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Abstract
Since 2017, the Indonesian Government has established the operation of high-risk prisons for terrorists to 
prevent radicalization and end the formation and consolidation of terrorist groups in prisons. The operations 
of high-risk prison are based on the concept of super maximum-security prison, which focuses on security, 
movement restrictions, and high-level supervision of inmates. This approach makes the aspect of rehabilitation 
in high-risk prisons less dominant than the security aspect. Therefore, there is a concern that the willingness of 
terrorist convicts to change is not driven by the success of the intervention programs, but is the result of a bru-
talist building design and a very tight security system. The long-term consequence of this is that many terrorists 
tend to be willing to cooperate with the authorities just to get out of high-risk prisons as quickly as possible. 
However, in many cases their attitudes and behavior basically might not have changed. 
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Introduction
The operation of high-risk prisons in Indonesia to deal with dangerous inmates—including terrorists—has 
started in 2017. Since it incorporates the preventing violent extremism (PVE) approach, this policy en-
courages individual placement and treatment to keeping terrorist inmates from communicating with fellow 
terrorists, reducing the possibility of radicalization, and preventing the preparation of terrorist attacks from 
within prison.

Since the beginning of the enforcement of Law 15/2003 on Eradicating Terrorist Crime until late 2020, In-
donesia has curbed and imprisoned more than 2000 terrorist offenders. Due to the fact that their number 
keeps rising considerably, it is clear that the government has not been able to control prison overcrowding. 
This has increased the susceptibility of inmates to commit acts of violence, including rape, or even initiate 
riots.[1] For terrorist inmates, overcrowding increases their opportunity to spread extreme ideas to other 
inmates. Correctional institutions which should be places of rehabilitation, therefore, can turn into what 
criminologists call “schools of crime”.[2]

In addition to the problem of radicalization in prison, another problem is the reengagement in terrorist 
group or network activities among ex-inmates due to ineffective intervention programs. The Center for 
Detention Studies (CDS) found in one of its research projects that 37 from 765, or 4.8 percent of terrorist 
convicts already had a prior terrorism offense record.[3] The Institute for Policy Analysis of Conflict (IPAC) 
calculated that at least 94 from 825 former prisoners, or 11.39 percent terrorist of these ex-convicts reengage 
in terrorist groups after their release from prison.[4] Some of them even repeated their crimes more than 
twice, so that some elements of law enforcement dubbed them ‘career terrorists’, in analogy to ‘career crimi-
nals’—persons who are repeatedly in and out of prison, having re-offended again and again.

Due to these problems, the government of Indonesia, through its Directorate General of Correction (DGC), 
proposed a policy for long-term segregation, restriction on movement, and high-level surveillance for high-
risk terrorist inmates.[5] There is a strong belief among policy makers that the treatment of high-risk and 
dangerous inmates is ideally conducted within a prison with special security and supervision measures, or 
a so-called ‘prison within prison’.[6] In total, there are four prisons specifically designed to manage high-
risk terrorist inmates: Pasir Putih Prison, Batu Prison, Karanganyar Prison in Nusakambangan Island and 
Gunung Sindur Prison in Bogor, West Java.
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These prisons are organized based on Standard Minimum rules for Treatment of Convicts (the ‘Mandela 
Rules’), which are embodied in the Ministerial Decree of the Ministry of Law and Human Rights on Spe-
cialized Prison Working Guideline for High-Risk Terrorist Convicts.[7] It delineates the needs of high-risk 
prison management in terms of security and other aspects such as a rehabilitation program plan which 
should be in line with the offenders’ rights i.e., right to pray, right to recreation, and the right to interact 
with the outside world. Therefore, to run an effective high-risk prison, human resources as well as adequate 
maintenance facilities are needed.[8]

Although the topic of terrorist inmates and radicalism in prisons is relatively under-researched, some of the 
literature has discussed the conditions leading to radicalization in prison and its pathways,[9] the position 
of terrorist inmates in prison populations in general,[10] or the implementation of evidence-based practices 
in managing high-risk inmates.[11] This article is an attempt to enrich these research themes by discussing 
how high-risk prisons for terrorists can play a role in Preventing Violent Extremism (PVE) efforts and how 
the conditions of terrorist inmates are affected in a super-maximum facility. However, the main focus of this 
article will be a portrayal of policy implementation in high-risk prisons, particularly with respect to efforts 
to rehabilitate terrorist inmates.

Methods and Data Sources
The data used in this article were obtained from a series of studies and evaluations on the implementation of 
the P/CVE policy in Indonesian prisons conducted from 2018 to 2021. The primary data were obtained by 
in-depth interviews with correctional officers and terrorist inmates, focus group discussion documentation 
in developing a standard for inmates’ personality training programs, technical instructions to deliver indi-
vidualized rehabilitation programs, and terrorist inmates’ risk and needs assessment training with DGC of-
ficials, prisons and parole officers, and (Prevention/Countering Violent Extremism (P/CVE) practitioner, as 
well as interview notes and records of rehabilitation programs from correctional guardians or parole officers.

