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CPD acknowledges Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people as the traditional custodians of Australia. Our office
in Melbourne sits on the land of the Wurundjeri people of the Kulin Nation, and in Sydney we work on the land of
the Gadigal people of the Eora Nation. CPD acknowledges the traditional owners of these lands and the lands on
which we have held conversations for this research. We pay our respects to the Elders of the past and the present.
The Uluru Statement from the Heart says: Proportionally, [Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples] “are the
most incarcerated people on the planet. We are not an innately criminal people. Our children are aliened from
their families at unprecedented rates. This cannot be because we have no love for them. And our youth languish in
detention in obscene numbers. They should be our hope for the future”.
CPD believes that working together to recognise and implement the Uluru Statement from the Heart in a way that
empowers all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Australians is essential to breaking cycles of disadvantage in Australia.
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The impositions of the criminal justice system “fall with greater
weight upon the poor than on any other group”
— US National Advisory Commission on Criminal Justice Standards and Goals, 1973.1

“The overwhelming majority of those we incarcerate around the
world have led disadvantaged lives”
— former UK Prisons Chief, Sir Martin Narey, in a speech in Buenos Aires to the Annual
Conference of the International Corrections and Prison Association, October 2019.2

“There are no services available to the department in the Victorian
community that can meet [his] very severe and complex needs"
— Victorian Children’s Court President, Judge Amanda Chambers, when sending a severely
disabled young man to juvenile detention, November 2019.3

References
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“Pockets of persistent disadvantage have existed across a small number of communities Australia for many decades, especially in
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. The disadvantage experienced is cyclical and intergenerational in nature which
has been driven in part by a person's involvement with the criminal justice system. It has become a fairly blunt instrument in
dealing with many of society’s social, economic and medical ailments. Policy changes over the last two decades has effectively
widened the net with prison numbers soaring and recidivism remaining high. Correctional budgets have been stretched with the
focus more on human warehousing than on rehabilitation and breaking the offending cycle.
Significant and deep change is needed. International research points to successful interventions and policy changes in a number of
jurisdictions that have led to falling prison numbers and falling recidivism rates without impacting on community safety levels. A
better understanding of what works in improving the criminal justice system, effectively engaging governments to better
understand the social and financial benefits of policy reforms, and adopting more place based approaches to address the
geographically-located drivers of disadvantage for ex-prisoners and their families through bringing together key supports across
all levels of government, can only lead to fairer and more just societies where disadvantage is reduced.”
Peter Harmsworth AO
CPD Fellow and Secretary, Department of Justice (Victoria: 1998 - 2003) and Director-General, Office of Corrections (Victoria: 1987 - 1992)
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High Level Summary
Australia’s criminal justice systems are intertwined with broader cycles of
disadvantage. Addressing deep and persistent disadvantage in Australia requires
fundamental reforms to the operation of our criminal justice systems and improving
their interaction with essential human services.

Key findings

Rising incarceration rates have been locking some of Australia’s most vulnerable
people into cyclical disadvantage, at enormous and escalating costs to
governments, families and communities. Yet we have been becoming ever more
punitive in our approach, at a time of falling crime rates. The status quo is costly and
unsustainable, both financially and in terms of human potential.

The criminal justice “conveyor belt” compounds existing disadvantage, creates new
disadvantage, and traps people, families and communities in cycles of disadvantage.
Any contact with the criminal justice systems, even short periods in remand, or contact
via a parent, is associated with poorer outcomes for families and communities.

The failings of this system most impact people and places already disadvantaged. It
is these lives which are caught in the teeth of criminal justice systems lacking a
unified purpose, oscillating between punishment, deterrence, retribution and
rehabilitation. The indecision in purpose of these systems, and the resulting
inequities and outcomes, are to all of our detriment.
Prisons, which are shrouded in mystery for most, have taken on an increasing role in
how jurisdictions across Australia manage crime. Yet we must ask as equal partners
in this system: what type of approach and systems can we imagine to reduce costs
and improve the chances for our most vulnerable to lead flourishing lives, outside of
criminal justice systems? The COVID-19 pandemic provides a unique moment and
opportunity to advance this conversation.
In the first part of these materials, CPD outlines the link between Australia’s
criminal justice systems and disadvantage. The second part outlines three policy
proposal themes to reposition our criminal justice systems to break the relationship
between disadvantage and Australia’s criminal justice systems. Work across
Communities, Evidence and Coordination will be necessary to catalyse effective
change — no single area will be sufficient.

Cycles of disadvantage drive people onto Australia’s criminal justice “conveyor belt”.
Australia’s criminal justice systems have become the default policy response to complex
disadvantage in Australia.

More people are trapped in these cycles than ever before. Australia now imprisons
more people than at any time since 1900, in both total number and per capita. Our
incarceration rate is above the global average in every Australian state and territory
except for the ACT.
Opportunities to change the relationship: Three mutually supportive policy reform
themes that can work together to address this challenge: Communities, Evidence and
Coordination. We recommend a holistic approach, that reaffirms the central role of
communities through place-based approaches and “Community Deals”, connected to
systems through a coordinated reform effort, and backed by evidence to improve
understanding of effective responses. No one theme alone is sufficient.
Impossible to break the cycle without engaging the state and systems. Disadvantage
cannot be disentangled from the dynamics in the criminal justice systems and other
employment, housing, health and social services which can underdeliver for people
impacted by the system, because of siloed approaches and separate governance and
funding approaches.
Opportunity for government and philanthropy to work together with service
providers, communities, practitioners and business to reform criminal justice systems
and to break the relationship between disadvantage and Australia’s criminal justice
systems.
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PART 1

Disadvantage and Australia’s Criminal
Justice Systems

8

Disadvantage is about more than your income, and is cyclical

remote
location
children in
out of home
care
lack of
mental
health care

unemployment

disadvantage is
recognised as an
interrelated set of
barriers to full social
and economic
participation in
society 1,2

alcohol and
drug
addiction poor health
and
wellbeing

References

unfinished
high school
education
lack of
access to
material
resources
homelessness

domestic
and family
violence

Disadvantage…
shrinks
opportunities
for individuals,
families & their
communities

is intergenerational

leads to less
resilient
communities

is contrary to
the spirit of a
‘fair go’

breaks down
social bonds,
leading to less
stable
communities

is expensive for
the state
means worse
outcomes for
everyone
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Australia’s criminal justice systems and criminal justice “conveyor belt”
Australia has 10 criminal justice systems
We have found that Australia effectively has 10 criminal justice
systems, one federal system and one system for each state and
territory; these systems are all experienced differently by Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander peoples, creating a de facto tenth system.
When people experience persistent disadvantage and have complex
needs, and enter any of Australia’s ten criminal justice systems, they
don’t “fall through the cracks, they are directed into the criminal
justice conveyor belt”.1

This “conveyor belt” has more entries than exits, compounding
and creating disadvantage
Human services agencies can avoid working with people with complex
needs, leading criminal justice systems, particularly police, to become
frontline service providers.3
Australia’s criminal justice systems compound existing disadvantage, create
additional disadvantage, and trap a growing number of Australians, their
families and communities in cycles of disadvantage.
Highly disadvantaged communities with high levels of incarceration have
neither the financial nor the social resources needed to support those
returning from prison, increasing the likelihood that the cycle continues.2
Addressing deep and persistent disadvantage in Australia requires
reforming the operation of our criminal justice systems and improving their
integration with broader human service delivery and diversionary programs.

