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I. Introduction
A majority of the world’s nations have abolished the death penalty. Yet in 2008, at least
2,390 people were executed in 25 countries and another 8,864 people were sentenced to death in
52 countries. As in previous years, the vast majority (93 percent) of executions took place in only
a few countries: China, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan and the United States.1 Some of the methods
used to execute people included beheading, electrocution, hanging, lethal injection, firing squad
and stoning. 2 Certain countries, continue to impose the death penalty for crimes not considered
the “most serious,” including adultery and apostasy. 3 HRA is deeply concerned that practices
that certain countries use to impose the penalty constitute violations of the prohibition of torture
under Article 7 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR).
Though capital punishment is not yet prohibited by international law, the United Nations
has called on all states to implement a moratorium. 4 In 2008, 89 states co-sponsored a
moratorium resolution. There were 106 votes in favor, 46 against and 34 abstentions, a
significant improvement in favorable votes from a 2007 resolution. 5 The UN General Assembly
will debate a new moratorium resolution in October 2010. 6 Notwithstanding votes against the
2008 moratorium, states parties to the ICCPR that retain the death penalty must respect
international standards guaranteeing the human rights of the condemned.
This report specifically addresses violations of the ban on torture related to the “death
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row phenomenon” – a syndrome which can result when a death row prisoner is subjected to
certain circumstances over long periods of time.
HRA has attempted to document instances of these practices, but notes that despite
growing recognition of the death row phenomenon, it remains difficult to acquire evidence and
studies on the occurrence. HRA therefore urges the Human Rights Council to examine the death
row phenomenon to determine whether circumstances that produce it constitute torture.
II. The Death Row Phenomenon
A. Defined
A combination of circumstances produces the death row phenomenon, or death row
syndrome, which is characterized by severe psychological and physical deterioration in
prisoners. The circumstances include (1) prolonged periods of incarceration awaiting execution,
(2) extremely harsh conditions of imprisonment on death row and (3) the acute anxiety of
anticipating one’s own execution and. These circumstances can produce panic, rage, selfmutilations, paranoia, and suicidal ideation. 7 Some prisoners are entirely delusional by the time
they are executed. When decades of incarceration precede execution, prisoners in effect serve
two sentences: a life sentence marked by prolonged psychological torture and a death sentence.
Countries which hold death row prisoners for prolonged periods before execution
frequently allege that due process procedures cause the delays which risk violating the ban on
torture. HRA in no way advocates that due process procedures be eliminated, suspended or
abridged. The delays are generally not the fault of the prisoners themselves, but rather the fault
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of the state. 8 A prisoner’s due process rights to appeals of his death sentence, habeas corpus or
other collateral petitions must be strictly observed. Observation of these rights, however, requires
they be conducted within reasonable periods of time. Where such procedures are not possible
without delays of many years, prisoners should be given immediate legal redress.
Japan, the United States and Pakistan are all countries that detain prisoners under
sentence of death for extremely long periods of time. Both Japan and the U.S. have held many
death row prisoners for more than 30 years. While other countries may not hold prisoners on
death row for such grotesquely long periods, a risk of the death row phenomenon exists wherever
long delays are found. Though delay is not the only factor contributing to the death row
phenomenon, it is central to the rationale of courts and other judicial bodies that have found
violations.