Super Maximum-Security Prison
Among the prison population, a special segment of inmates pose high risks in terms of safety and security, 
as well as, in a wider sense, stability and society. Inmates who have been assessed to pose a high risk in these 
four areas have been categorized as high-risk inmates. High-risk inmates are ideally housed in a prison 
with special facilities, for example, a super-maximum-security prison.[12] A “supermax” prison is a place 
of detention within an existing prison facility, or, alternatively, is a completely separate facility, with very 
limited or strict access rules. It is closely guarded, which isolates high-risk inmates from the general prison 
population and from each other due to their record of violent crimes outside prison, repeated abuse or acts 
of violence in prison, threats or attempts to escape, and attempting to incite or threaten to incite inmates to 
cause a disturbance of security and order inside the prison facilities.[13]

Other researchers use the terminology ‘super-maximum-control facility’, ‘super-maximum administrative 
penitentiary’, or ‘secured housing unit’[14] to refer to the supermax prison as a last resort for detaining 
inmates who are classified as the “worst of the worst”. The term “worst” refers to a crime that is considered 
serious and cruel, so that the perpetrator needs to be placed in a single cell confinement for 23 hours a day. 
The supermax prison facility implements a very high level of security, usually characterized by a lack of ac-
tivity, reduced rights (such as visits and recreation), and minimal contact between inmates and officers.[15]

Supermax prisons are characterized by segregation.[16] Trouble-making inmates are segregated from the 
general prison population. The idea emerged originally as part of an effort to manage the various challenges 
that arise due to overpopulation of prisons.[17] In his research on terrorist convicts in prisons, Thompson 
noted that segregation is one approach to provide special treatment to terrorist inmates who are considered 
dangerous or otherwise problematic.[18] In addition to a segregation policy, there is also another approach: 
concentration. The concentration approach was first proposed by David Ward and Norman Carlson. Con-
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centration itself refers to the creation of special facilities to treat trouble-causing inmates in a high-security 
environment, isolated them from ‘normal’ inmates.[19]

In an article, Kurki and Morris suggest that there are four characteristics of a super maximum-security 
prison. First is its placement for offenders who have to serve long prison terms. Inmates who are sent to a 
supermax prison will be there for several years or even for the rest of their lives. The second characteristic is 
the prison administration’s far-reaching authority. Supermax prison officials and officers have great power to 
punish convicts deemed to have violated the rules and regulations—and this is without any external review. 
Third, supermax prisons are characterized by isolation cells. Each cell is occupied by just one inmate. This 
is a form of punishment but can also be a form of protection—for themselves and others. Communication 
for such convicts is very limited. The fourth characteristic is that there is only very limited activity possible 
for such inmates. The choice of recreation, education, physical activity and other activities that ordinary 
convicts get is not given to supermax convicts.[20] The existence of various barriers and restrictions in the 
supermax prison is considered to be effective in reducing the risk of terrorist inmates spreading radicalism 
to other prisoners.[21] Several authors have, however, highlighted the psychological impact caused by a su-
permax prison environment which has been designed to strictly limit both movement and communication 
of inmates.[22]

Supermax prisons in Indonesia have layered security parameters intended to produce behavioral changes 
among those targeted so as to reduce the risk they may pose to state and society.[23] Terrorism is a crime 
perceived to pose a massive threat to both national stability and the security of society.[24] The priority giv-
en by the Indonesian government to countering and preventing terrorism can be seen in the fact that it has 
established several supermax prisons for the placement and treatment of terrorist offenders.

Indonesia’s P/CVE Policy
In Indonesia, terrorism received serious attention after the first Bali bombing attack on October 12, 2002. 
The action, masterminded by Imam Samudra and his group, forced the Indonesian government to immedi-
ately introduce Government Regulation in Lieu of UU No. 1 of 2002 concerning the Eradication of Criminal 
Acts of Terrorism, which was later enacted into Law Number 15 of 2003 of the anti-terrorism legislation. 
This law contained a definition of terrorism, specifying the offenses falling under the crime of terrorism, and 
outlining types and durations of criminal sanctions for terrorists. It also addressed issues such as compen-
sation, restitution and rehabilitation of victims, as well as international cooperation in combating terrorism.
[25] The enactment of the Anti-Terrorism Law marks the end of the use of the Anti-Subversion Law which 
dealt with acts deemed to disturb state security, disrupt stability, and create fear—a law that had been used 
in both the Old Order and the New Order.[26] The replacement of the Anti-Subversion Law also marked 
the end of the military’s central role in combating terrorism. In the reform era, where democratization is 
progressing rapidly, human rights issues greatly influence policies and strategies for countering terrorism, 
prioritizing a law enforcement approach to terrorism.[27] As a result, the police, who had been detached 
from the armed forces in 1999,[28] has the largest role when it comes to dealing with terrorism.