Criminal justice systems have become a default policy, a
“solution to multi-layered and complicated social
disadvantages” in Australia.2
References

Experience of disadvantage does not necessarily mean that an individual
will end up on the criminal justice “conveyor belt”, but it is a useful
metaphor to explain how the most vulnerable people enter and become
trapped in Australia’s criminal justice systems.
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Australia’s criminal justice systems create and compound disadvantage
Remand

Arrest
55% return
within 2 years 15

●

●
●
●

●

Community release
●

●

●

●

●

54.9% of adult prisoners released in 2016-17 returned to
corrective services (either prison or community
corrections) with a new sanction within 2 years, to
2018-2019.14
“People in prison usually come from disadvantaged
backgrounds, with poorer physical and mental health
than the general population...Most people in prison are
there for short periods, and many cycle through prison
and the community multiple times. So, the health of
people in prison is public health.”13
Almost 4 in 5 (78%) prison dischargees surveyed
“expected to receive a government payment through
Centrelink on release”.13
54% of prison dischargees in a national 2018 survey
expected to be homeless, or didn’t know where they
would stay, once released.13
In a 2018 survey, 78% of employers who had knowingly
hired an ex-offender reported positive outcomes.15

References

22% of police detainees in an Australian sample are
estimated to be homeless or experiencing housing
stress.1
86% of those arrested by police in a QLD sample had
at least one substance-use disorder.2
76% of police detainees in a Victorian sample met
diagnostic criteria for a psychiatric disorder.3
55% of female and 43% of male police detainees in a
national sample reported a previous diagnosis of a
mental disorder.4
As noted by the Honourable Wayne Martin AC, (now
former) Chief Justice of Western Australia:
“Aboriginal people are much more likely to be
questioned by police than non-Aboriginal people.
When questioned they are more likely to be arrested
than proceeded against by summons. If they are
arrested, Aboriginal people are much more likely to
be remanded in custody than given bail”.5

Short periods on remand can be just as disruptive as long ones: separating children
from parents, loss of employment and housing and “exposure to hardened criminals
— which can increase the probability of reoffending”.6
● Between June 2019-20, unsentenced prisoners made up 32% of all prisoners in
Australia, and the median time spent on remand in Australia was 3.4 months. 7
● From June 2014-19, “Victoria’s prison population rose 33% (6,113 to 8,102
prisoners). Almost all of that increase (over 92%) was due to more people being
held in custody awaiting trial (unsentenced prisoners/remandees)”.8
● “Between 2011-12 and 2017-18, the number of time served prison sentences
imposed by Victorian courts each year rose 643%” and made up 20% of all prison
sentences imposed.8
● Remand in custody can have “negative, often criminogenic” effects, “can add to
an overcrowded prison population” and limits opportunities for rehabilitation. 6
● A 2010 NSW study found that 55% on remand were released as ‘unconvicted’ or
not subject to further custodial sentence.9

Courts

Prison
A national 2018 survey found that of those entering prison:13
● 73% had been in prison before and 45% of inmates had been
imprisoned in the last 12 months.
● 18% had at least one incarcerated parents/carers when they
were a child.
● 29% reported a chronic condition or disability that affects
participation in employment and education.
● 65% of female and 36% of males reported a mental health
condition at some stage in their life.
● For 33% the highest year of of schooling was Year 9 or under.
● 65% had used illicit drugs in the 12 months before prison
1 in 20 (5%) prison dischargees reported self-harm during their
current period in prison.13
“The [Queensland Productivity] Commission estimates that around
30 per cent of the burden of imprisonment is borne by chronic, but
low harm offenders”.6
At 30 June 2020, 29% of all prisoners were Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander prisoners.7
“At the end of their term of imprisonment they [Aboriginal people]
are much less likely to get parole than non-Aboriginal people”.5

●

●

●

●

●

In a NSW sample, 55% of defendants reported one or more
psychiatric disorders and 70% met criteria for substance-use
disorder or dependence.10
Effective alternatives to custody (e.g. Drug Courts) are not
widely enough used to materially alter the rate of entry into
prison.11 Some other alternatives to custody have no notable
impact on re-offending rates.11
From 2001-16, 15% of the growth in Australia’s prisoner
numbers was due to breaches of community-corrections
orders.11 Many community-based sanctions involve no
supervision and penalties for detected non-compliance are too
severe — if broken they can lead to imprisonment.11
In many cases “creating an alternative to imprisonment simply
inserts another step in the ladder of non-custodial sanctions an
offender ascends before ending up in custody”.12
“Aboriginal people are much more likely to plead guilty than go
to trial, and if they go to trial, they are much more likely to be
convicted. If Aboriginal people are convicted, they are much
more likely to be imprisoned than non-Aboriginal people”.5
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Leaving the conveyor belt is the exception, not the rule
West Australian stories: Marlion Pickett

Marlion Pickett is a Noongar man and father of four from Western Australia.1
He made his AFL debut on Grand Final day on 28 September 2019, age 27, and won a premiership. Marlion won a second premiership in October
2020.2
In his early adulthood Marlion committed a string of burglaries, and in 2010 aged 18, he was sentenced to two-and-a-half years in prison.1
As an inmate at the minimum-security Wooroloo Prison Farm, Marlion was part of an innovative justice program that allowed prisoners to play football
matches against local teams in a regional league.1 Later, during his time at the medium-security Acacia Prison, Marlion joined his older brother and
some of his uncles. He left prison in 2013 age 21 and went to play with South Fremantle Football Club.3
Marlion said in a 2014 documentary Outside Chance, when he was serving time in prison: “Alcohol. Being brought up around drugs. Everything goes
downhill from there. Guess you’ve got nothing to look forward to, so you start committing crimes, then from crime, you end up in here.”1

References

12

Leaving the conveyor belt is the exception, not the rule
West Australian stories: continued
Systems at their worst, with multiple entries and few exits —
demonstrated in these Western Australian stories:
“In places like where Marlion is from, there are quirky
mandatory sentencing laws that send people to jail for
minor crimes. There are women going to jail for
unpaid parking tickets. There’s intergenerational
trauma, juvenile detention problems, deaths in

A 29-year-old Yamatji woman and mother of a 7-year-old son was shot and killed by
Western Australia Police in Geraldton in September 2019. She had just left prison and is
believed to have suffered from mental health issues and also likely to have suffered from
foetal alcohol spectrum disorder. She was placed into state care soon after birth. She had
convictions for criminal damage and “and had been most recently jailed for stealing a
mobile phone from a house”.2

custody. It’s important to think about these things
when you’re unpicking the story of Marlion and his
incarceration, and his vulnerability, and the thousands
like him. We need to dig a little deeper, beyond the
tale of a kid who did bad then turned good”.1

References

A 22-year-old Yamatji woman died in custody in South Hedland in August 2014, while
spending three days in prison for $3622 of unpaid fines. Per the Australian Law Reform
Commission, the death “in custody in Western Australia illustrates the escalating impacts
that minor offending can result in when combined with racial stereotypes, assumptions,
and discrimination by police”. In June 2020, Western Australia passed unpaid fine reforms,
which resulted in her entering custody in the first place.3,4
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Parental incarceration creates and compounds disadvantage for children
Pre-existing risks
“Children with a parent in prison tend to come from families with multiple risk factors. In comparison to the general population, prisoners are
much more likely to have experienced abuse and neglect, been taken into care during childhood, have multiple mental health problems, unstable
romantic relationships, no formal educational qualifications, criminal convictions, low socioeconomic status, be unemployed and receiving a
benefit prior to incarceration. These parental experiences are risk factors for poor outcomes for the children of prisoners.” 1

Parental imprisonment
Parental imprisonment directly impacts children through the experience of separation and loss. In some circumstances,
some children can experience positive outcomes as a result of parental imprisonment, particularly when there is reduced
exposure to family violence, poverty and substance abuse.1

Mediators
Mediators are the mechanisms by which parental imprisonment indirectly impacts children. Mediators
include: changed care arrangements, economic strain, social stigma, strained parenting, perceptions of
punishment, inadequate explanations, the impact of prison visits, and ‘modelling’ (when antisocial
behaviour and imprisonment become ‘normalised’).1

Child outcomes
Moderators
Moderators are those pre-existing factors
that influence the impact of parental
imprisonment on children. Moderators
include: child sex, age, race, IQ and
temperament; sex of parent, prior
parenting, type of crime, social support,
national context.1,2
References

Existing parent and child risk factors, parental imprisonment, mediating and
moderating factors, can lead to poor child outcomes including: antisocial behaviour,
mental health problems, drug use, school failure and unemployment.1,2
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Compounding disadvantage: Australia’s criminal justice systems have
intergenerational impacts
The cycle continues: A NSW study found that “13% of the cohort of
juveniles who appeared for the first time in a Children’s Court in 1995
were imprisoned by an adult court within the next eight years”.14
International studies show that parental incarceration is associated
with poorer health outcomes11, lower likelihood of graduating high
school12 and “predicted several antisocial-delinquent outcomes,
even up to age 32”, compared to other forms of parental
separation.13 In a 2015 NSW study of young people in custody, over
half had at least one parent who had been incarcerated.10 Aboriginal
young people in custody were almost twice as likely than
non-Aboriginal young people to have had an incarcerated parent
(67.5% vs. 36.6%).10
50% of children in Australia under youth justice supervision
between 2014—2018 had also been provided with child
protection services during the same period.9 A 2015 NSW study
found that 83% of young people in custody had at least one
psychological disorder, 68% reported experiencing at least one
form of childhood abuse or neglect, and high rates of oral
language and reading difficulties were also observed.10

Evidence suggests that children in OOHC “are commonly arrested for
minor matters that ought not to have incurred a police response”.8
Analysis shows that children in out-of-home care appeared before the
NSW Children’s Court on criminal charges at disproportionately higher
rates than those not in OOHC, and entered the justice system younger and
were more likely to be on custodial remand.8.