B. International and National Law Recognizing the Death Row Phenomenon
Many national and international courts and judicial bodies have recognized the death row
phenomenon in the past 20 years. In the seminal case of Soering v. United Kingdom, the
European Court of Human Rights unanimously declined to extradite a prisoner to the United
States where he would face a death sentence. The Court found that the combined factors of the
conditions on death row, the length of time spent there, and the psychological effects of the death
sentence on an individual constitute “inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment” under
Article III of the Convention. The court’s estimate that Mr. Soering would have had to spend six
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to eight years on death row in Virginia (U.S.) before execution was central to its decision. 9
In Pratt and Morgan v. Attorney-General, 10 the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council,
the highest court of appeals for many Commonwealth countries, found a 14-year delay
“shocking” and commuted to life in prison the sentences of the death row inmates. The Privy
Council wrote that “in any case in which execution is to take place more than five years after
sentence there will be strong grounds for believing that the delay is such as to constitute
‘inhuman or degrading punishment….” 11
In an appeal brought by four death row inmates, the Supreme Court of Zimbabwe found
death row detentions of four and one-third to six years were excessive delays that violated the
country’s constitutional prohibition of torture. The Court “[accepted] that fear, despair and
mental torment are the inevitable concomitant of sentence of death.” 12 The Supreme Court of
India wrote, in a landmark ruling commuting the sentence of a prisoner who had been held in
solitary confinement on death row for six years, that he “must, by now, be more a vegetable than
a person and hanging a vegetable is not the death penalty.” 13
The United States Supreme Court has not yet accepted review of a case alleging cruel and
unusual punishment due to long delays on death row, though two appeals have resulted in
strongly worded statements filed by several justices. Cecil Johnson was held in solitary
confinement on Tennessee’s death row for 29 years before he was executed. The Supreme Court
refused to hear his final appeal, but Justice Stevens wrote, it is his “strongly held view that state-
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caused delay[s] in state-sponsored killings can be unacceptably cruel.” 14
In an appeal brought by 417 death row prisoners, the Supreme Court of Uganda explicitly
recognized the “death row syndrome” and ruled that more than three years on death row
constitutes cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment. The court specified, however, that the three
years would toll only after the prisoner’s final appeal. 15 Reports on the number of sentences that
were commuted to life in prison as a result of the ruling vary widely, as do reports on the
procedural facts of the appeal. It is therefore unclear how many of the 417 prisoners had their
sentence commuted to life or how the ruling will effect the approximately 650 inmates on death
row in Uganda. 16
C. Violations
1. Delays and Prolonged Incarceration on Death Row
In retentionist countries, long delays between conviction and execution compound the
stress of harsh physical conditions. In Japan, Iwao Hakamada has been on death row for 41
years, and suffers from severe mental illness. Others have been on Japan’s death row for over 30
years. 17 In the United States, the average time spent on death row is about 12 years and
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increases every year. 18 In many states prisoners have awaited their execution for more than 30
years. A human rights investigation of the death penalty in Pakistan discovered that many death
row prisoners had been held for 10 to 15 years or longer. 19 One Indian man who had been
sentenced to death in 1973 was “lost” on Pakistan’s death row, shuffled from prison to prison. In
2008, 35 years later, Kashmir Singh was granted a presidential pardon. Officials said he had been
held in a cell for condemned prisoners for most of the time since his conviction and had become
mentally ill. 20 Even in those countries that have taken steps towards abolition, violations can still
occur. In Morocco, with about 130 people on death row, 21 courts continue to issue death
sentences though a de facto moratorium has been in place since 1993. 22
2. Conditions on Death Row
The conditions on death row in Japan are so severe that despite the relatively small
number of inmates (102), the country is frequently cited as a main violator of condemned
prisoners’ human rights. 23 In Japan, death-row inmates are kept in solitary confinement and are
not allowed to speak to other prisoners, watch television or pursue any hobbies. Visits with
lawyers and family are restricted to between five and 30 minutes and other than one hour of
exercise per week they must remain seated in their cells. 24
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In the United States, where 3,207 people are on death row, 25 inmates are also only
allowed brief periods of time out of their cells, usually one hour per day. They are subjected to
arbitrary rules, unsanitary conditions, insect and rodent infestations, extreme temperatures and
exposure to deafening volumes of noise, including the screams of mentally insane inmates who
are not separated from other death row inmates. 26 They are also isolated, deprived of adequate
mental and medical health care treatment and their participation in programs and work is either
severely restricted or prohibited all together. 27
Pakistan, with approximately 7,500 condemned prisoners, has the largest death row in the
world. Prison conditions are notoriously deplorable and overcrowding frequently reaches 200 to
300 percent capacity. 28 An average of seven to eight prisoners are held in death row cells, which
measure approximately 6 x 8 feet (1,8 x 2,4 m). As in Japan and the United States, Pakistan
death row prisoners’ time outside their cells and interactions with the outside world are severely
restricted. 29 Reports of abuse and torture are legion and prisoners are routinely restrained with
heavy and painful shackles that have led to gangrene and amputation in several cases. 30 One
death row inmate said he was kept chained with iron shackles for three consecutive days until he
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went on a hunger strike. 31
China does not release figures on its death row inmates or executions, but Amnesty
International reported that in 2008, the country is known to have executed 1,718 people. 32 A
prisoner released from death row in 2008, reported that condemned prisoners in China are
manacled and shackled during the day and are sometimes forced to work with toxic chemicals in
their cells that cause breathing difficulties. 33 In Morocco, where a de facto moratorium has been
in place since 1993, death row prisoners are subjected to under nourishment, extreme
temperatures and severe overcrowding. 34
3. Psychological Pressures of Anticipating Execution
The conditions of confinement and long delays combined with the anxiety of awaiting
execution produce devastating effects that manifest physically and psychologically. A recent
report tracking four death-row inmates in Japan, said all four suffered from mental illness and
delusions. 35 In the United States, because of the appeals process, prisoners may face several
execution dates. Many prisoners have come within hours and even minutes of their execution
before a stay was issued. This experience, along with the harshness of life on death row, is so
traumatic that many have waived their appeals.36
Danielle Simpson, a death-row inmate in Texas asked to be put to death because, he said,
31
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life on death row was unbearable. 37 A court granted his request by expediting the execution date,
even though his lawyers said he suffered from a “debilitating mental illness.” 38 Another inmate
in California who has been on death row for 18 years, no longer understands the passage of time,
is severely paranoid and delusional and has physical ailments that appear linked to his
psychological state, including a persistent skin condition that he picks at constantly, creating
visible infections. 39
The failure to notify prisoners of their execution date is a violation illustrative of the
severe psychological pressures that come to bear for those anticipating their own execution.