Following this new direction, in 2002 the Coordinating Minister for Political and Security affairs established 
the Coordination Desk for Combating Terrorism.[29] Initially, the desk contained the National Police’s (Pol-
ri) Anti-terror unit, better known as Detachment C Regiment IV Gegana Brimob Polri, elements of the 
Indonesian National Armed Forces (TNI) and the National Intelligence Agency. In their evolution, each 
of these units did not coordinate their work very well because they preferred to be linked to their original 
organization. The escalation of terrorist acts, and the unreliability of the Coordination Desk, urged Polri to 
form a Bomb Task Force, which falls under the Criminal Investigation Agency (Bareskrim). At the same 
time, Polri also has the Gegana Brimob Unit and the Directorate IV Anti-terror.[30] To avoid overlapping 
tasks and functions of these units and improve Polri’s counter-terrorism capability, the Chief of Police reor-
ganized Directorate IV in 2003 through the Decree of the Chief of Police No. 30/VI/2003. This marked the 
establishment of the Special Detachment 88 Anti-terror unit, better known as Densus 88.[31]
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The government’s efforts to strengthen the nation’s counter-terrorism capacity are not limited to the police. 
In 2006, the Indonesian Attorney General’s Office established the Transnational Crime and Terrorism Task 
Force. This unit contains public prosecutors who have received special training to deal with terrorism cases. 
It is also authorized to prepare trials.[32] In 2010, President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono revised the Coordi-
nation Desk to become the National Counter-Terrorism Agency (BNPT) through Presidential Decree Num-
ber 46 concerning the Establishment of the National Counter-Terrorism Agency (BNPT)—a decree which 
was later amended by Presidential Decree Number 12 of 2012.[33] In 2013, as a follow-up to nine special 
recommendations of the Financial Action Task Force’ (FATF), the Indonesian government passed the Law 
on the Prevention and Suppression of Terrorism Financing. This special law is crucial for the government’s 
efforts to freeze and seize assets of terrorist groups.[34]

The Directorate General of Correction (DGC) itself has also been involved in efforts to tackle domestic ter-
rorism. It did so in 2010 by developing a procedure for the treatment of high-risk inmates, which regulates 
how to handle dangerous inmates. In the DGC procedure, the definition of high-risk inmates includes nar-
cotics, corruption, and terrorism convicts.[35] Unfortunately, the procedure was not properly disseminated 
to every prison, which led to inconsistencies in the treatment of terrorist convicts. This has been shown by 
several studies that highlight too lax a treatment of convicts, even though high-risk status had been assigned 
to them.[36]

Even after the DGC issued the procedure, the PVE policy in prisons remains unclear. As noted by the former 
Head of Densus 88, Tito Karnavian, PVE efforts in Indonesia were mostly ad-hoc at that time, depending 
on the personal initiatives of certain officers, officials or other individuals.[37] Only after the enactment of 
Law Number 5 of 2018 did the PVE strategy in prisons become more clear. The new Anti-Terrorism Law 
has three sections that specifically outline strategies for preventing violent extremism in Indonesia: 1) na-
tional preparedness; 2) counter radicalization; and 3) deradicalization.[38] In addition, pre-emptive efforts 
were also strengthened. This was done by including several new articles in anti-terrorist legislation that can 
be used to arrest sympathizers of a violent extremism movement before they engage in acts of violence. 
Therefore, it is not surprising that after the enactment of this new law, the number of arrests and convicts 
of terrorism has increased.[39]

Among the three prevention strategies mentioned in the New Anti-Terrorism Law, deradicalization is the 
most relevant for the treatment of terrorist inmates. The Indonesia government defines deradicalization as a 
planned, integrated, systematic, and continuous process to eliminate or reduce and reverse radical ideas that 
lead to terrorism within a person.[40] In addition to deradicalization, a process to alter terrorist inmates’ 
behavior—known as disengagement—is also employed,[41] although it is not specifically regulated in any 
policy. In the context of corrections, disengagement is very similar to DGC’s rehabilitation and reintegration 
programs which are intended to improve the attitudes and behavior of inmates while they serve their time in 
prison, in an effort to prevent recidivism after release from prison.[42] Both rehabilitation and reintegration 
have been recognized by BNPT as policy goals, serving a function similar to deradicalization and disengage-
ment, which have been BNPT’s main programs for many years. 

Deradicalization has received great attention because the number of terrorist inmates in detention centers 
and prisons continues to grow. The increasing number of perpetrators of violent extremism entering the 
criminal justice system represents two major problems—problems not confined to Indonesia. First, many 
countries are trying to suppress the increase in extremism in prisons, which is exacerbated by the lack of 
quantity and quality of human resources that can specifically be used to address this issue. Therefore, reha-
bilitation is very important, so that after being released, ex-convicts do not become a threat to society. Sec-
ond, many countries are aware that prisons are often places of radicalization. To break this process, increased 
efforts are made to prevent convicts from going down this road.[43]

High-risk prisons for terrorist inmates are part of Indonesia’s effort to prevent and counter terrorism. In 
high-risk prisons, inmates are prevented from connecting with their group members and are offered various 
personality training programs so they do not repeat their involvement in terrorist movements or engage in 
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terrorism acts. The DGC has created a needs assessment instrument, which is specifically used for terrorist 
inmates in high-risk prisons, to ensure that the intervention programs provided by the state are in accor-
dance with the different needs of each inmate.