References

At each stage of the criminal justice “conveyor belt”, offenders are mainly
treated as individuals without childcare or family responsibilities. Consequently,
children become “collateral damage” in the operation of adult criminal justice
systems — they are the “invisible or unintended victims of crime”.15
The conviction of a parent has been found to be a predictor of child
offending.1 A national survey of prison entrants found that 38% had
dependent children in the community (under 15), and on average
each entrant had almost 2 children.2 More than half (54%) of female
prison entrants had dependent children, whereas just over a third
(36%) of men had dependent children.2 Indigenous prison entrants
were more likely to have dependent children (47%) than
non-Indigenous entrants (33%).2 2018 data suggests there are an
estimated 77,000 children with a parent in prison in Australia.3
Parental offending is associated with adverse outcomes for the
child.4 Parental criminal activity has been found to be a risk
factor for their child’s development in all areas, including mental
and physical health, social competence, emotional maturity, and
language and cognitive skills.5 Compared to other children, those
with a convicted parent (community order or incarcerated) were
at risk of poor development across all developmental domains,
even after sociodemographic factors had been accounted for.5
Yet at each stage in the criminal justice system — arrest,
remand, sentencing, imprisonment and release — there is
minimal formal attention paid to children.6
Some evidence suggests that children with incarcerated parents are at
increased risk of entering out-of-home care (OOHC), although data is
not systematically recorded.6 For children in the child protection
system “a referral roundabout” comprises effective interventions for
them and their families.7
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Australia’s criminal justice systems compound disadvantage among
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
As noted earlier in this report, criminal justice systems are experienced differently by Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander peoples, creating a de facto tenth system (p10-11).

Key facts — Adults
●

●

At June 30 2018, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander prisoners accounted for 28% of the total
Australian prisoner population. The total Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population in
Australia aged 18 years and over in 2018 was approximately 2%.1
Over the last 20 years, there has been about a 190% increase in the the number of adult prisoners
identifying as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (increased from about 4,000 to nearly 12,000). 2
The number of non-Indigenous adults in prison has also increased, but only by about 80% (from
17,000 to 31,000).2
“While the large majority of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander adults in prison are male, the
rate of imprisonment is increasing more rapidly for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
females”.2
“Indigenous adults are 12 times more likely to be incarcerated than non-Indigenous adults”. 3

“Structural and systemic factors including laws,
policies and practices [that] can unintentionally
operate to the detriment of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people because of their particular
circumstances and the disadvantage they are more
likely to experience.”2

Key facts — Youth

“A structural factor related to Aboriginal or Torres
Strait Islander youth detention is the minimum age of
criminal responsibility (currently 10 years old) which, if
raised, would decrease the proportion of youth in
detention who are Aboriginal or Torres Strait
Islander.”2

Compared to non-Indigenous children, Indigenous children are overrepresented at each stage in
the criminal justice system and are:3
○ Between 3 to 16 times more likely to be charged by police3
○ 7 to 10 times more likely to appear in children’s court Indigenous children, 17 times more
likely to be under community supervision and 23 times more likely to be in detention. 3
● On an average night in the June quarter 2019, 53% of all young people in detention in Australia
were Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander.4
● In mid-2019, all children in detention in the Northern Territory were Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples.5

“Structural factors related to sentencing laws appear
to be contributing to this increase [in rate of
imprisonment for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
females], with 40 per cent of all female prisoners being
unsentenced (on remand) at 30 June 2019, up from 37
per cent a year earlier.”2

●

●

●

References
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Criminal convictions and incarceration are concentrated in areas of broader
disadvantage
For example, New South Wales1

Poorest
outcomes

Best
outcomes

Similar patterns are visible in
other states and territories. For
example, 50% of prisoners in
Victoria come from 6% of
postcodes.2

“Prisoners come from and go back to a relatively small number of disadvantaged suburbs or towns with a high
proportion dependent upon social housing due to disability, unemployment, domestic violence and poverty”3

References

Developed from Dropping off the Edge 2015
(DOTE) social indicator data.1 The raw data for
all indicators is not publically available.
Publicly-available DOTE data only provide a rank
order of postcodes by state. This obscures the
underlying distribution of disadvantage for each
indicator. These choropleth maps use a log10
transformation of the colour scale to highlight
concentrations of disadvantage, for illustrative
purposes, which may not accurately represent
the actual distributions. White polygons
represent postcodes for which no data are
available for the relevant indicator.

17

Trapping many Australian individuals, families and communities
Scale
●

References

More people impacted than ever before:
Between 1984 and 2016, Australia’s incarceration
rate more than doubled,1 and it increased by 48%
between 2000-2019.2

●

Data from 2018-19 show that Australia’s
imprisonment rate before COVID was 219 per
100,0003 — we imprisoned more people than at
any time since 1900, in both total number and
per capita.4 From June 2019-20, Australia’s
national imprisonment rate fell by 7% (from 219
to 202 per 100,000 adult population)3, but still
remained above the estimated world average of
145.5

●

Before COVID-19 hit, the incarceration rate per
100,000 of population in every Australian state
and territory (except ACT) was above the
estimated world average.3,5 Between June
2019-20, the imprisonment rate in all states and
territories fell (except SA), but the rates remained
above the global average in most states (apart
from Vic and ACT).3,5

Note: This chart draws on a
small selection of countries
listed in Walmsley (2019) World
Prison Brief5, selected to
contextualise
imprisonments
rates in Australian jurisdictions.
For further notes on data used
in this chart, see footnote 6.

Chart sources: ABS 2019, 20204; Walmsley5, notes on chart data6
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Our criminal justice systems are also enormously expensive
Cost
The rising rate of incarceration is expensive. Total net operating
expenditure on prisons in 2017-18 was $3.4 billion, rising to $4 billion
when community corrections is included.1
These costs do not include the full costs of incarceration (e.g. police,
courts, lost productivity, lost employment and future employment
prospects, offences committed in prison, health, family costs,
post-release support costs, persistent disadvantage).2 Studies show
that for offenders with complex needs, the lifetime costs to
government across all services (justice, health, housing, employment
etc.) can be between $900,000 and $5.5 million for one individual.3
2017-18 data shows that prisons are operating above design capacity
(e.g. in QLD, WA, ACT, NT).1,4 Overcrowding can “impact rehabilitation
outcomes”, limiting capacity to offer support and education services
designed to assist with rehabilitation, and it can also create safety issues
particularly in high security prisons.4 In November 2015, the NSW Audit
Office reported that prison overcrowding was costing the state $200,000
per day.5 If current growth rates continue, additional infrastructure will be
required. To manage the growth in prisoners, the Queensland Government
may need to build up to 4,200 additional cells by 2025, requiring
investments of around $3.6 billion.4

Chart sources: Notes on chart data7

References
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Our existing systems aren’t having the outcomes we want
Increasing incarceration rates are a policy choice
The prison boom does not explain the extent of falling crime rates from 2000 to 2019. 1,2,3,4 Incarceration rates have
been rising despite substantial falls in crime rates. The largest reductions in crime have been for the most serious
offences.1
Significant drivers of increasing incarceration rates have taken place at each stage in the criminal justice conveyor
belt:1
● Increases in police effort and clearance rates, propensity for police to use court action
● Increases in the proportion of prisoners on remand due to a backlog of court cases, bail breaches, likelihood of
bail
● Increased use of prison sentences for both violent and non-violent offences, less use of non-court options
● Increased reporting of crime, increase in recidivism rates

Public opinion drives policy change, and is based on misperceptions
●

●

●

●
●
●

References

After two decades of falling crime rates, a majority of Australians continue to believe crime has increased “over
the last few years” and nearly a third believe crime has increased “a lot”. 5 Public misperception of crime rates
has remained stable for many years.6
Despite frequent media reporting that the general public believes sentences are too lenient or the judiciary is
“out of touch”, research consistently finds that “informed members of the community are slightly more lenient
than judges, not the other way around” with the “majority of participants in every study impos[ing] a more
lenient sentence than the judge”.7
Research suggests that increasing incarceration rates can reach a tipping point where they may begin to
increase
crime.8
Imprisonment
has
criminogenic
effects
on
individuals
and
families. 9

