison management are responsibilities of the Member States but the EU also has a 
necessary role to play in protecting the fundamental rights of prisoners and in creating the European Area of 
Freedom, Security and Justice’.

2 The latest Council of Europe survey, dated 01/09/2016, reported that the number of people sentenced to life 
was equivalent to 4.8 %.

3 In addition, some 25 % of those sentenced to life without parole are subject to the special prison regime 
under Article 41-a of the rules governing the prison system (so-called ‘hard prison’).

4 See options offered by Constitutional Court judgment No 148 of 2018.
5 In the case of Vinter v the United Kingdom (paragraph 119) (a leading case in this regard), the Court held that 

‘in the context of a life sentence, Article 3 must be interpreted as requiring reducibility of the sentence, in the 
sense of a review which allows the domestic authorities to consider whether any changes in the life prisoner 
are so significant, and such progress towards rehabilitation has been made in the course of the sentence... ’.


