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Subject: Contributions to Brazil’s Review before the Committee against Torture (CAT) 


I. INSTITUTIONAL OVERVIEW

The Federal Public Defenders’ Office (DPU) is a permanent institution essential to the jurisdictional function of the Brazilian State. Pursuant to the 1988 Federal Constitution, the Federal Public Defenders’ Office is responsible for defending human rights and providing full and free legal assistance to those in need. In the exercise of its constitutional duties, the DPU provides legal guidance, carries out judicial and extrajudicial representation, and promotes the rights of individuals and groups in situations of vulnerability, including in contexts of deprivation of liberty.

Within this scope of action, the Working Group on Persons Deprived of Liberty and Fight Against Torture (GTPSP), a specialized technical body of the DPU, conducts systematic inspections of Brazilian prison facilities, documents human rights violations, monitors the execution of criminal sentences, and engages in strategic litigation within the Inter-American Human Rights System, including before the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights and the Inter-American Court of Human Rights. The work of the GTPSP is grounded in empirical data, on-site inspections, technical reports, and direct engagement with persons deprived of liberty and their families.

 
II. SYSTEMIC CONTEXT: THE SCALE OF VIOLATIONS IN BRAZIL

This submission documents massive, systematic, and ongoing human rights violations within the Brazilian prison system, with a particular focus on the Differentiated Disciplinary Regime (Regime Disciplinar Diferenciado – RDD) and the Federal Prison System (Sistema Penitenciário Federal – SPF). Hundreds of individuals remain subjected to regimes of extreme isolation that amount to institutionalized torture. These are not isolated cases or individual deviations, but rather a deliberate State policy that employs prolonged and indefinite solitary confinement as an instrument of social control.

Official data reveal the alarming scope of these practices. According to the Prison Information Report (RELIPEN, 18th Cycle, covering the period from January to June 2025), 1,499 individuals in Brazil are subjected to regimes of extreme isolation, including 944 individuals under the RDD—925 within state systems and 19 within the SPF—and 555 individuals held directly within the Federal Prison System.

In 2023, more than half of the individuals held in the SPF had already exceeded the legal limit of two years of confinement under such regimes. At least 19 individuals have remained in these regimes for more than ten uninterrupted years, subjected to a decade of forced solitude, absence of meaningful human contact, and the progressive deterioration of their physical and mental health.


III. RDD AND SPF: ANATOMY OF THE INSTITUTIONALIZED TORTURE

Although legally distinct, the RDD and SPF share essential characteristics that amount to institutionalized torture: cellular confinement for 22 to 24 hours per day in individual cells of approximately 6m2; the near-total deprivation of meaningful human contact; severe restrictions on communication with the outside world; constant surveillance; and application for prolonged periods that exceed any international standards of proportionality and humanity.

The genesis of these regimes is marked by illegality. The RDD was initially established through an administrative act, with a legal basis introduced only at a later stage. The SPF followed a similar trajectory. Hundreds of individuals were subjected to extreme isolation without an adequate legal basis, in violation of the principle of legality and the fundamental guarantees of the Democratic Rule of Law.

Successive renewals render isolation—intended to be exceptional—a permanent practice. Under the RDD, the possibility of indefinite reapplication of the sanction creates endless cycles of solitary confinement. Within the SPF, automatic renewals keep individuals in isolation for more than a decade, without substantive review of the original grounds.


IV. DEVASTATING CONSEQUENCES: WHEN BODY AND MIND FALL ILL

Prolonged solitary confinement produces harms widely recognized by the international scientific community. Psychological effects include extreme anxiety, severe depression, psychosis, hallucinations, post-traumatic stress disorder, cognitive deterioration, a lasting inability to maintain affective bonds, and persistent suicidal ideation.

Inspections carried out by the Working Group on Persons Deprived of Liberty and Fight Against Torture (GTPSP) have identified alarming rates of suicidal ideation in federal penitentiaries. Within the Federal Prison System, seven individuals deprived of liberty committed suicide as a direct consequence of incarceration conditions. The same happened to ten public officials, highlighting the system’s structural toxicity.

