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Measurement methods in the 
African context    

Dakar, Senegal 
11 June 2014 

Data context in Africa 
• Detailed population data regarding prisoners and 

detainees is seldom available 
• States are also characterised by low levels of state 

investment in record management in the criminal 
justice system 
– States tend to concentrate on managing records 

rather than on creating data or doing research 
– Unsuitability of electronic record-keeping in many 

countries due to electricity supply and information 
technology challenges 

– Varying quality and completeness of paper records  
within and among countries 
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Populations 

• “Population” is a an entire collection of items 
that share at least one property in common 
– For example, if we are talking about “prisoners in 

Africa” then the population is ALL the prisoners in ALL 
the prisons in Africa.

– If we are talking about the prison population of Maula
prison, it is all prisoners in Maula prison. 

– Very important to be clear about the population.
– Sometimes we can work with datasets which 

comprise the whole population e.g. Census data, data 
held by prisons about all prisoners, etc. 
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Representative Samples 

• An unbiased (representative) sample is a set 
chosen from the population using a selection 
process that does not depend on the properties 
of the objects (i.e. a random sample).

• Each individual member of the population has a 
known, non-zero chance of being selected as part 
of the sample.

• If we have a representative sample of data, we 
can make population estimates about the whole 
population
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Samples 

• Lack of population data means we must often 
use sample data 
– Can sample people in prison as at a date 

(“snapshot”)
– Can sample admissions to prisons 
– Can sample releases from prisons 

• Each kind of sample tells us something slightly 
different 

Zambia data collection tool
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Research context

• Varying levels of access to records kept by 
institutions in criminal justice system 
– Political repression preventing useful access to 

official records in Zimbabwe and Angola
– But alternatives are available for research 

purposes which can provide some findings  
• In Zimbabwe, online publication of all high court 

judgements by the Judicial Service Commission permits 
some data on timelines to be collected and analysed 

• In Angola, extensive records kept by Associação Mãos
Livres can be mined for data on timelines 
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Research context 

• Access obtained in Zambia, Malawi and 
Mozambique through research partners who 
had pre-existing access agreements with 
institutions of the criminal justice system
– However even here access to some police 

facilities in particular not achieved
– Inferences have to be made from other data 
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Pre-trial Audit Research Process 

• Describe legal framework and process
• Describe institutions and functions
• Explore available records and sources of data

– Design data collection tools
• Collect relevant data from available sources 
• Analyse data in terms of legal framework
• Present findings from research 
• Use findings to identify problems in policy or 

implementation 
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Days in police detention (Audit finding)
Days spent in police detention
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Days to court process (Audit finding)

 Malawi Subordinate Courts, days from filing to first appearance 2006-2011
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Zambia findings 
• The average time an 

arrested person spends in 
police detention in Zambia 
has declined from 39 days 
in 2006 to 8 days in 2011 

• The median has remained 
at around one day – in line 
with the Zambian 24 hour 
rule – in place since 2006, 
suggesting half of arrested 
people spend a day or less 
in police detention in 
Zambia. 
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Zambia findings 
Lead to project 
to improve 
speed and 
utilisation of 
police bond 
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Zimbabwe

• Inferences can be made about average 
duration of detention if number of admissions 
are known and number of people in custody 
remains more or less constant 

• For example, if 5000 people are sent to 
remand prison in a year, then, for the number 
held at any time to remain at 5000 it would 
require average remand duration of one year
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Zimbabwe 
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Pre-trial indicators 

• Indicators discussed included length of 
detention, exposure rate, rate of 
imprisonment, etc. 

• For reform processes findings need to be 
specific to local laws and context 

• Different indicators need to be emphasized in 
different contexts 

• Indicators can be used to track larger trends 
within specific reform processes 
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