A range of more effective, well-researched, lower-cost alternatives to incarceration exist, particularly for offenders with complex needs or minor offenders who currently
receive short sentences.10
Since 2007, reforms in Texas in the United States have seen the state close four prisons, saving an estimated US$3 billion. 11
In 2011, North Carolina passed the Justice Reinvestment Act. By 2014, the state’s prison population had fallen by 8%, 10 prisons had been closed and an estimated US $560
million in spending had been saved or avoided. Over the same period, more probation officer positions were funded, more prisoners received post-release supervision and
revocations of probation fell significantly. At the same time, North Carolina’s crime rate fell by 11%. 12
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Impact of COVID-19
The COVID-19 pandemic has brought key challenges and problems in the criminal justice
systems into sharp focus. Before COVID hit, overcrowding was already a concern. The number
of people in prison had been rising and over half (54%) of prison dischargees surveyed
expected to be homeless on release.1 With the onset of the pandemic, overcrowded prisons
and homelessness of prison leavers was viewed through a public health lens.2
Some governments sought to “stem the flow of people into custody”, which alongside a fall in
crime rates, likely led to a fall in the number of prisoners.5 Nationally, the average daily
number of prisoners between March-June 2020 decreased by 5% (2,375), down to 41,784 3 —
the lowest prisoner population since 2017.4 “New South Wales was the main contributor to
the national decrease”, falling by 8% (1,178) since March 2020.3 Over the same period, there
were also quarterly decreases for Victoria (by 8%); Queensland (by 3%), Western Australia (by
3%) and the Northern Territory (by 6%).3
Decreases in the daily number of prisoners in New South Wales and Victoria have been
attributed to “the postponement of court cases, changes in bail decisions and the release of
people on remand”, as well as a fall in crime due to lockdowns.5 Whilst prisons went into
lockdown and in-person visits were postponed, there was an increase in the use of video
visitations.6
This marks a significant point of departure from pre-COVID trends, offering the chance to look
again at policy and law reforms which are available to governments, and to imagine a system
which can offer alternatives to custody and best support offenders and their families to live
flourishing lives beyond the system.
It offers a time where governments can, and must, work in collaboration with philanthropy,
service providers, employers, industry, civil society, non-government organisations and people
with lived experience to seize the opportunity for people in the criminal justice system and
their families to secure healthy, sustainable and flourishing futures.
References
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PART 2

Three drivers of change
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Three drivers of change — Communities, Evidence and Coordination
Disadvantage cannot be disentangled from the dynamics in Australia’s criminal justice systems. Criminal justice systems create, compound and trap people in
cycles of disadvantage. In order to make a significant and long-term contribution to reducing disadvantage in Australia, interventions in criminal justice systems are
required. Our research has reaffirmed the central role of communities, but on their own they will be insufficient to break the cycle. There is a need for systemic
change and a coordinated reform agenda to redefine the purpose of our criminal justice systems and to support promising practices.

1
Communities
Support for place-based approaches and “Community Deals” for
people in contact with the criminal justice systems, their families and
communities

2
Evidence
Improve understanding of effective responses

3
Coordination
Coordinate and add coherence to the reform effort to change the law,
policy and narrative
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1. Communities
INVEST IN INITIATIVES FOR THE LONG TERM AND AT SCALE
What reforms are needed so that individuals and families living in
disadvantaged areas, with high rates of criminal convictions and
incarceration, are supported to live flourishing lives without
contact with the criminal justice system?
From research and consultations, we have learned that the
geographically-located drivers of disadvantage in the criminal
justice systems are concentrated in a relatively small number of
communities across Australia. In these communities, the
disadvantage experienced is often cyclical and intergenerational
in nature, and it affects a higher proportion of the population
than in the majority of other communities.
At different points in their life-course, individuals and their
families need targeted supports at the community level to lead
flourishing lives outside of criminal justice systems, including a
safe and stable place to live, a sustainable education and income,
and strong social connections, health and wellbeing.
Across Australia, some communities have endeavoured to break
the cycle of disadvantage in the criminal justice systems by taking
a place-based approach. A number of these initiatives show
promising outcomes at the community level. And with better
funding, evidence and coordination support, these initiatives
could reach full potential and scale.

There is an insufficient number of fully-funded initiatives for the long term. Existing initiatives
should be better funded, alongside investment in new initiatives. These investments would allow
for initiatives to develop, evolve and create sustainable impact over a longer time horizon. Multiple
investments into a single community should be structured to enable funding to be allocated based
on community need, through a “Community Deals” model, allowing for a systematic and holistic
approach which can cut across often siloed services such as health, employment, and housing.
Better funding would also build an ecosystem of initiatives which could learn from one another, and
create a bolstered body of evidence.

CONNECT INITIATIVES WITH EVIDENCE AND COORDINATION
Place-based initiatives and “Community Deals” offer a systemic approach to coordinating the
supports required by people impacted by criminal justice systems, and can also offer evidence and
good practices for all initiatives seeking to address cross-sector service integration. Evidence and
evaluations are needed for the continuous improvement of initiatives, and to create foundations for
implementation at scale. Working together, an ecosystem of well-funded initiatives can build
capacity and evidence. Over time, this ecosystem can enable place-based approaches to embed the
most effective practices and frameworks.
Place-based approaches alone are not sufficient — they need to be linked into broader systems and
coordinated reform efforts through their governance structures. Some of the levers which can
address the drivers of disadvantage at the community level lie outside of communities, with
policymakers. Place-based approaches can help to identify the law and policy reforms are required
to clear roadblocks and unlock desired outcomes. This can be achieved through the design of
governance structures as part of the “Community Deals” model.

SUPPORT INITIATIVES WITH A KNOWLEDGE HUB OF APPLIED EXPERTISE
Investment in place-based approaches will only be effective in the long term if these approaches
can be called upon reliably to solve specific community-based problems — based on evidence, and
at scale. To achieve this, ideally, there would be a place-based knowledge hub of applied policy
expertise that can support an ecosystem of initiatives to learn, build capability and thrive.
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Gaps in coordination and narrative
From our research and consultations, we learned that place-based approaches could be better supported and improved by:
Streamlining funding and governance
arrangements

Building a body of Australian
evidence and expertise

Support from a capacity-building
mechanism

Place-based initiatives have governance and funding
frameworks which — whilst always unique — are also
often complex, comprised of many funding sources
with their own monitoring and evaluation processes,
requirements and accountabilities. Streamlined
funding and governance structures could allow for
funding from all levels of government, business and
philanthropy to work in coordination and be allocated
at the local level flexibly where required, based on
needs identified by communities.

Initiatives could be supported by a shared body of
evidence, indicating the effectiveness of responses in
the Australian context. Whilst place-based initiatives
are designed to respond to the needs of their local
community, there is not enough evidence to
understand variations in effective responses across
Australia. This information could help initiatives to
understand the potential effectiveness and efficiency
of their initiatives. For example, how do certain types
of place-based responses vary depending on remote,
regional, metro and urban geographies?

Place-based initiatives often address
similar/overlapping challenges in communities across
Australia, although they have no capacity-building or
knowledge-sharing mechanism to learn from one and
other, and integrate existing knowledge and
capability. Through this mechanism, communities can
develop knowledge and capabilities for the long term.

Connection to systems-level reform
levers

A mechanism for justice
reinvestment

Some drivers of disadvantage in Australia’s criminal justice
systems sit outside of community, such as law and policy
reform. These legal and policy settings impact the
challenges faced in communities, although communities
lack a systemic connection to those systems. To break
cyclical disadvantage, place-based approaches must work
with evidence and in coordination with governments,
philanthropy, business and service providers to drive
systemic change.

Some place-based initiatives use a justice reinvestment
model. However, these are not supported by a policy
mechanism nor an agreed funding model. A mechanism
recognised by government would ensure funds are
reinvested in communities to sustain impact over the long
term, once savings have been created in the criminal
justice systems.
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How could Community Deals help to address the geographically-located
drivers of disadvantage in the criminal justice systems?
What are Community Deals?
“Community Deals” are a locally-driven, place-based model
aiming to boost economic and social participation, based on
good practices in Australia and overseas.
The model is a genuine partnership between government,
business and community that allows a consortia of local actors
to adapt programming locally to achieve concrete outcomes for
their community.

