Solitary Confinement at Guantánamo Bay
"It's kind of like having their own apartment."
Camp 6 Guard, Guantánamo Bay Naval Station 1

"I am in my tomb."
Abdelli Feghoul, Camp 6 prisoner, cleared for release since at least 2006

Approximately 70% of the men imprisoned in Guantánamo are in solitary confinement or
isolation.2 Virtually none have ever been charged, and most will never be charged or tried. Yet,
they remain in “super-maximum security confinement” conditions – held by a federal judge to
“press the outer bounds of what most humans can psychologically tolerate.”3
There are three camps at Guantánamo where conditions qualify as solitary confinement or isolation:
Camps 5, 6 and Echo. The military maintains that Camps 5 and 6 are intended for “non-compliant”
prisoners, but the facts prove otherwise. Indeed, a number of men slated for release are held in these
conditions, including some who languish because they are unable to be safely transferred.
The military refuses to acknowledge that there is solitary confinement in Guantánamo at all.
Instead, they speak in euphemisms of greater “privacy”4 and “single-occupancy cells.”5 The
conditions, however, speak for themselves:
•

In Camp 6, each detainee is confined to a small, windowless steel cell with no access to natural light or
air. In Camp 5, a frosted window provides minimal access to natural light, but no view outside.
Florescent lights are on 24 hours a day, limiting sleep.
“Bisher al-Rawi is, slowly but surely, slipping into madness. . . . Bisher is allowed no contact with fellow
prisoners. Bright lights are kept on 24 hours a day. Bisher is given 15 sheets of toilet paper per day, but
because he used his sheets to cover his eyes to help him to sleep, his toilet paper - considered another comfort
item… - has been removed for ‘misuse.’”
- Attorney Brent Mickum on Bisher al-Rawi’s confinement in Camp 5.6

•

Detainees are allowed no more than two hours of “recreation” a day. In Camp 6, recreation takes place
alone in a pen surrounded by high concrete walls with a mesh covering blocking out most sun. The only
equipment is an occasional ball. Sometimes detainees are only allowed recreation at night, preventing
them from seeing any sun for days. Alone in their pen, all physical contact with others is forbidden.
Saber Lahmar, a detainee who had been held in solitary confinement in Camp Echo, was only allowed to
exercise approximately every 10 days, despite severe leg pain and a camp doctor’s admission that he needed
exercise for nerve and muscle damage in his legs.7

•

1

Detainees have virtually no human contact. Food is delivered through a slot in the door. Detainees may
try to shout to one another through the slot with great difficulty, and at risk of disciplinary sanction.8
They are almost entirely cut off from the outside world and their families. There are no activities or
stimulation, save one book a week from a poorly stocked library cart, and a Koran.
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Psychological and Physical Effects
Solitary confinement, especially in combination with severely restricted stimuli and activity, is
known to cause psychological and physical damage.9
“[My client] smeared feces on his cell walls. When I asked him why . . . , he told me he had no idea.”
- Attorney Clive Stafford Smith 10
“[Y]ou try talking to a man who only wants to see the sun. You will never forget the experience. . . . In [his]
cell, [Huzaifa Parhat] can crouch at the door, and yell through the crack at the bottom. The fellow in the next
cell may respond, or he might be curled in the fetal position, staring at the wall. Another Uighur told us of the
voices in his head. The voices were getting the better of him. His foot was tapping on the floor. I don’t know
what’s happened to him: he doesn’t come out of the cell to see us anymore.”
- Attorney Sabin Willett, describing the condition of the Uighur
detainees in Camp 6.11
“Tell [my wife] to remarry. She should consider me dead.”
- Chinese Uighur imprisoned at Guantánamo, soon after being
transferred into Camp 6.12
"I've started talking to the ceiling. I know it's crazy, but I can't stand it otherwise."
- Camp 6 prisoner 13
"I'm fighting for my sanity."
The same man, a year later: "The walls are really beginning to close in on me now."
- Camp 5 prisoner 14

Conditions at Guantánamo Violate United States Obligations under Law
The conditions in Camps 5, 6 and Echo constitute cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment that
violates internationally accepted standards of humane treatment, as well as U.S. law.
•

Such treatment is prohibited under the Detainee Treatment Act of 2005, and under the U.S. Supreme
Court ruling in Hamdan v. Rumsfeld, which held that Common Article 3 of the Geneva Conventions
applies to Guantánamo detainees.

•

The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the Convention against Torture
(CAT) prohibit torture and other ill-treatment.15 The ICCPR monitoring body has stated that “prolonged
solitary confinement of the detained or imprisoned person may amount to acts prohibited by article 7.”

•

Depriving detainees of fresh air and natural light violates both the UN Standard Minimum Rules for the
Treatment of Prisoners and American Correctional Association standards.16 Denial of social interaction,
recreation and family visits is inconsistent with UN standards and U.S. federal rules.17
I look alive, but actually I’m dead.
- Camp 6 prisoner 18
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