Terrorist Inmates in Indonesian Prisons
“Terrorist” became one of the categories for convicted inmates in the Indonesian prison system after the 
2002 Bali bombing. Since then, more than two thousand persons have been imprisoned for involvement in 
terrorism. Based on 765 court decisions, the Center for Detention Studies found that the average criminal 
sanction for terrorist offenders in Indonesia were sentences of 68.7 months or around 5 years and 9 months 
(These numbers exclude four death sentences and two life imprisonment cases).[44] The punishment of 
most perpetrators tended not to be heavy because a majority of them were caught long before they had actu-
ally performed a terrorist attack. Many became involved as accessories to a conspiracy to commit terrorism 
(e.g., by hiding information about certain terrorists, not reporting terrorist group activities to law enforce-
ment, or by helping to provide facilities for terrorists).[45]

At first, when the number of terrorist inmates began to increase significantly, the separation of terrorist in-
mates from the general prison population was carried out with a segregation approach: that is, placing the 
terrorists in special blocks. However, outside the special block, the terrorist inmates still had the opportunity 
to meet and mingle with fellow terrorists as well as ordinary inmates. Placing them in a special block without 
cutting off interactions among terrorists made their group more solid and exclusive. Generally, they only 
wanted to hang out with fellow terrorist inmates. These contacts were then used to expand their network and 
discuss plans for reengagement in the terrorism movement after their release, and even to plan actions from 
within prisons. For example, in the Cipinang Prison in Jakarta, convicts formed gangs to counterbalance the 
power of two other feared criminal gangs in prison. Gathering them into one solid group allowed the con-
victs to control the prison to some extent.[46] Moreover, the status of terrorist inmates in prisons was often 
viewed highly, both by fellow inmates and officers, because they had combat experience and knew how to 
handle explosives. In addition, they were considered to be pious individuals willing to sacrifice themselves 
for the sake of their religion.[47] However, as Veldhuis reminds us,[48], such a view of terrorist inmates of-
ten arises from fear and a sense of danger rather than from genuine respect or admiration.

The existence of a gang consisting of terrorist convicts— known as the ustaz gang—gave birth to a distinc-
tive culture. They could be identified by their appearance (wearing ankle-length pants and keeping a long 
beard), certain words they used, having a strong logistical clandestine supply line, and by demonstrating 
a rebellious attitude toward the prison authorities. The ustaz gang’s culture eventually attracted ordinary 
inmates who needed protection, and in this way they too became radicalized.[49] Initially, the spread of 
radicalism and jihadism in Indonesian prisons often did not receive serious attention. Until 2017, terrorist 
inmates in prisons were treated in a less than strict way. The Institute for Policy Analysis of Conflict (IPAC) 
found in one of its reports that a massive rejuvenation process occurred in prisons, affecting families, sup-
porters and other inmates. Sometimes the terrorist group even used mobile phones to record and broadcast 
live ‘tausiyah’ (meaning, broadcast of lectures or religious advice) to supporters outside prison.[50] 

The influence that the terrorist inmate group had in prison allowed them to control the prison mosque and 
prayer room. At least until 2017, they could organize recitations led by a fellow terrorist inmate who was 
considered to have solid religious expertise. He could promulgate militant ideas, such as war against Allah’s 
enemies, thaghut (idol worshippers) and anshar thaghut (protector or supporter of idol worshippers), faith 
cancellation, and so on. Through the studies they carried out, the terrorist convicts soon had the opportunity 
to spread its ideology to members of the general prison population. Among them, many were looking for 
guidance while serving their time in prison. In the Cipinang Prison, when inmates affiliated with Jamaah 
Islamiyah were dominant, the terrorist group could routinely organize prayer classes and Quranic studies 
which were attended by hundreds of inmates.[51] By late 2013, Abrory, one of the pro-ISIS ideologues in 
Indonesia, reported that he had succeeded in influencing at least 50 inmates in the Tangerang Prison impris-
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oned for drug-related crimes, by giving them religious instruction.[52]