How could “Community Deals” support individuals, families and
communities in contact with a criminal justice systems?
“Community Deals” provide a model to coordinate services, through streamlined funding,
governance and evaluation, to create pathways to prevent individuals and their families from
coming into contact with the criminal justice systems early, and to build pathways for people
already in contact with the system, to live a flourishing life outside of the system.

“Community Deals” feature holistic, tailored services wrapped
around an individual and their family, and strategic engagement
of employers and local industry.

Sustainable
housing
pathways

They harness sustained support from Local, State and Federal
Government, as well as non-government and philanthropic
organisations. They are distinct in that they are vertically
integrated into national and state service systems.
They use a ‘tight-loose-tight’ framework that gives confidence to
funders and partners to invest in an ongoing and sustainable
way. For more detail on “Community Deals”, see CPD’s Blueprint
for Regional and Community Job Deals.
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Holistic case
management
Sustainable
education &
employment
pathways

Health,
wellbeing &
social
connections

The exact services provided and points
of intervention in an individual and
family life-course are driven and
decided by communities, depending
on local data and needs. Coordinated
holistic and tailored support would
address the drivers of incarceration,
and could include the coordination of
services and supports across justice,
health, human services and education
sectors, to build pathways to
sustainable housing, education and
skills, employment and health and
wellbeing.
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Community Deals connected with evidence and coordination
“Community Deals” are a necessary but insufficient focus to break the cycle of disadvantage in the criminal justice systems. To unlock their full potential,
they must be connected with evidence and systems and come together to coordinate their individual efforts at a national level. This could take place in
practice by:
COORDINATION
Existing & newly
established place-based
initiatives

Bringing together: existing place-based initiatives; newly established place-based
initiatives; academics; policymakers and people with practical expertise in community
building, collective impact and place-based approaches.

Policymakers

Practical
expertise
Academics

BODY OF
EVIDENCE

CONNECTION
TO SYSTEMS
REFORM
LEVERS

KNOWLEDGE
HUB

Existing place-based
initiatives

Newly established
place-based initiatives

Together they would work to:
•

Embed a Community Deals model by better funding existing initiatives and investing
in new initiatives across Australia, with a focus on employment and education;,
housing, health, wellbeing and connections and justice reinvestment.

•

Develop a body of evidence based on good practices and effective interventions
which tackle disadvantage in Australia’s criminal justice systems, and to support the
development of effective, scalable and impactful responses in future — with
evidence collected through a knowledge hub of applied place-based expertise.

•

Connect place-based initiatives to systems-level reform levers. To address the
drivers of disadvantage which sit outside of community, “Community Deals” must
connect with the systems level to identify key levers for reform and to receive the
benefits of policy and law reform efforts.

COMMUNITY DEALS
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Justice Reinvestment packages
Justice reinvestment (JR) packages
Two elements are required to break the cycle of disadvantage in the criminal
justice systems: a systems change approach in addition to a community-led
approach. These two approaches can be brought together in communities
through justice reinvestment packages.
Justice reinvestment packages would involve signing an agreement between
philanthropy, government and community to agree on specific law, policy
reforms and service changes which must be implemented, as a key condition and
prerequisite for investing in communities in those jurisdictions. This approach
would create the conditions for collaboration across the criminal justice systems
to address the systems level drivers of disadvantage, in order to produce
systemic downward pressure on the prison population.
Without this approach, communities struggle to break the cycle of disadvantage
in the criminal justice systems for the long term, as they lack the runway to get
the initiatives to a scale to achieve sustainable success: genuinely led by
community, with savings reinvested back into the community. Existing
place-based approaches and “Community Deals” would be key to this process,
grounding policy reform in place, and providing powerful case studies to show
that changes in law and policy would have an impact on the ground.
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Examples of reform initiatives
Invest in justice reinvestment capability and new sites: Create new justice
reinvestment trials (e.g. in NSW), and use expertise and practice built in
existing sites to help build capability in other places.
Draft justice reinvestment packages for key states by partnering with
community organisations, initiatives and service providers.
Work to co-design new initiatives in states with high readiness, such as
Western Australia (following community consultation process and
publication of A Path Forward: Developing the Western Australian
Government’s Aboriginal Empowerment Strategy).1
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Next steps for Community Deals
EXAMPLES OF COMMUNITY INITIATIVES

Evidence

Systems

Innovation

Ensure employment pathways for former offenders are included in the Former offenders
federal Local Jobs Program in key places (e.g. Western Melbourne)

Evidence of pathways to
employment for former offenders

Employment, Skills, Human
Services

Extends existing programs

Extend locally run place-based initiatives and explore new initiatives,
particularly those which involve champions with experience of criminal
justice systems (e.g initiatives to focus on vulnerable children of
prisoners or former offenders)
Create co-design process of justice reinvestment initiatives (e.g. in WA,
following consultation process and publication of A Path Forward)1

Vulnerable children of, and
current/former prisoners

Longitudinal assessment of trials,
new evidence on effectiveness of
place-based interventions

Early Childhood, Education,
Human Services, Justice

Enable existing place-based initiatives
to expand and innovate, fund new
initiatives for scale

Individuals and families in contact
with criminal justice systems

Evidence of applied justice
reinvestment model

Finance, Treasury, Human
Services, Health, Employment,
Justice

New initiative following 12-month
community consultations

Invest in existing justice reinvestment capability and new exploratory
and engagement sites

Individuals and families in contact
with criminal justice systems

Evidence of an applied justice
reinvestment model in NSW

Work with sporting organisations to grow health and wellbeing
programs for former offenders
Extend new housing trials to support former offenders and their
families into long-term housing and employment (e.g. extending
temporary community residential facility in Maidstone, former
Maribyrnong Immigration Detention Centre)
Build a partnership between government and philanthropy in place,
with a focus on criminal justice (e.g. co-invest in the Victorian
Government’s ‘Working Together in Place’ Initiative)
Invest in Health-Justice partnerships
Invest in an antenatal, post-natal and early childhood care

Support the National Family Violence Prevention Legal Services
(NFVPLS), the only national peak body for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander victim/survivors of family violence and sexual assault
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People

Finance, Treasury, Human
Services, Health, Employment,
Justice
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Impact of expanding social networks Health, Justice
men in contact with criminal justice and opportunities
systems
Former offenders and families
Evidence of effective housing
Human Services, Community
solutions and pathways
services, Housing, Justice

Sustains and extends existing
innovations

Former offenders and their families Evidence of holistic approach to
Cross-government collaboration
working with ex- offenders and their
families in place
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Linking up health and justice services Health, Justice
peoples
for better responses
Children and families of offenders, Evidence of early intervention
Health, Justice
during crucial 0-4 years
tailored for this cohort

A new approach to place-based service
delivery

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Culturally sensitive legal and
Justice, Human Services
women
non-legal support for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander women

Continue to increase access to justice
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
women

Sustains and extends promising
initiatives
New targeted housing in key
communities, filling investment gaps for
housing

Supports and extends existing
initiatives, particularly ACCOs
Expanding existing services, tailored for
this cohort
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2. Evidence
How can effective initiatives and programs be designed so they have
the best chance of success for the people, families and communities
in contact with the criminal justice systems they seek to support?
From research and consultations, we have learned that there is a
need to improve understanding of effective responses. There is
already a lot of evidence out there, but it can be better collated,
interpreted, translated and shared within the sector and between
jurisdictions. Patchy and disconnected data have been recognised as
a hindrance to effective policy making. Australia also lacks an
independent repository and advocate for justice reinvestment
strategies or place-based approaches. Evidence and data gaps, and
lack of data sharing, means that lessons are often not incorporated
into new approaches, and mistakes can be repeated. This sector also
largely fails to systematically draw on expertise from lived
experience.

ESTABLISH A KNOWLEDGE HUB FOR APPLIED PLACE-BASED EXPERTISE
Establish and fund a dedicated knowledge hub for applied expertise on place-based
approaches in order to maintain lessons learned from existing pilots and advise future
place-based initiatives nationwide.
SUPPORT AND COORDINATE EXISTING EVIDENCE
Create a national coordination mechanism to link up efforts of existing state-based
Sentencing Councils. Improve processes for data sharing to make better use of existing
administrative data across systems and jurisdictions.
ESTABLISH A WHAT WORKS CENTRE
Set up a What Works Centre for Criminal Justice Reform and Reinvestment, which
would:
●
●

There is also a need for stronger and more rigorous evaluations to be
carried out on existing programs, to improve existing work and to
inform future responses. More accountability is also required to
monitor the implementation of recommendations from multiple
relevant reviews, inquiries and royal commissions.
A range of immediate, medium-term and longer-term interventions
could work to build, extend and translate the evidence base to
ensure there are more effective responses.

