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Original Text Found Poem 

In a forest in Norway, about 60 miles south of Oslo, stands 
one of the strangest prisons in the world. 
 
Here, you won’t see cells or bars. You won’t see guards 
armed with handguns or handcuffs. What you will see is a 
forest of birch and pine trees, and a rolling landscape 
crisscrossed by footpaths. Circling it all is a tall steel wall — 
one of the few reminders that people aren’t here 
voluntarily. 
 
The inmates of Halden prison each have a room of their 
own. With underfloor heating. A flatscreen TV. A private 
bathroom. There are kitchens where the inmates can cook, 
with porcelain plates and stainless steel knives. Halden also 
has a library, a climbing wall and a fully equipped music 
studio, where the inmates can record their own records. 
Albums are issued under their own label called — no joke — 
Criminal Records. To date, three of the prisoners have been 
contestants on Norway’s Idols, and the first prison musical 
is in the works. 
 
Halden is an example of a prison that works hard to change 
the prisoners who come in. Rather than responding to the 
detainees’ bad behavior with harsh punishment, staff try to 
respond with warmth and kindness to inmates — even to 
hardcore felons. In fact, the guards don’t carry weapons. 
“We talk to the guys,” says one guard, “that’s our weapon.” 
 
If you’re thinking this must be the softest correctional 
facility in Norway, you’re wrong. Halden is a maximum-
security prison. And with some 250 drug dealers, sexual 
offenders and murders, it’s also the second largest prison in 
the country. 

 
Steel forests full of knives 
Cells and bars and walls. 
A flatscreen TV crisscrossed with drug-
dealers, sexual offenders, and murders.  
 
But what if — no joke — 
It were a forest  
of birch and pine trees instead? 
A rolling landscape of 
Warmth and kindness, a library of the 
softest footpaths, a musical of change? 
 
A prison of reminders that people are 
people, not felons.  
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If it’s a softer prison you’re looking for, that’s just a couple 
miles up the road. A short drive away is Bastøy, a 
picturesque island that houses 115 felons who are sitting 
out the last years of their sentences.  
 
When I first saw pictures of this island, I could scarcely 
believe my eyes. Inmates and guards flipping burgers 
together? Swimming? Lounging in the sun? To be honest, it 
was difficult to tell the prison staff apart from the inmates. 
Guards at Bastøy don’t wear uniforms, and they all eat 
meals together, seated around the same table. 
 
On the island, there are all kinds of things to do. There’s a 
cinema, a tanning bed and two ski slopes. Several of the 
inmates got together and formed a group called the Bastøy 
Blues Band, which actually scored a spot opening for 
legendary Texas rockers ZZ Top. The island also has a 
church, a grocery store and a library. 
 
Bastøy may sound more like a luxury resort, but it’s not as 
laid-back as that. Inmates have to work hard to keep their 
community running: they have to plow and plant, harvest 
and cook, chop their own wood and do their own carpentry. 
Everything is recycled and they grow a quarter of their own 
food. Some inmates even commute off island to jobs on the 
mainland, using a ferry service operated by the inmates 
themselves. And, oh yes, for their work, the men also have 
access to knives, hammers and other potential weapons for 
murder. If they need to fell a tree, they can use a chainsaw. 
Even the convicted killer whose murder weapon was — you 
guessed it — a chainsaw. Have the Norwegians lost it? How 
naive is it to sentence boatloads of murderers to a holiday 
resort? If you ask Bastøy’s staff, nothing could be more 
normal. In Norway, where 40 percent of prison guards are 
women, all guards have to complete a two-year training 
program (in the United States, police officers receive, on 
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average, less than six months of training). They’re taught 
that it’s better to make friends with inmates than to 
patronize and humiliate them. 
 
Norwegians call this ‘dynamic security,’ to distinguish it 
from old-fashioned ‘static security’ — the kind with barred 
cells, barbed wire and surveillance cameras. In Norway, 
prison is not about preventing bad behavior, but preventing 
bad intentions. Guards understand it to be their duty to 
prepare detainees, as best they can, for a normal life. 
According to this ‘principle of normality,’ life inside the 
walls should resemble as closely as possible life on the 
outside. 
 
And, incredibly, it works. Halden and Bastøy are tranquil 
communities. Whereas traditional penitentiaries are filled 
with violence and conflict — in Norway’s prisons the 
inmates get along fine. Anytime conflicts arise, both sides 
must sit down to talk it out, and they can’t leave until they 
shake hands. 
 
“It’s really very simple,” explains Bastøy’s warden, Tom 
Eberhardt. “Treat people like dirt, and they’ll be dirt. Treat 
them like human beings, and they’ll act like human beings." 

 
Even so, I still wasn’t convinced. Rationally, I could 
understand why a non-complementary prison might work 
better. Intuitively, however, It seemed wrong-headed. How 
would it feel to the victims, to know these murderers are 
being shipped off pleasantville? 
 
But when I read Tom Eberhardt’s explanation, it began to 
make sense. For starters, most inmates will be released 
sooner or later. In Norway, over 90 percent are back on the 
streets in less than a year, so obviously they’re going to be 
somebody’s neighbor. As Eberhardt explained to a U.S. 
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journalist, “I tell people, we’re releasing neighbors every 
year. Do you want to release them as ticking time bombs?” 
 
In the end I reasoned, one thing matters more than 
anything else: the results. How do these kinds of prisons 
stack up? In the summer of 2018, a team of Norwegian and 
U.S. economists got to work on this question. They looked 
at the recidivism rate—the chances someone will commit a 
repeat offense. According to the team’s calculations, the 
recidivism rate among former inmates of penitentiaries like 
Halden and Bastøy is nearly 50 percent lower than among 
offenders sentenced to community service or made to pay a 
fine. 
 
I was stunned. Almost 50 percent? That’s unheard of. It 
means that, for every conviction, on average eleven fewer 
crimes are committed in the future. What’s more, the 
likelihood that an ex-convict will get a job is 40 percent 
higher. Being locked up in a Norwegian prison really 
changes the course of people’s lives. 
 
It’s no coincidence that Norway boasts the lowest 
recidivism rate in the world. By contrast, the U.S. prison 
system has among the highest. In the U.S., 60 percent of 
inmates are back in prison after two years, compared to 20 
percent in Norway. In Bastøy it’s even lower — a mere 16 
percent — making this one of the best correctional facilities 
in Europe, perhaps even the world. 
 
OK, fine, but isn’t the Norwegian method extremely 
expensive? At the end of their 2018 article, the economist 
tallied the costs and benefits. A stay in a Norwegian prison, 
according to their calculations, costs on average $90,151 
per conviction — almost three times as much as in the 
United States. However, because these ex-convicts go on to 
commit fewer crimes, they also save Norwegian law 
enforcement $71,226 apiece. And because more of them 
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find employment, they don’t need government assistance 
and they pay taxes, saving the system on average another 
$67,086. Norway also incarcerates much less of their 
population. If the U.S. incarcerated people at the same rate 
that Norway does, even at the cost that Norway pays per 
inmate, it would still save $95 billion per year. Last but not 
least, the number of victims goes down, which is priceless. 
 
Conclusions? Even using conservative estimates, the 
Norwegian prison system pays for itself more than two 
times over. Norway’s approach isn’t some naive socialist 
irregularity. It’s a system that’s better, more humane, and 
less expensive. 

 