On the physical level, there is significant weight loss, chronic pain, severe vitamin D deficiency, muscular and bone deterioration, gastrointestinal disorders and premature aging. Medical and psychological care is insufficient, fragmented and frequently replaced by excessive medicalization, which does not provide treatment but merely control.


V. TORTURE EXTENDED TO FAMILIES

Violence is not limited to persons deprived of liberty, but extends to their families. Degrading strip-search procedures persist despite the availability of body scanners, subjecting family members—including pregnant women and children—to humiliating practices such as forced undressing, squatting, and psychological abuse.

Since 2017, in-person visits within the SPF have been abolished and replaced by meetings through glass partitions and intercom systems, without any physical contact. Correspondence is arbitrarily withheld for months, breaking up family ties and aggravating psychological distress. Families travel long distances with limited resources, face social stigmatization, and live under constant uncertainty.


VI. INTERSECTIONAL DISCRIMINATION: WHO ARE THE TORTURED INDIVIDUALS

The Brazilian State does not provide statistical data disaggregated by race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, or nationality of individuals subjected to the RDD and the SPF. This lack of data prevents the identification of discriminatory patterns and hinders State accountability for systematic violations against specific groups.
 

VII. STRUCTURAL IMPUNITY AND OBSTACLES TO JUSTICE

Violations occur in environments of absolute State control, far removed from independent oversight, which hinders the collection of evidence and discourages reporting. Fear of retaliation is constant, as reporting torture may result in even harsher isolation or further acts of violence.

Even when complaints reach the justice system, they encounter significant obstacles. Legal remedies are frequently adjudicated belatedly or dismissed as moot, complaints are relativized in the name of prison discipline, and there are no effective investigations or accountability of public officials, nor are there programs for full reparation for survivors of torture.


VIII. SYSTEMIC SUPPRESSION OF FUNDAMENTAL RIGHTS

Within the Federal Prison System (SPF), fundamental rights such as work, education, sentence progression, and parole are effectively hollowed out in practice. Between 2017 and 2023, individuals in custody remained completely deprived of in-person labour and educational activities. Sentence reduction becomes virtually inaccessible.

The right to outdoor exercise is severely restricted, with minimal effective exposure to sunlight. During the initial period of placement in the Federal RDD, outdoor exercise takes place inside the cell itself, through a skylight, resulting in serious consequences for physical and mental health.

 
IX. THE SECRET MANUAL: OPPRESSION UNDER SECRECY

Federal prisons operate under a “Procedures Manual” kept under absolute secrecy. The Federal Public Defenders’ Office requested access to the document pursuant to the Access to Information Law, but all requests were denied on the grounds of alleged institutional security risks. The maintenance of secrecy conceals practices of systematic humiliation and institutionalized oppression.

 
X. ABSENCE OF NON-REPETITION MEASURES

The continued placement of hundreds of individuals in extreme isolation, many of them for more than a decade, demonstrates that these violations do not stem from isolated abuses, but from a deliberate political choice. There is no evidence of structural reforms, of the effective implementation of the Mandela Rules, or of the participation of survivors of torture in the formulation of public policies.

 
XI. THE HERNÁNDEZ NORAMBUENA CASE: A PARADIGM OF SYSTEMIC VIOLATIONS

The case Hernández Norambuena v. Brazil, currently pending before the Inter-American Court of Human Rights, constitutes a historic milestone. For the first time, the Court will examine the compatibility of the RDD and the SPF with the American Convention on Human Rights.

Mauricio Hernández Norambuena was subjected to approximately 17 years of extreme isolation in Brazil, a period 413 times longer than the internationally recognized limit. Independent expert assessments conducted in accordance with the Istanbul Protocol confirmed irreversible physical and psychological harm directly resulting from prolonged solitary confinement.
 

XII. CONCLUSION AND REQUESTS

    The official data, the systematic inspections carried out by the GTPSP, the independent medical expert assessments, and the paradigmatic Hernández Norambuena case converge toward an unequivocal conclusion: Brazil maintains an institutionalized policy of torture through the RDD and the SPF.

     In light of this scenario, the Federal Public Defenders’ Office calls for recognition of the systemic and widespread nature of the documented violations, the inclusion of specific questions regarding the RDD and the SPF within international monitoring mechanisms, and the adoption of urgent and concrete measures by the Brazilian State.
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