●
●

●

Collect evidence and consolidate existing research, practitioner expertise and
lived experience from Australia and overseas.
Translate the evidence base to advocate and provide practical technical assistance
and targeted advocacy for effective change.
Conduct training of policymakers and practitioners in evaluation methods and
standards of evidence.
Conduct rigorous evaluations to fill data gaps and better inform policy and
practice. This includes through evaluating existing programs, funding longitudinal
implementation and evaluation studies.
Listen to both lived and learned experience. Often decisions are made about
communities or cohorts without their involvement. Lived experience, local
knowledge and practice expertise should be included and built into evaluation
and evidence-gathering.
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Gaps in evidence
Some data we don’t currently measure/share/include:
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Cross–portfolio data
sharing

Links between the youth
and adult justice systems

Prisoner flows vs
prisoner stocks

Number of people in prison with
dependent children

Data is often not linked up between siloed
departments.
It is also difficult to access data between
jurisdictions.
Sharing of data between government and
non-government agencies is limited.

Data is often not linked up between youth
and adult systems and jurisdictions (Police,
Court, Prisons).
The Australian Institute of Health and
Welfare collects data from juvenile systems,
while the Australian Bureau of Statistics
collects it from the adult systems, and
currently there is no systems to link these.1

The most common data around prisons is
stocks, showing the number of people in
prison on a given night. This hides
information about flows.
Estimates suggest the number of people
released each day could be as much as 25%
more than the daily prison population.2

As noted earlier in this report, the number of
people in prison with a dependent child is
not collected systematically in different
jurisdictions, making it hard to maintain
parental and family connections while in
prison, and to address the needs of children
with an incarcerated parent.

Rigorous measurement
and evaluation

Data on offenders after they
leave the systems

Prisoners with a
disability

Voice of lived experience

To build a sustainable and rigorous
evidence-base, evaluation skills and capacity
among researchers and policy makers requires
developing and strengthening. There is
currently no way to track progress of
place-based initiatives in addressing
disadvantage in the criminal justice systems.
Outcomes are currently measured at the
community-level only.

Not enough is known about those who
manages to ‘exit’ the criminal justice systems
and how/why, i.e. knowledge about the
people who are not included in recidivism
statistics.
Without systematic data on who leaves the
systems without returning, it is hard to model
effective themes.

There is no systematic data collection which
records who in prison has a disability.
This significantly hinders the ability to design
and implement effective responses.
It also limits understanding of effective
early/prevention measures which could
provide effective support.

To ensure that policy and programs
practically respond to the needs of people
in contact with the criminal justice
systems, their families and communities, it
is vital to include the voice of lived
experience.
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Establishing A What Works Centre for Criminal Justice Reform and
Reinvestment
A What Works Centre on Criminal Justice Reform and Reinvestment would:

Become a ‘one-stop-shop’ for policy-relevant evidence on justice reform and reinvestment, working closely with
government agencies (e.g. Justice, Police, Corrections, Education, Housing, Treasury), academics, service providers
and initiatives. Building on the experience in the UK, a new Australian Centre would work to support the adoption of
evidence, as well as its creation and dissemination.

What Works Centre

Governments

Academics

Policy
& law
refor
m

Initiatives/
programs

Service
providers

Form three working groups:
●
Evidence: Collect evidence and consolidate existing research, practitioner expertise and lived experience from
Australia and overseas. Incorporate and draw from lived experience and evaluations of place-based
approaches and “Community Deals”. Incorporate academic research and practitioner/policy-maker expertise.
Work closely with the knowledge hub for place-based expertise to incorporate community knowledge and
evidence.
●
Evaluation: Conduct rigorous evaluations of projects and their implementation and train policymakers to do
the same. Evaluate implementation through rigorous studies.
●
Justice reinvestment: Developing policy mechanisms which support broad justice reinvestment approaches
Translate the evidence base to advocate and provide practical technical assistance and targeted advocacy for
effective change. Working collaboratively with state governments/philanthropy/service providers to develop and
advocate for improved data gathering/sharing practices and effective alternatives to incarceration.
The Centre could also act as a Secretariat for the Council on Corrections (slide 37). This could lead to the
establishment of a national peak body further down the track, which is a significant gap in the current landscape.
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First Steps: Creating a What Works Centre for Criminal Justice Reform and
Reinvestment
First Steps
1.

2.
3.

Consultation and co-creation process — this will be an important first step to
bring in relevant stakeholders and co-design the best structure for the
centre. One option is the hub and spoke model (below).
Form the core – establish a core research team of 2-5 people with strong
connections in the CJS space.
Establish links to place-based approaches and “Community Deals” — embed
associates in a Community Deals Network to provide advice on evaluations,
and feedback lessons learned.

Example: Hub and spoke model

1

Establish a hub in a major city
of 2-5 key staff that could also
act as the Secretariat of the
Council on Corrections

Indicative timeline for first steps
First year
“Form the core” team through consultation and co-creation process and establish a base
for the Centre in a major city.
Build strong relationships with key players, including state-based Sentencing Councils,
the Knowledge Hub for Place Based Approaches, Corrections Commissioners and
implementing agencies.
Second year
Identify which place-based approaches and “Community Deals” to work with and embed
associates in place.
Conduct evaluation and standards of evidence trainings with implementers of these
initiatives.
Begin regular implementation evaluations and data collection of programs/pilots.
Third year

2

Set up teams of associates in
‘spokes’ to translate evidence
and evaluate programs in pilot
program areas, that can be
scaled up or down

Continue regular implementation evaluations and data collection of programs/pilots.
Make submissions to government for policy reforms based on what we know works, i.e..
reforming penalties for driving without a license, changing ‘show cause’ bail laws.
Lead the collaborative development of ‘justice reinvestment packages’ to negotiate with
states and territories.
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Evidence: Reform Ideas
THEME: EVIDENCE
What Works Centre

People

Establish a What Works Centre for Criminal Justice
People in contact with the
Reform and Reinvestment, that could potentially evolve criminal justice systems
into a National Peak Body
Establish a knowledge hub for applied expertise on
place-based approaches, including but not limited to
corrections/criminal justice. This could potentially fit
within a What Works Centre

People in contact with the
criminal justice systems

Evidence
An applied evidence base coordinating,
collecting, interpreting and connecting
evidence of good practices and
effectiveness of initiatives
Fills gaps in evidence and capability for
effective place-based approaches

Systems

Innovation

Justice, Education, Employment,
Human Services, Community
Services, Health, Treasury

A new centrally coordinated evidence base to
achieve effective and sustainable reforms and
programming

Justice, Education, Employment,
Human Services, Community
Services, Health

A new, honest broker and talent hub for
evaluating and improving place- based
approaches, that can break cycles of disadvantage
within criminal justice systems and more broadly

Create a comprehensive evidence base of how disability People with disability in
interacts with criminal justice systems
contact with the criminal
justice systems
Addressing other evidence gaps

Evidence base of Australians with
Health, Justice, Human Services,
New evidence base, addressing a key evidence gap
disability interacting with criminal justice Employment, Community Services
systems

Establish state and territory systems for identifying
Prisoners and their
dependent children of prisoners and, responding to
dependent children
their needs, starting in Victoria and developing services
to support them and their parents

Evidence of impacts from identifying
Justice, Human Services, Health
children with family in the criminal justice
systems sand the most effective services
for them

Work with advisory body/service providers to develop
justice reinvestment packages to negotiate with state
and territory jurisdictions
Create a coordination mechanism to link work of
state-based Sentencing Councils, and also to link these
efforts with other collaborative efforts

People in contact with the
criminal justice systems
People in contact with the
criminal justice systems

New integrated system for identifying dependent
children of prisoners. Remedies a glaring evidence
and practice gap, and allows for better parenting
services inside and outside prison for families and
their children
Drawing on overseas practice, building an Justice, Finance, Human Services, Agreed reinvestment packages, between
evidence base in Australia
Community Services, Employment, philanthropy and Australian governments, based
Health
on approach taken by Pew
A strengthened evidence base, avoiding Justice
A mechanism to amplifying existing evidence,
duplication, and ensuring it informs policy
remedying a coordination and sustainability gap
reform efforts.
and addressing the knowledge-action gap
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3. Coordination
How can the potential of law and policy reforms be unlocked across
Australia, to systematically improve outcomes for people, families and
communities in contact with criminal justice systems?

