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In 2020, I started to work as a consultant with a 

team around the Vinařice Prison in the Czech 

Republic. It is a partnership of the prison, A-GIGA, a 

medium size company providing telemarketing 

services, operating a call centre in the prison and 

offering employments after the sentence, and a 

small charity Šance P.R.O. supporting offenders and 

ex-offenders with social work. My assignment 

within a two-year long European Social Fund 

funded project was to help the team to improve 

and expand the range of services they provide to 

their clients aiming to integrate them back into 

society in a way that could be framed as Human 

Learning Systems approach. At least that was the 

plan. Nevertheless, the story I want to share is 

mainly about what amazing things the team of the 

three organisations achieved using their humanity, 

improvisation, and temporary removal of some 

systemic barriers during the spring 2020 COVID-19 

crisis. 

 

Summary 

 

▪ A ‘human’ approach to working with 
offenders in the Czech Republic enabled a 
rapid response to challenges posed by 
COVID 19. 

▪ Trusting staff and inmates enabled rapid 
adaptation to new circumstances. 

▪ Being empathetic to others is helping them   
 expertise isn’t necessary. 

▪ Learning is hard when there is no culture of 
reflection. 

Vinařice Prison 
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Partnership of Prison, charity and company: A call centre in Vinařice Prison, Czech 

Republic. This case study is written by Vladimír Kváča   
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The story above from the crisis period is a very 

strong, but basically accidental element in the 

process of change that the team around Vinařice 

Prison decided to start some time ago with me. And 

that is the second story. 

 

The human approach is very prominent in the work 

of the whole team. Psychotherapist Josef is a key 

figure in the team's extremely human approach to 

inmates. He is able to respect them as people. Josef 

says of himself that he really likes inmates and is 

convinced that everyone can change. At the same 

time, he adds that very few people in the prison 

service have a similar approach. He was able to 

infect not only other members of the team from 

Vinařice prison, A-GIGA and the charity Šance 

P.R.O., but also some inmates who work with other 

convicts from a peer position. 

The crisis of the COVID-19 pandemic was then an 

opportunity to apply a human approach in 

unprecedented strength and in new areas, as Josef 

and others convinced the inmates that they are, 

even from prison, able to help others. 

In March 2020, in the initial panic of the pandemic, 

the use of face masks quickly spread over the Czech 

Republic. The big problem was their unavailability 

and the inability of the public administration to 

provide them in sufficient quantities.  

The team in Vinařice also reacted. They turned one 

room of the call centre into a sewing workshop and 

mobilized inmates to volunteer to sew masks. They 

then learned to sew face masks together on a 

dozen borrowed sewing machines and worked 24/7 

for several days. They made 23,000 drapes in a 

month, half for the prison's internal needs and half 

to be distributed to other groups in need like 

homes for the elderly, and to the police, who were 

deployed to the closed borders without any 

protective equipment. 

Imagine inmates who sew face masks for police 

officers with great dedication. Imagine a policeman 

videoing a thank you dance to thank convicts in 

Vinařice for their help. "When I was cutting the 

fabric here for those few days, I felt like a 

superhero, as a member of a national team" said 

one of the prisoners. 

Another problem in the early days of the pandemic 

was the congestion of regular emergency lines. In 

cooperation with the government and volunteers 

from IT companies, a specialized COVID-19 line 

1212 was established within a few days, where 

several hundred volunteers provided information 

about the infection - from medical matters, through 

government restrictions and economic assistance 

to travel opportunities. Having a call centre at their 

disposal, the Vinařice team decided to join the line 

1212 as well. Seven of the best operators among 

the inmates and one team leader within 30 hours 

adapted the call centre to operate the line 1212. 

For convicts, the opportunity to act as operators of 

such an emergency line was a strong and formative 

experience. 

