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Our prison systems challenge our society as a whole; and increased indigenous imprisonment is a matter of national shame 

On 10 December 2009, International Human Rights Day, the Australian Bureau of Statistics reported in Prisons in Australia that there were 29,317 adults in prison in Australia on 30 June 2009.  This is 6%, or 1,702 people, more than a year earlier.

The growing number of prisoners across Australia comes at a significant cost in terms of prison budgets and prisoner wellbeing, as increased prisoner numbers can mean squeezing more people into a given space, particularly in the short term.  This, in turn, makes rehabilitation 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.

Indigenous imprisonment

To our national shame, the number of indigenous Australians in prison continues to increase at a greater rate than for the community as a whole.  This was the case over the past year, and over the past decade, notwithstanding that all Australian Governments resolved to try to reduce indigenous over-representation following the 1991 Report of the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody. 

The ABS report confirmed continuing disproportionate levels of incarceration for indigenous Australians – the 7,386 indigenous adults in prison account for 25% of all adult prisoners.  The number of indigenous adults in prison increased by 10% over the last year.  

Over the past ten years, the imprisonment rate for indigenous adults has increased by 52%, from 1,248 per 100,000 to 1,891.  During the same period the imprisonment rate for non-indigenous adults increased by 5%.  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 reviewed data that 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.  They posed the questions as to why indigenous prisoners were spending longer on remand; the number of convictions (but not charges) was increasing; and why the numbers remanded into custody, or given a prison sentence had increased?  These questions need to be answered, in order that the gap stop increasing, and narrowing can begin.

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 there is much more to go:  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 report documented that more than half of the adults in prison - 56% - had served a previous sentence in an adult prison.  59% of those sentenced during 2008/09 had previously been in prison.  

The rate of re-offending is an indicator of the success of programs within prisons to build life skills and employment skills, and to facilitate a successful transition from prison to the general community.  

In Victoria, which has a recidivism rate significantly lower than the national level, there has been a steady decline, from 61% in 2000 to 51% in 2009, in the proportion of adults in prison that had served previous sentences.  
One of the successes of the Victorian Koori Court has been that, in its pilot phase, it reduced recidivism rates below that of the non-indigenous community, and achieved lower breach rates for community corrections orders.  

Another successful 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 to date 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.  The only thing preventing expansion of this program is funding – more is needed.  So too is more needed in terms of transitional housing, etc. 

Disadvantage
People in prison have educational achievement levels lower than those of the general community – only 5.8% of adult prisoners in Victoria have completed secondary school – and 69% have been unemployed when received into the prison system.  Anecdotally, illiteracy levels are quite high.

Programs within prisons will therefore have a significant impact on successful re-entry after a sentence is served.  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 be determinants of prison numbers in the future.  

There are many reasons why we need to do much better in these areas – for example, the desperate situation revealed by the recent Report by the Ombudsman into Child Protection in Victoria can only be improved if our societal safety net is strengthened.  Keeping Australians out of prison would be a very valuable spin-off. 

There are many other aspects of our prison system that need our attention:  the high prevalence of psychiatric illness among prison entrants;  the incidence of mental health issues within prisons;  the role of alcohol in crime, and the broader culture that underpins this; the relationship between juvenile detention and adult imprisonment.  The list could go on.  

----------

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.  

But our society cannot 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.  
Prison services are another area where developments are not positive.  Prisoner numbers are once again budgeted to increase, as has been the pattern over recent years, due not to increased crime rates, but to longer sentences and fewer suspended sentences.  There is some increased focus on prevention, and on support for families and for re-entry into society, but these should be at the core of the Government’s programs in this general area.
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