ESTABLISH A TRACK II PROCESS ON CRIMINAL JUSTICE REFORM
●
●
●

Policy and law reform is an essential ingredient in breaking the
relationship between disadvantage and criminal justice systems at scale,
as key drivers (and policy and law reform levers) sit with policymakers,
beyond the control of community initiatives and service providers.
For policy and law reforms to effectively address the scale and nature of
this challenge, it is vital that the criminal justice sector coordinates its
efforts and works together to design a responsive reform effort, across all
actors and jurisdictions. A Track II process would provide a constructive
space to compile and coordinate a law and policy reform agenda which
builds cover for governments willing to pursue it.

●

●

●

Develop a constructive second track process to drive the reform agenda
Bring together key players in the sector to build a common agenda for reform.
In practice, this would involve bring together bringing together media figures,
service providers, community actors, employers, business leaders and
policymakers, as well as government officials and corrections officials in an
unofficial capacity.
Work with media figures and opinion multipliers to develop a set of cross-cutting
messages and stories to drive reform.
Develop the Track II process to mobilise convening power to bring together
players in the sector to leverage off each other’s work, minimise duplication,
build capacity, share knowledge and expertise, and ensure the best outcomes.
Link up groups working in this space to amplify their voices and to learn more
effectively from each other.

ESTABLISH A COUNCIL ON CORRECTIONS
Developing and passing law and policy reforms can be difficult for
governments. A coordinated effort to build the authorising environment
for systems change and to change the public narrative about crime and
punishment is required to enable more effective law and policy reforms
to be implemented.

A successful second track process may lead to a more formal, independent,
intergovernmental ‘Council on Corrections’ that can coordinate the reform agenda by
bringing together policymakers, service providers and reform advocates, impacted
communities, policy and law enforcement agencies and people with lived experience.
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Gaps in coordination and narrative
Current gaps in the sector include:
Coordination
Coordination between government
and service providers

Coordination between
jurisdictions

Coordination between
community organisations

Government agencies and service providers
currently don’t work together systematically
with people in contact with the criminal justice
systems in mind. This can have the effect of
producing contrary outcomes for people in
contact with the criminal justice systems, and
can even mean that they end up working
against good outcomes.

While informal relationships exist between
criminal justice systems across jurisdictions
(e.g. connections between Corrections
Commissioners), there is currently no formal
body to bring leaders from the sector together
on a regular basis.

There are a lot of people working at the
community level and across the sector to bring
about reform. At best, many are working on
parallel and similar efforts, and even
duplicating each other — at times they might
even work against each others’ efforts.

Narrative
Cohesive and bipartisan
messaging for reform

Storytelling at the local court
level

There are diverse and often changing messages
on reform, and there have been a lack of
large-scale attempts to build a broad
cross-cutting narrative, e.g. Right on Crime
campaign (Texas Public Policy Foundation,
United States).

Storytelling can be a powerful way to show
how the most disadvantaged are impacted
by criminal justice systems.
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Establishing a Council on Corrections
Who would be part of an informal/formal ‘Council On Corrections’?
Policymakers, people with lived experience, media figures, service providers, police, corrections
commissioners, magistrates, employers and business leaders

COUNCIL
Government

Service providers

Policymakers

Media
People with
lived
experience

WORKING GROUPS

Law reforms

Policy & service
delivery reforms

Narrative change &
authorising
environment

A successful Track II process could be formalised into a Council on Corrections, creating a regular
forum for key players to come together to pursue and develop a common agenda for criminal justice
reform. This would include regular meetings in different jurisdictions, and key activities and features
would include:
•
Linking up groups working in this space to amplify their voices and to learn more effectively
from each other
•
Incorporating the voice of lived experience into development of policy and service delivery
models
•
Creating working groups which bring together allies and “unlikely” collaborators to improve
coordination across law and policy reform, and narrative (e.g. developing targeted
community education and awareness raising campaigns to support reform efforts and create
the authorising environment for change)
•
Develop and mobilise champions of change
The Council could also integrate evidence and conclusions derived from the What Works Centre into
reform efforts, and communicate the evidence and evaluation required to assist with reform efforts.
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Coordination: Reform Ideas
THEME: COORDINATION
Launch a coalition of think tanks and service providers to
work together on combining and building the authorising
environment for systems change

People
People in contact with the
criminal justice systems

Evidence
Informed by new evidence
base(s)

Systems

Innovation
Coordinate efforts to grow the authorising environment for law and
policy reform across political spectrum (e.g. Bail Act and Corrections
Act changes in Victoria, lifting the minimum incarceration age
nationally)

Support a coalition to work together on the campaign to lift Young people in contact with Supported by retained
the minimum incarceration age to 14, like the alliance for the criminal justice systems
international experts and allies
Australian Marriage Equality

Targeted campaign for a critical national decision deferred in
November 2019, and committed to by the ACT in November 2020

Establish a Track II process on criminal justice reform, with
a view to this transforming into an expanded Council on
Corrections, if successful

People in contact with the
criminal justice systems

Informed by new evidence
base(s) and voice of lived
experience

A new coordinated reform effort, providing a quiet mechanism to
compile and coordinate a law and policy reform agenda which
builds cover for governments willing to pursue it underpinned by an
authorising environment

Amplify the stories of prisoners and their families through
media productions/programs to raise public and employer
awareness

People, families and
communities in contact with
the criminal justice systems

Informed by new evidence
base(s)

Set up new campaign to build community awareness and support
for change, replicating similar initiatives (e.g. Climate Council, The
Final Quarter film, ‘Go Back to Where You Came From’)

Establish an Australian organisation to work on trusted,
behind the scenes advocacy and in-prison ‘councils’ to
incorporate the voice of lived experience

People in contact with the
criminal justice systems

Develop and demonstrate proof
of concept

A new organisation to engage and consult with people with lived
experience of the criminal justice systems, to inform reform efforts
(e.g. Council on Corrections) and develop advocacy

Develop a storytelling program at the local court level, to
enable legal aid advocates to improve magistrates’
understanding of disadvantage

People in contact with the
criminal justice systems,
Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples

Develop and demonstrate proof
of concept

A new initiative to build awareness and support for change within
the system

Launch a public awareness campaign highlighting
contributions of former offenders and their families,
targeted at the public and employers (similar to Yellow
Ribbon in Singapore)

People in contact with the
criminal justice systems

Develop and demonstrate proof
of concept

A new campaign to build community awareness and public support
for change and reform of Australia’s criminal justice systems
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Taking a collaborative approach
Australia’s criminal justice systems are locking generations of
people into disadvantage at an enormous and escalating cost to
government, with a diminishing benefit to public safety.
The scale and resources of the state — legal, regulatory and fiscal—
are needed to fundamentally change the landscape of disadvantage
and social exclusion in Australia. While our consultations have
shown that governments, particularly at the state level, are open to
reform, they are unlikely and unable to lead the effort to reform
these systems alone.

Benefits of a collaborative approach
MISSION
A shared commitment to make the change required to break the relationship between
Australia’s criminal justice systems and disadvantage which it compounds and creates, and to
support people most in need of assistance to lead good lives outside of the system.

SCALE
The ability to achieve impact at scale, connecting existing work and learnings to develop
solutions at scale, to meet the needs of Australians across the country.

INNOVATION

There is an opportunity for government to work together with
service providers, community organisations, media, business and
philanthropy to develop the most effective approaches, practices
and reform ultimately to shift the dial for people, families and
communities in contact with the criminal justice systems across
Australia.

Developing, adopting and implementing the most effective and practical ideas, based on
shared knowledge and learnings.

Collaboration is an essential ingredient to realise the full potential
of existing initiatives, to innovate, design and test new approaches,
to build a reliable and comprehensive evidence base, and to
develop a coherent reform agenda which is capable of changing the
systemic relationship between disadvantage and the criminal
justice systems.

IMPACT

PARTNERSHIPS & CAPABILITIES
Collaboration between a breadth and depth of organisations can build enduring partnerships,
capacity and capability around a shared mission to deliver outcomes at the community level
quickly and responsively.

The ability to create impact at the system and place levels, across all levels of government,
sectors, jurisdictions and places across Australia.

LONG-TERM & SUSTAINABILITY
Building an infrastructure for the sector to respond to challenges and deliver outcomes in the
long-term. This also would allow for evidence and initiatives to evolve, learn and adapt.
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A unique role for philanthropy
Why philanthropy?

