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Increasing numbers of people in our prison systems challenge our society as a whole; and increased indigenous imprisonment is a matter of national shame 

There were 29,317 adults in Australian prisons on 30 June 2009, 6% more than a year earlier.  

Denis Fitzgerald, Executive Director of Catholic Social Services Victoria, commented on the findings of The Australian Bureau of Statistics’ most recent Report on Prisons in Australia: “these numbers give cause for concern:  squeezing more people into a given space makes rehabilitation even more difficult.  Careful consideration is needed before we change laws in ways that will increase prison numbers further – these are not matters that are best dealt with in the heat of State election campaigns.”

“The increase in indigenous incarceration is more alarming, and a matter of national shame”, Mr Fitzgerald said.  The ABS reported that there were 7,386 indigenous adults in prison on 30 June 2009, an increase of 10% on a year earlier.  The data also shows an increase of 52% percent over the past ten years in the proportion of indigenous Australians who were in prison, compared to an increase of 5% in the rate of imprisonment of non-indigenous adults.

An adult aboriginal Australian is 14 times more likely to be in prison than a non-indigenous adult, up from a ratio of 13 in 2008.  In August this year the NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research suggested that most of the increase in recent years in indigenous incarceration was due to the increased severity of the criminal justice system, and not to increases in offending.  “The role of the justice system in increasing indigenous incarceration needs to be addressed”, according to Mr Fitzgerald, “lest prisoner numbers continue to grow.” 
Victoria, with its Koori Courts, and Aboriginal Justice Agreement, has taken significant steps to redress the injustice of the current situation, which is reflected in Victoria’s having the lowest rate of indigenous imprisonment of all jurisdictions except Tasmania. But, Fitzgerald notes, “this is still not enough:  even in Victoria, indigenous Australians are incarcerated at an unacceptable level of 10 times the rate for non-indigenous adults.”
Returning to prison

The ABS reports that 56% of the adults in prison had served a previous sentence in an adult prison.  Of those sentenced during 2008/09, 59% had previously been in prison.  

One very promising initiative is the Judy Lazarus Transition Centre in Victoria, which accommodates 25 prisoners who are due to be released. It provides its residents with accommodation, opportunities for voluntary work in the community, and communal living which promote the practice of basic budgeting and living skills.  Experience has been that this Centre has made for a much enhanced transition out of prison, to the benefit of the people leaving prison, the general society, and the criminal justice system.  Denis Fitzgerald remarks that the only thing preventing expansion of this program is funding – more is needed.  
More effort and funding is also called for in preparing people to leave prison, and in helping them manage the transition:  “Employment skills, and life skills, are both central to social inclusion in Australia today.  Our prison system has a responsibility to their charges and the society in these areas.”  

Early intervention to assist families and to strengthen educational outcomes is also central.  The adequacy of maternal and child health services; the promotion of parenting skills within the society; the availability of family support services where there are indications of dysfunction:  these will impact on prisoner numbers in the future.  
“Prisons and the people who live there are largely hidden within in our society - they are usually located where most of us don’t see them” according to Catholic Social Services.  “Our society must face up to, and not hide, the shame of indigenous over-representation in the prison system.  Nor can we sensibly ignore our own self-interest in building a society that leads fewer members to imprisonment, and in having a prison system that maximises the chances of social inclusion for those who are released.”  

Denis Fitzgerald is Executive Director, Catholic Social Services Victoria, Tel 0418 136 372
Catholic Social Services Victoria (CSSV) is a peak body for Catholic social service agencies in Victoria, whose services range widely across the social services sector.  

We work with members, as part of the Catholic Church in Victoria, to fulfil the gospel imperatives to stand with and serve those who are poor, disadvantaged and marginalised, and to work for a just, equitable and compassionate society.  

Further information about Catholic Social Services Victoria and about our members can be found on our website: www.css.org.au