In 2005, at the Tanjung Gusta Prison in North Sumatra, two drug offender inmates were radicalized after 
regularly attending lectures delivered by a terrorist inmate who had been involved in the 2003 J.W. Marriott 
Hotel bombing and in a series of robberies in Medan.[53] While serving his sentence at the Cipinang Prison 
from 2007 to 2011, a prison inmate who had been a marijuana courier came into contact with extremist 
ideas through recitations in prisons organized by a militant group. After his release in 2014, he pledged 
allegiance to ISIS and was instrumental in dispatching several waves of ISIS sympathizers to Syria.[54] In 
2014, an inmate serving time for homicide in Nusakambangan became friends with a terrorist inmate and 
together they pledged allegiance to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. After leaving prison, he was asked by his terrorist 
friend to deliver 800 rounds of bullets to the East Indonesia Mujahideen Group (MIT) which was led by 
Santoso in Poso, Central Sulawesi.[55] Meanwhile at a prison in Banten, in 2016 an inmate serving time for 
theft was influenced by two terrorist inmates to steal a firearm from the prison armory. The stolen weapon 
was to be sent to Poso, to support the MIT group.[56] To give one more example, there was Suherman, an 
inmate waiting for a death sentence for a series of terrorist attacks on police personnel in 2018. Before join-
ing a pro-ISIS group, Suherman had been sentenced to 16 years in prison for murder. Inside the prison, he 
was introduced to the teachings of Aman Abdurrahman (the ideologue of pro-ISIS groups in Indonesia) and 
began to adopt militant thinking and changed his appearance to resemble other members of the terrorist 
inmate group and to distinguish himself from the general prison population. This demonstration of loyalty 
to the group is commonly associated with the concept of al-wala’ wal-bara’ (meaning ‘closer to Muslims and 
separate from non-Muslims’).[57]

After the Mako Brimob riots in May 2018, the government accelerated the introduction of high-risk prisons 
in Nusakambangan and Gunung Sindur and transferred hundreds of terrorist inmates there.[58] Terrorist 
inmates in high-risk prisons cannot control the prison mosque because they have to say their daily prayers 
in their own cells. Meanwhile, for terrorist inmates in lower classification prisons, their prayer activities are 
always closely monitored by officers and inmates are not given permission to deliver lectures or to lead the 
prayers.[59]

Another threat posed in the past by terrorist inmates was their ability to provoke riots. In 2013, a major 
riot caused by poor prison management broke out in the Tanjung Gusta Prison in North Sumatra. The riots 
caused the death of five people—two officers and three inmates. In addition, hundreds of convicts, including 
14 terrorist convicts, managed to escape. One of them was Fadli Sadama, who had a long history of acts of 
terrorism in Indonesia and who had been one of the provocateurs of the riots in Tanjung Gusta.[60] Five 
years later, no less violent riots occurred at the Mako Brimob prison, a branch of the Salemba prison. The 
riot was started by terrorists who disapproved of a prison officer’s treatment of the relatives of one of the 
convicts who had come for a visit. This action led to an act of hostage-taking and ended with the murder of 
five staff members of the Brimob Polri.[61]

While terrorist inmates pose great risks, there are also staffing problems. In terms of quantity, the ratio of 
security officers to inmates is often very uneven. Meanwhile, in terms of quality, many correctional officers, 
whether security officers, treatment officers or those charged with mentoring have not been trained properly 
to deal with terrorist inmates. An officer at the Salemba Prison, Jakarta, once received death threats from a 
terrorist inmate and a group of his visitors when they were reminded that the visiting hours were over.[62] 
There was also an account from the Parole Offices which was having a difficult time to assign parole offi-
cers (pembimbing kemasyarakatan—PK), to conduct assessments of terrorist inmates and provide guidance. 
Most PKs are still afraid to face terrorist inmates while a large amount of PK’s workload consists of handling 
terrorist inmates. On average, one PK has to handle more than five terrorist clients, in addition to dozens—
in some cases even hundreds—of non-terrorist convicts.[63]
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Conflicting Objectives: Security vs. Rehabilitation
Although high-risk prisons have developed instructions for managing supermax prisons, the main function 
that they want to perform is not security or deterrence, but rehabilitation. As explained in the basic rules for 
establishing high-risk prisons, their main function is to “run a treatment program for high-risk inmates to 
encourage behavioral change and reduce risk levels”.[64] The rehabilitation mission should be dominant in 
high-risk prisons, despite the need for very tight security measures.

The lack of rehabilitation measures in high-risk prisons has received criticism, both from internal and exter-
nal observers. To some of them, the existence of high-risk prisons indicates that the Indonesian correctional 
system prioritizes the deterrence effect over the provision of intervention programs to change terrorist in-
mates’ attitude and behavior.[65] As findings obtained from the Batu Prison, Pasir Putih Prison, Gunung 
Sindur Prison, and Karanganyar Prison indicate, the rehabilitation programs have not been able to be ade-
quately executed because, in practice, the four high-risk prisons place more emphasis on security aspects.
[66] Due to the generally uncooperative and dangerous character of terrorist inmates, the prison authorities 
tend to wait for the terrorist convicts to take the initiative to start a process of change. If terrorist inmates 
remain firm in their stance not to cooperate with the prison officials and the Indonesian authorities more 
generally, they will be subjected to limited rehabilitation activities. On a day-to-day basis, what most officers 
do is to provide the terrorist convicts with their daily necessities, deliver food, and take these inmates out of 
their cells to catch some sunlight. In the midst of such activities, officers will sometimes try to persuade in-
mates to become cooperative so that they can obtain all regularly available treatment activities which include 
legal counseling, religious discussions, and more.[67]