Imagine a convicted multi recidivist helping an 

elderly GP to navigate in a flood of Ministry of 

Health information. Imagine an inmate who advises 

a police officer on duty and wishes him a peaceful 

service. "I always thought my life was fu**ed up, 

that it was me who needed help. Now I understand 

that a lot of people out there are really fu**ed up 

and I don't really need anything," said one of the 

operators after calming down a frightened single 

mother of two children for over an hour. 
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The experience of the coronavirus crisis has 

provided some important insights into the work of 

the team that we were able to reflect together 

during the summer. 

The situation forced a change in the approach of A-

GIGA's top management. The CEO and owner, Věra, 

who is more used to a rather directive style of 

management, was forced by circumstances to try 

more supportive leadership - in principle she could 

only send support "I trust you" and ask "What do 

you need to make it?". She passed on responsibility 

and sent positive energy. The whole team 

appreciated this very much. 

Both the team that sewed the face masks and the 

team that operated the 1212 line, which all 

participants consider to be great successes, 

managed to identify the following common 

features: 

A common goal, a meaning that transcends the 

individual, identification with something bigger 

than myself 

■ "We were all national teams." 

■ "When I cut the fabric, I felt like a hero." 

Feedback that confirms that we are doing the job 

well 

■ "It was a joy to help." 

■ Lots of thanks on line 1212 right in the 

conversation. The feeling of success when an 

inmate helps a doctor or police officer. 

■ Thanksgiving messages for the masks provision 

from seniors, from police officers. 

Independence, responsibility and at the same time 

possibilities and means to fulfil it, trust 

■ Mutual learning on line 1212. White collar crime 

inmate quickly became familiar with the rules of 

government assistance to businesses and taught 

the other operators the basics. 

■ Possibility to improve the way of working in the 

sewing workshop. The first mask took them 

several hours, they soon got it down to a few 

minutes. Everybody was able to suggest an 

improvement in the process. 

■ "We fought the evil we were capable of." 

■ "We forgot about the previous habits and put 

down our masks." 

Mutual humanity 

■ Compassion 

■ Giving and receiving 

■ I can only help another person by being human 

and empathetic to him, I don't have to be an 

expert, like a psychologist to help another 

 

 
The coronavirus crisis experience showed well how 

the ability to change the system within the prison 

(enabled here by facing the crisis) led to 

development of new capabilities. 

A systematic attempt at change began in January 
2020 and was interrupted relatively quickly by the 
coronavirus crisis, which, however, brought many 
strong experiences and valuable experiences. 

At the human level it seems the team is already 
very strong. They are aware that deeper discussion 
with inmates would even improve the relations, but 
time capacities are the constraining factor. 

Systematic learning is somehow difficult for the 
team. They perceive that their strengths are human 
approach, high commitment and ability to 
improvise. It is not easy for them to reflect on their 
own work. They always need to do something, it is 
not natural for them to stop and listen. They are 
proud to be able to solve crises well, and quite 
seriously say that "we usually ignore problems until 
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they escalate into a crisis, because then we can 
solve them." They perceive high commitment as 
heroism. Jan, the team leader for social work says 
frankly "but I'm afraid we could find out that it is 
possible to do things in an easier way, but then our 
heroism wouldn't be a heroism."  

Apart from the learning stemming from the COVID 
crisis, they learned few more things.  

If they want to work well with clients after their 
release, they need to start working with them well 
before release, which means, among other things, 
listening to their needs, which, despite an 
otherwise very human approach, is not yet 
completely their own. It is slowly more and more 
obvious that even in work with the client, a "stop 
and listen" is needed at the beginning.  

They learned the power of cooperation with other 
actors. They used to have a little bit of a sect 
mentality "we are good ones in a hostile 
environment that does not understand our 
approach, we have to stick together", now they are 
much more open. Relations with the prison 
management have improved and they are 
interested in the idea of better cooperation with 
other organizations around clients at large. 

At the system level they have a great advantage in 
that they are a community that can surround a 
convict both in prison and after the release, which 
is very exceptional (and I think not only in the Czech 
context). At the same time, they have great 
difficulty thinking about the system as a whole and 
learning about it and from it. 
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