While philanthropic investment has often been episodic and disconnected from government investment, there is a unique
opportunity for philanthropy to leverage its strengths and work in partnership with each other, and with government.
Scale and long-term outcomes: Some existing investments in this space lack scale.
Many end up working in the short-term, addressing the symptoms rather than the
long-term and systemic causes of persistent disadvantage. Philanthropy can
complement to the scale of government investment required for the reform of our
criminal justice systems, and can also provide long-term commitment and investment.
Trust and intermediary relationships: Disadvantaged communities can lack trust in
government to deliver, and may be reluctant to engage. This can be particularly true
for those who have contact with the criminal justice systems. Philanthropic
organisations are separate from that experience and can work to build trust with
individuals and communities.
Capabilities, expertise, networks and reputation: Philanthropy has the expertise to
partner with organisations and initiatives (new and existing) to leverage networks and
to build capacity, walking alongside start-up community organisations early in their
journey.
Community-driven: Philanthropy can partner with community organisations to initiate
and build programs that are driven by community needs, outside of external
considerations and influences.

Collaboration and coordination: Addressing deep cyclical disadvantage in the
criminal justice systems will require an integrated, broad and collaborative
response. This requires partnering with small, medium and large scale
organisations and actors on initiatives at different points in their lifecycle. This
could include working with small community organisations on capacity building,
to collaborating with medium-sized organisations already working in this space,
to coordinating large-scale partnerships with service providers and government
agencies.
Risk and innovation: Philanthropy can take risks in funding new ideas and
respond quickly and flexibly to social problems where the evidence might not
yet be settled. This means philanthropy can invest early and prioritise early
intervention in a way government might not. Philanthropy can provide “risk
capital” that allows for such social policy innovation and discovery over long
time horizons where governments, focused on shorter-term political wins,
often struggle to make policy step-changes alone.
Funding contentious reforms: Philanthropy has a role in investing and building
capacity in contentious programs that might not otherwise be possible. This is
particularly important for the reform of the criminal justice systems.
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Most initiatives rely on collaboration, and can’t be achieved alone
Examples: Initiatives requiring collaboration
Innovations in delivery of existing government Establishment of new services, mechanisms
Working in partnership for the long term
services/programs
Developing trusted and enduring collaborative
and
bodies
What Expanding
can philanthropy
and coordinating programs and testing new ideas

do?

within them, so that they meet the needs of people most in
need and at sufficient scale
●

Ensure employment pathways for former offenders are

COMMUNITIES
Lorem ipsum
dolorinsit
included
theamet,
federal Local Jobs Program in key places (e.g.

Developing new and innovative methods and tools necessary
for effective reform
●

Extend new housing trials to support former offenders and
● Extend place-based initiatives and explore new
their families into long-term housing and employment (e.g.
initiatives (eg to focus on vulnerable children of
extending temporary community residential facility in
prisoners or former offenders)
Maidstone, former Maribyrnong Immigration Detention Centre) ● Invest in existing justice reinvestment capability and
new exploratory and engagement sites

●

Establish a What Works Centre for Criminal Justice Reform and ● Work with advisory body/service providers to develop
Reinvestment, that could potentially evolve into a National
justice reinvestment packages to negotiate with state
Peak Body
and territory jurisdictions
Establish state and territory systems for identifying dependent
children of prisoners and responding to their needs, and
developing services to support them and their parents
Create a comprehensive evidence base of how disability
interacts with criminal justice systems
Establish a knowledge hub for applied expertise on place-based
approaches, including but not limited to corrections/criminal
justice.
Establish a Track II process on criminal justice reform with a
● Amplify the stories of prisoners and their families
view to this transforming into an expanded Council on
through media productions/programs to raise public
Corrections, if successful.
and employer awareness
Establish an Australian organisation to work on trusted, behind
the scenes advocacy and in-prison ‘councils’ to incorporate the
voice of lived experience

Western
Melbourne)
consectetur
adipiscing
elit, sed do
● Build a partnership between government and philanthropy in
eiusmod tempor.
place (e.g. co-invest in the Victorian Government’s ‘Working
Together in Place’ Initiative)

EVIDENCE

●

Create a coordination mechanism to link work of state-based
Sentencing Councils, and also to link these efforts with other
collaborative efforts

●

●
●

COORDINATION

●

Develop a storytelling program at the local court level, to
enable legal aid advocates to improve magistrates’
understanding of disadvantage

relationships with the communities and
organisations

●

●
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International example
The Pew Charitable Trust’s Public Safety Performance Project (PSPP)
Pew Charitable Trusts leveraged an initial investment in 2006 into a justice
reinvestment program that by 2014 had led US state government partners to
reinvest USD$165.8 million and plan to reinvest USD$398 million in initiatives
focused on effective, evidence-based reform of their criminal justice systems.1
By 2018, 35 US states had participated.2
Pew’s early philanthropic partners, Good Ventures and GiveWell, noted in
evaluating the work: “We highly value the unquantified benefits of learning [...]
and we do not believe policy-oriented philanthropy is likely to consist of
proven, repeatable interventions with easily quantified expected impact”.3
Pew’s initial investment launched the Public Safety Performance Project (PSPP).
The project drove an experimental, state-level criminal justice reform program
built on:
• Partnership, collaboration and commitment to change — public officials
and politicians, alongside criminal justice analysts, NGOs and policy
experts.1,4
• Targeting policies, systems, populations and cost-drivers using evidence
built from comprehensive data analysis.1
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• Developing innovative and bespoke policy options — PSPP “does not
advocate predetermined solutions”, rather it uses the “best research and
lessons learned from other states” to “tailor cost-effective, data-driven
policy options” for each of the states it works with.4
• Encouraging co-funders and partners to make “riskier bets” that
prioritise learning and innovation.3
Building on PSPP’s first four years of work, in 2010 Pew partnered with the US
Federal Government’s Bureau of Justice Assistance to launch the Justice
Reinvestment Initiative (JRI) — substantially extending PSPP’s reach and
influence and raising its budget to no more than $25 million (the budget is
not public).1
PSPP provides targeted support to states “to advance data-driven, fiscally
sound policies and practices in the criminal and juvenile justice systems that
protect public safety, hold offenders accountable, and control corrections
costs”.3 It delivers “technical assistance to states, research and public
education, and promotion of non-traditional alliances and collaboration
around smart criminal justice policies”.3
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International example
Lessons from the Pew Charitable Trust’s experience
Pew’s work on the Public Safety Performance Project (PSPP) demonstrates
how a modest initial long-term commitment and partnership can scale into
an organisation with considerable influence.
PSPP’s focus during the first four year period was research and convening.
Most investment was in targeted funding of other organisations and building
partnerships with “unusual bedfellows”. PSPP’s team worked closely with
prison reformers, the business community, victims’ advocates, judges and
prosecutors, police, conservative voices and faith-based groups.1
Staffing doubled every year after 2010. PSPP now has about 30 staff.1 Each of
the 35 states reforming their sentencing and corrections policies since 2007,
has differed in its approach to justice reinvestment, however, “all aim to
improve public safety and control taxpayer costs by prioritizing prison space for
people convicted of serious offenses and investing some of the savings in
alternatives to incarceration that are effective at reducing recidivism”.2
Since Pew’s work began, total state imprisonment rates have dropped by 11
per cent, crime rates have continued their long-term decline and states that
have implemented justice reinvestment approaches expect to save billions.
Texas, for example, has likely avoided $3 billion in prisons costs through justice
reinvestment.3
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Pew’s approach reflects a broader shift in US philanthropy to focus on
catalysing policy change—even where establishing a counterfactual and
proving causality is difficult.4 As Darren Walker, President of the Ford
Foundation has emphasised, “pushing for new policies is some of the most
important, most fundamental work philanthropists can do”5 because
“without politics and policy change, you’re not going to get the change that
you need at scale”.6
PSPP’s JRI model takes a jurisdiction
through multiple stages to introduce
evidence-based policies to minimise
costs in the criminal justice systems
and reinvest the savings into
strategies to increase public safety,
reduce recidivism and focus on
proven, lower-cost, social programs.
The model emphasises using data,
achieving bipartisan consensus and
involving policymakers from across a
broad range of services as well as
input from a wide range of
stakeholders, from judges to victims’
advocates. States interested in
participating must first secure
bipartisan support for the initiative
and then request technical assistance
from JRI. If selected, states receive a
bespoke package of justice
reinvestment policy assistance.6

Source: LaVigne 2014.
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Pew Reform Matrix:
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