Once terrorist inmates decide to cooperate, the prison officers are to provide them with rehabilitation pro-
grams. The programs for terrorist inmates at high-risk prisons focus on personality and attitude change, 
because the ultimate goal to be achieved by high-risk prison programs is to create an awareness by terrorist 
inmates that they had been wrong in their understandings as well as in their actions.[68] Once inmates real-
ize that they were wrong, then other intervention programs are easier to carry out. Building such awareness 
is very important, because in general terrorist inmates are known for their strong belief that the acts of vio-
lence they committed were morally just. When a person has a deep-rooted belief that everything he did or 
does is serving a noble cause, then attempts to shake such a belief will be perceived as an attempt to attack 
their very identity. Once realizing this ‘danger’, terrorist convicts might in fact strengthen their approval of 
violence even further which can and lead to a continuation of hostility.[69]

The working guidelines for high-risk prisons stipulate that the personality development program should 
consist of religious awareness programs in the form of daily worship and active listening to lectures broad-
cast via a prison system’s audio-visual equipment. The program also involves psychological counseling, visits 
by family members and officials, book reading, as well as physical activities and recreation. The religious 
awareness program has to be carried out by each inmate in his own cell, using tools of worship that have 
been provided to him. However, lecture broadcasts have in many cases not been provided due to the absence 
of adequate audio-visual facilities. Ideally, each cooperative inmate should receive daily lectures offering 
counter-ideologies and counter-narratives.[70] Psychological counseling, which should be part of the pro-
gram, has, in many cases, also not been taking place due to the absence of professional counselors. The only 
personal intervention program that has been carried out in many cases is the provision of books, which, 
according to officers interviewed, have only been made available once a month. Physical activities during 
recreational hours have, however, been carried out even though they are to take place in the inmate’s prison 
room. Visits are allowed once a month for members of the nuclear family and for the inmate’s biological 
parents, with a duration of 15 to 30 minutes per visit.

Individual treatment requires the presence of adequate infrastructure and human resources. With the pres-
ence of one man per cell, coaching facilities ought to be available for every convict. However, prison officials 
admit that the lack of human resources and infrastructure has a major negative impact on the sustainability 
of the coaching program. One of the indicators that an inmate can be transferred to a less severe maxi-
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mum-security prison is an assessed reduction in risk. Specifically for terrorist inmates, there is an additional 
condition they have to meet: pledge allegiance to the Republic of Indonesia—an act which should be vid-
eo-recorded. During the operation of high-risk prisons, at least 150 terrorist inmates have been transferred 
from one of the high-risk prisons to a maximum-security prison.[71]

Given the very tight security at high-risk prisons, there is a debate whether the reduced risk that has been 
noted in a terrorist inmate is really the result of rehabilitation programs or is in fact a by-product of the 
super-tight security measures and the intrusive supervision tactics, including the brutalist prison building 
architecture that deters inmates and forces them to change. This debate was initiated following statements of 
inmates admitting that the intention to change came about from a sense of surrender due to the very tight 
security which dissuaded them from continuing their previous resistance.[72]

This view can indeed be justified based on to the concept of deterrence. The tight security in high-risk 
prisons can act as a deterrent.[73] The concept of deterrence is embedded in the rational-choice analysis 
of human behavior developed by early classical penologists advocating judicial reform. From this perspec-
tive, every person is a rational actor involved in end/means calculations and freely chooses law-abiding or 
law-breaking behaviors based on cost-benefit calculations. All else being constant, choice will be directed 
toward a maximization of pleasure and the avoidance of pain. Therefore, painful punishments (especially 
those administered in a swift, severe, certain, and proportional manner) become the key to controlling and 
decreasing socially harmful behaviors.[74] Based on this line of thinking, the deterrent effect arising from 
the experience of being in a high-risk prison, can, at a certain point, become a tool to reduce the risk posed 
by terrorist convicts, forcing them to want to change.

However, the deterrent effect of high-risk prisons is not felt by all inmates. A considerable number of convicts 
are still at high risk and do not hesitate to put up a fight with prison officers. This is shown by the violations 
that occurred during the implementation of the high-risk prison concept. Some inmates misused everyday 
items such as toothpaste, soap, shampoo, toothbrushes, cloth, chicken bones, prayer rugs, and other items 
as a tool or weapon. Toothpaste, soap and shampoo were used to draw prison plans or paint slogans and 
symbols of resistance. Clothes, toothbrushes, chicken bones, and prayer mats were used to injure themselves 
or attack officers. For non-repenting terrorist inmates, officers are legitimate targets of attack because they 
are considered to be thaghuts (idol worshippers). Such attacks were carried out against officers who wanted 
to perform health checks and even against officers who were writing inspection reports. There were also cas-
es when convicts would take advantage of family visits to communicate with their network through verbal 
messages or by writing instructions on paper and palms.[75] There were several cases of (failed) attempts at 
suicide or self-harm by inmates reported. Officers confessed that they were often anxious about interacting 
with inmates who tried to hurt themselves or others. However, there are rules that require officers to take 
action against perpetrators.[76] At the same time, some officers think that punishing someone with psycho-
logical problems is not the right thing to do. It is feared that the punishment will worsen the psychological 
condition of certain inmates.[77]