Human rights organizations report that several countries, including Belarus, China, Iran,
Japan and Saudi Arabia, fail to notify prisoners or their families of the date of their execution.
Prisoners who face execution without notice live in constant fear that their death is imminent.
International rulings have tended to focus on the anguish of family members when
countries fail to notify them of the execution date. It is self-evident that no one suffers more than
the condemned prisoner, who literally lives every moment as if it were the last. The Human
Rights Committee found that the failure of Belarus to inform a mother of her son’s execution
date or the location of his remains caused mental suffering in violation of the prohibition of
inhuman treatment. 40 In Pratt and Morgan v. Jamaica, the Committee found a delay of 20 hours
before authorities communicated a reprieve to the accused, who believed he was to be executed
45 minutes later, constituted cruel and inhuman treatment. 41 The Human Rights Committee
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wrote in concluding observations to Japan that it is seriously concerned that failure to notify the
family and lawyers of the prisoners on death row of their execution are incompatible with the
Covenant. 42
In Saudi Arabia, migrant workers, who human rights organizations say are
disproportionately targeted by the authorities, are often ignorant they have even been sentenced
to death up until they are taken from their cells to be executed. 43 Saudi Arabia also fails to
inform embassies or family members before or after the execution.44 Iran also fails to inform
family members and lawyers of execution dates. Mohammad Reza Haddadi’s family was alerted
of his execution date only when another prisoner phoned to inform them. 45
In a widely publicized case, China executed Akmal Shaik, a citizen of the United Kingdom
in December 2009, with only 24 hours notice to Mr. Shaik, his family and his embassy. Mr.
Shaik had been previously diagnosed as mentally ill and delusional. 46
In Japan, condemned prisoners are only informed the morning of their execution, even if
they have been on death row for several decades. 47 Because the length of time on death row does
not appear to have any bearing on who is next in line for execution, 48 there is no way for
prisoners or others to deduce when they will be executed and they too must fear execution at any
moment.
42
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In Morocco, though no executions have taken place for 17 years, death row prisoners,
nevertheless fearing execution may be imminent, are reported to wedge pieces of wood behind
their cell doors while they sleep so they will wake if a guard enters. 49
Unfortunately, the difficult task of researching the psychological consequences of being
under a sentence of death for prolonged periods has resulted in little evidence or reporting on the
death row phenomenon in recent years.
