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Involvement of NGOs/CSOs: 

enforcing probation in Germany

Daniel Wolter DBH - Fachverband für Soziale Arbeit, Strafrecht und Kriminalpolitik e.V. 1



Agenda
I. Presentation
 Short Introduction of DBH 
 Background to the Federal Structure of Germany & the Legislative Competence    

of the Federal States
 Criminal Justice System in Germany
 Governmental & Non-Governmental Organizations/Associations: 
How it works?

II. Working Groups
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Background: DBH – Association for Social Work, Criminal
Law and Criminal Policy 
• Formal founding: 1951 as an association of probation services (NGO)

• Probation services for juveniles: 1953

• Probation services for adults: 1954

• Testing and development of probation services in Germany

• Employment of the first probation officers in a pilot project

• Funding: Federal Ministry of Justice, Membership Contributions, generating funds

• Membership: 86 Individuals & 44 Institutions with 6.000 members

• Board: 8 members
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Main Activities

• Platform for exchange 

• Training, webinars and conferences for professionals (around 450 participants per 

year)

• Publication of a scientific journal on probation and further material booklets

• Public relations work (newsletter with 1,450 subscribers)

• Statements and position papers on draft legislation

• Cooperating with other institutions (NGO)s, state ministries of justice e.g.
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Background – Federal Structure of Germany
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Federalism_in_Germany



Background – Legislative Competence of
Federal States
Central
Government

Central Government/
Federal States

Federal States

Exclusive legislative 
competence
e.g. foreign affairs, defence, 
currency, etc.

Competing legislative 
competence
e.g. civil and criminal law, court
procedures, legal counseling
etc.

Exclusive legislatice
competence
e.g. prison and probation
service
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Principle of Subsidiarity of Social Organization in 
Germany
1. Whatever the individual, the family, or groups and 

associations/NGO can do, must not be appropriated by a 
higher authority or by the state.

2. The state still has a duty to – if necessary – empower these 
smaller, private units.

 Art. 20 (1) of the Basic Law of Germany
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Characteristics of NGOs in Germany

not defined by law in Germany

in general: non-state

organized locally, nationally or 
internationally

most of them: non-for-profit & 

 address issues in support of the 
common/public good
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Legal Regulations of the Criminal Justice System
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Governmental Institution NGO/CSO
• Federal law:
e.g. penal code

• Federal Social Assistance Acts 
(Sozialgesetzbücher): 

„help to overcome the social 
difficulties” (§67 SGB XII ff)

• State laws:
Prison service acts, regulations, acts
on ambulant reintegration of 
criminal offenders

• State laws: 
Prison service acts, regulations, acts
on ambulant reintegration of 
criminal offenders



Criminal Justice System in Germany
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Governmental Non-Governmental

Court Assistance

Probation (Parole) 
Service

Supervision of Conduct

Social Service in Prison

Supralocal Social Welfare 
Agencies

Care and Resettlement of 
Offenders Associations



Different Responsibilities
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Probation: 
Part of Judicial System

NGO
on behalf of Criminal

Justice

NGO
independent of state

• prison sentence is suspended 
• released early on probation
• supervision of conduct

before, during & after  
imprisonment

during probation, before & 
after imprisonment

Offender Management:
• assessing offenders and their 

risks, create probation assistance 
plan

• planning supervision in the 
community

• making sure that the offender 
gets support

Special regulations in 
certain Federal States 



Different Responsibilities
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Probation/Parole: 
Part of Judicial System

NGO
on behalf of Criminal Justice

NGO
independet of state

Reducing Reoffending
• working with offenders to 

change their behaviour
• Accommodation, 

Education, Training and 
Employment…

• Children and Families

• Alternatives to detention: pay a 
fine, community work, counselling 
service

• Activities during imprisonment: 
sport, leisure time, provide 
contacts, language courses, debt 
counselling e.g.

• During Probation & After 
Imprisonment: counselling, social 
and housing services, debt 
counselling, support to find a job 
or training, drug help, strengthen 
family links and support children 
and families, therapeutic offers 
for violent & sexual offenders

• Alternatives to detention: 
counselling service

• After imprisonment: counselling, 
debt counselling, support to find a 
job or training, drug help, 
strengthen family links and 
support children and families,



Some Data on Prison and Probation Services
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Governmental Organizations Care and Resettlement of Offenders 
Assocations (non-governmental) 

• ~ 53.000 prisoners in 172 prisons
• ~ 900 social workers in penal 

institutions
• ~ 140,000 offenders on 

probation/parole.
• ~ 3,300 full-time probation officers / 

social workers

• ~ 500 non-profit organisations
• ~ 1.500 social workers
• ~ 3.000 volunteers



Questions?
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Working Groups
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Discussion in Working Groups

(1) What roles do NGOs or CSOs play in probation in my own country? 
Are there similar structures? If not, how could NGOs be involved?

(2) What challenges can there be in cooperation between 
governmental and non-governmental institutions? 
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Thank you!
www.dbh-online.de
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