Strangely, for some perpetrators of terrorism, entering a high-risk prison is considered to raise their status 
among adherents of extremism. The determination to neither surrender nor cooperate with the authorities 
can be used by them as a kind of ‘social capital’ to make them more respected after their release. One of the 
terrorist convicts at the Karanganyar Nusakambangan prison stated that since his trial he had become deter-
mined not to cooperate with law enforcement. He knew that the judge would not impose a harsh sentence 
on him, and planned to use his time in prison to deepen his ideology.[78]

Super maximum security affects all types of high-risk prison operations, including health care. Based on 
work guidelines, direct interaction with inmates can only be carried out by security officers who have been 
trained and equipped with the use of security devices. This also applies to the distribution of food, drinks, 
personal equipment, and escorts. The limited security resources available can lead to some activities that are 
not in accordance with work guidelines and affect other functions, including health care.

The worst result of substandard health care can be death. Members of Commission III of the House of Rep-
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resentatives were during a hearing questioning the Ministry of Law and Human Rights about nine terrorist 
inmates who had died in high-risk prisons. According to the Director General of Corrections, the deceased 
inmates had a history of illness and prison authorities had made maximum efforts to provide them with 
medical support.[79] It was, however, found that while medical examinations of convicts in high-risk pris-
ons had been carried out, these were often only of a very superficial nature. This was due to the unavailability 
of adequate support facilities to conduct comprehensive tests. The main purpose of medical examinations is 
to ensure that an inmate does not have a medical condition that can affect the health of others, and that he is 
not a danger to himself.[80] The absence of an in-depth medical examination makes it difficult to determine 
the kind of treatment and care that meets the needs of each convict.

Despite the lack of some facilities, several activities were eventually organized with some improvisations so 
that a degree of health care could be provided. The distribution of food, drink, and personal equipment was 
helped by care workers. In addition, the provision of time for sports and for daily recreation in open spaces 
which previously could not be given to all convicts was reorganized and carried out by taking turns. In other 
words, some tasks that are not in full accordance with the work guidelines were carried out in other ways due 
to the lack of infrastructure and human resources. The prison officers themselves emphasized that if they 
wanted to impose an ideal high-risk prison operation according to the work guidelines they feared it would, 
under existing conditions, cause greater harm for both inmates and officers.[81] 

As a part of an evaluation of high-risk prison operations, the Center for Detention Studies and DGC con-
ducted in 2019 a survey of 36 officers of the Pasir Putih prison and 33 officers of the Batu prison. The survey 
found that these officers showed signs of dissatisfaction, unhappiness, and stress while performing their jobs 
in these high-risk prisons. They admitted that the demands for professionalism in the working guidelines 
were not commensurate with the instruments actually provided to them. The workload of the officers of 
high-risk prisons are quite high and they also face risks, including threats to the safety of their families and, 
of course, themselves.[82] 

This is not unique to Indonesia. Even in one of America’s supermax prisons, there has been an imbalance be-
tween the burden and risk of prison work and the pay prison officers receive. From the convict’s perspective, 
if the tight security is not balanced with adequate rehabilitation activities and health care, it is feared that his 
condition will worsen. Isolated inmates can feel depressed, lonely, angry, panicky, weak and abandoned.[83] 
This was also admitted by one of the inmates during an interview. He admitted that being locked up for 24 
hours with no activity and interaction actually creates stress and sparks feelings of revenge against officers 
or the state.[84]

Inmates who exhibit high risk and danger are ideally placed in prisons with high security and supervision. 
However, the lack of amenities will negatively impact the main goal of holding a convict in a high-risk pris-
on, namely changing his behavior and reducing the risk a convict poses to others and himself. The provision 
of appropriate intervention programs is recognized as an important factor to support behavioral change and 
risk reduction for high-risk convicts.[85] It is also recognized that the provision of intervention programs 
can increase the potential for greater success of reintegration programs into the community.[86] In addi-
tion, terrorists as people with extreme ideologies are in need of special intervention treatments focusing 
on disengagement and deradicalization. The objective must be to bring inmates to seriously question the 
morality of their past conduct.[87] However, due to existing circumstances, it is generally not possible for 
intervention programs to be carried out directly by the coaching staff. Therefore, audio-, video- and reading 
materials must often replace the presence of human coaching by implementation officers. Apart from being 
in the form of technical equipment, training materials should also be prepared based on the needs of each 
individual inmate.