III. Positive and Negative Trends
A. Positive Trends
Despite the violations reported in this paper, global trends point encouragingly towards
eventual abolition of the death penalty around the world. As noted above, more states parties
voted in favor of a moratorium in 2008 than only one year earlier and the number of countries
which have either abolished the death penalty or observing moratoria has increased to 139. 50
Additionally, eight members of the League of Arab States abstained from voting for the
moratorium resolution rather than voting against it. Algeria cosponsored and voted for the
resolution. Somalia also voted in favor. Additionally, all proposed amendments to weaken the
resolution were defeated. 51
Other than the country of Belarus, Europe is a death-penalty-free zone. The central Asian
countries, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, have all abolished
the death penalty. 52 Whereas certain Islamic countries maintain some of the worst practices
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surrounding the death penalty, this central Asian group has become a leader in the Muslim world
for human rights in the context of capital punishment. They are joined by Azerbaijan, Albania
and Djibouti, the only other predominantly Muslim abolitionist countries. 53
In the Americas, the United States became the last country to retain the death penalty
after Argentina formally abolished it in 2008. Even in the United States, however, there have
been some positive trends. Annual death sentences in the U.S. have dropped dramatically since
the year 2000. In the last four years the number of death sentences has been lower than any time
since reinstatement of the death penalty in 1976. 54 In 2008, 111 people were sentenced to death
in the U.S. Executions have declined as well, from a high of 98 in 1999, to 52 executions in
2009. 55
Abolitionist bills have been introduced in a number of states. Though they have not
always been successful, New Mexico did abolish the death penalty in 2009. 56 Meanwhile, Texas
continues to execute more people than any other state in the country. 57 A number of death
sentences nationwide have been commuted to life imprisonment in recent years, including in the
case of a prisoner with a long history of mental illness. 58
The turn away from the death penalty is not without pitfalls. In California, where a de
facto moratorium has been in place since 2006, prisoners continue to be sentenced to death as the
average length of time on death row constantly increases. Of the 698 prisoners on California’s
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death row, 59 approximately 150 of them have been there for more than 20 years. 60
Though death penalty statistics in Pakistan are some of the highest in the world, there was
nevertheless a marked reduction in numbers from 2007, when 135 people were executed and 307
sentenced to death. In 2008, by comparison, 36 people were executed and 236 sentenced to death
in 2008. 61
In Africa, Burundi and Togo abolished the death penalty in 2009. In Mali, reforms have
been underway for several years, but have not yet resulted in abolition. In Algeria, a group of
opposition leaders submitted a draft proposal to abolish the death penalty on the 60th Anniversary
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 62 Despite a de facto moratorium in Algeria since
1993, however hundreds of people were sentenced to death in 2009, mostly on terrorism-related
charges. 63
B. Negative Trends and Violative Practices
Executions by stoning, beheadings, hanging and the practice of public executions
continue in several countries. In 2008, Iran executed at least 346 people by means including
stoning and hanging. The number of public hangings in Iran did decrease in 2008 after the Chief
Justice issued a decree banning them. Iran’s penal code retains a provision for stoning to death
individuals convicted of adultery. 64 The provision requires a man be buried up to his waist and a
woman up to her neck 65 and that the stones used to execute the individual be large enough to
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cause pain but not so large that they kill the person quickly. 66 Despite a 2002 moratorium placed
on execution by stoning, several cases have been documented in recent years. In January 2010,
Sarymeh Ebadi and BoAli Johnfeshani were sentenced to death by stoning in Iran. 67 Sudan’s
penal code also calls for execution by stoning for the offense of adultery when the offender is
married. 68 The case of Sadia Idries Fadul is currently pending there. 69
In Saudi Arabia, execution by beheading, generally in public, is common. In some cases,
the body is crucified following execution. A sharp increase in executions in Saudi Arabia began
in 2007. Between 2007 and 2008, there were at least 102 executions – an average rate of two
executions every week. Almost half of those executed were foreign nationals from poor
countries. 70
In China, many executions take place after sentencing rallies in front of massive crowds
in sports stadiums and public squares. Prisoners are also paraded through the streets past
thousands of people on the way to execution by firing squad in nearby fields or courtyards. 71
China is phasing out public executions in favor of lethal injection, but still executes many people
in public. 72 Japan carried out 15 executions in 2009, more than any year since 1975. The
executions by hanging are usually carried out in secret, with families notified only following
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execution. 73 The only country to reinstate the death penalty in recent years is Liberia, which did
so in 2008. 74
IV. Conclusions and Recommendations
The Supreme Court of Uganda wrote in Kigula and 417 others v. Attorney
General, that the due process rights of those sentenced to death and their right to be free
from unreasonable delays amounting to torture or cruel, inhuman or degrading
punishment “calls for a balance so that while a person exercises his rights … to exhaust
all avenues under the law before he is executed, he at the same time is not unduly kept in
prison serving a sentence that he was not sentenced to. 75
Scholars have studied and reported on the death row phenomenon since the early
1960’s. In recent years, however, there has been insufficient focus on the issue – even as
death sentences become more and more prolonged in places like Japan and the United
States. A comprehensive study of the death row phenomenon would add greatly to the
discourse and the law that defines the nature of the violations. Unfettered access for
investigators to death rows of countries where under investigation is desirable –
particularly where immediate relief is critical, as in the case of Iwao Hakamada in Japan..
Though a significant body of law regarding the death row phenomenon, decided by the
highest international and national courts and judicial bodies, has been developing for the past 20
years, violations persist around the world. HRA believes an examination by the Human Rights
Council or the Special Rapporteur on Torture would give the Committee and other judicial
bodies firmer footing on which to address the violations that result in the death row phenomenon.
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