The Relevance of High-Risk Prisons to Indonesia’s PVE Policy
Since 2018, the Indonesian government has begun to pay more attention to PVE in responding to terrorism. 
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In the National Medium Term Development Plan (RPJMN) 2020–2024, Indonesia’s government emphasizes 
the importance of preventing extreme violence and the importance of deradicalization in maintaining na-
tional stability and security.[88] Following the RPJMN, in 2021 the government issued a National Action 
Plan on Preventing Violent Extremism. Rehabilitation of terrorist inmates is one of the main objectives.[89] 
At the ministerial level, one of the annual performance targets set by the Ministry of Law and Human Rights 
for the years 2020 to 2024 is the rehabilitation of 50 terrorist inmates per year.[90]

Based on these policies, it is clear that prison will play an important role in PVE. To support the implemen-
tation objectives for high-risk prisons and in order to achieve the targets set by the government, the Direc-
torate General of Corrections introduced several new internal policies, including an instrument to assess the 
risk posed by terrorist inmates,[91] as well as an instrument to assess criminogenic factors,[92] while also 
developing technical instructions to deliver individualized rehabilitation programs. Every six months, each 
terrorist inmate will be assessed by a parole officer (PK) to measure their risk level and explore appropriate 
intervention needs. Based on the assessment, the PK will provide recommendations for appropriate inter-
vention programs and recommend whether a terrorist inmate can be transferred to a lower-security prison 
in a document called correctional research or penelitian kemasyarakatan (Litmas).

At first sight, the DGC’s efforts to rehabilitate terrorist inmates can be seen as being quite successful. Since 
2020, the number of terrorist convicts willing to pledge allegiance to the Republic of Indonesia has exceeded 
the annual target set by the government. In 2021 alone, the DGC succeeded in encouraging 125 terrorist in-
mates to pledge allegiance to the Republic of Indonesia.[93] Among them, some were even willing to be ac-
tively involved in a program named ‘safari da’wah’. This program involves the holding of meetings between a 
noncooperative terrorist inmate and a resource person so that they can engage in a dialogue about religious 
understanding and other topics. The resource persons in safari da’wah are cooperative terrorist inmates 
who had been transferred to lower security prisons. The resource person in safari da’wah must have a good 
understanding of Islam, enjoy the respect of fellow terrorist inmates, and adhere to the same Islamic sect or 
mazhab as the noncooperative participating inmate.[94] Safari da’wah was an innovation program initiated 
by some officers in high-risk prisons in the midst of all the limitations they faced. It is one of the programs 
that has received an award from the Ministry of Law and Human Rights because it was able to significantly 
increase the number of terrorist convicts who wanted to recognize the Republic of Indonesia.[95]

This approach is related to the dynamics of terrorism in general. Since the implementation of the high-risk 
prison policy, the number of terrorist attacks has decreased. On the one hand, the reduction in the number 
of attacks certainly cannot be separated from the intensification of arrest operations by the police to foil 
planned terrorist attacks. Yet, on the other hand, it is undeniable that the disruption of communication be-
tween the militants and their regular followers outside the prison walls and important terrorist leaders who 
are inmates in high-risk prisons has caused a command- and leadership vacuum in the terrorist movement 
in Indonesia. Command and leadership are important organizational and operational tools that largely de-
termine the capabilities of terrorist groups.[96] 

Conclusion
The separation of terrorist convicts into special high-risk prisons was an important strategic step taken by 
the Indonesian government in the face of a massive spread of radicalism in prisons and terrorist inmate 
provocations that caused riots. The Ministry of Law and Human Rights, through the Directorate General of 
Corrections, has made a real effort to prepare high-risk prisons, starting with the establishment of four such 
prisons, the creation of a high-security infrastructure, the preparation of work guidelines and the training 
of prison officers.

Based on the results of a review, a debate arose about the rationale of punishment used in high-risk prisons. 
By regulation, high-risk prisons should prioritize rehabilitation through coaching to encourage behavioral 
change in inmates and thereby also reduce risks they pose to others. However, the personality development 
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program as the core of rehabilitation is known to have fallen short of expectations. This finding raises the 
question whether the reduction in risk that has occurred so far is really the result of rehabilitation interven-
tions or whether the effect of tight security is more dominant in “softening” hardcore terrorist convicts. The 
research and analysis on which this article is based tends to support the thesis that a high-security prison 
system can indeed have a major impact on the reduction of terrorist risk even though rehabilitation has not 
been the main cause of it.

The establishment of high-risk prisons can be considered to be the right response when it comes to handling 
high-risk terrorist convicts. However, the implementation of commensurate prison policies brings higher 
costs, especially regarding support of infrastructure and human resources. Separation methods and case-
by-case treatment require supporting facilities for each inmate such as healthy cells, 24-hour CCTV surveil-
lance, audio equipment for receiving broadcasting materials, as well as other items to ensure that convicts 
can be exposed to appropriate counter-narratives. In addition, the welfare of officers as stakeholders who 
play an important role in the implementation of high-risk prisons policies needs to receive special attention, 
given their high workload and the dangers they are exposed to. Consequently, future government policy 
priorities ought to be focused on supporting facilities for implementing intervention programs to accelerate 
behavioral changes in inmates with a terrorist background and reduce the overall risk posed by terrorist 
convicts.
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