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This year’s Social Justice 

Statement is titled: Build-

ing Bridges, not Walls: Pris-

ons and the justice system.  

The Statement asks Catho-

lics to think about condi-

tions in our prisons, who 

is sentenced to prison and 

why. Rates of imprison-

ment in Australia have 

risen sharply although 

levels of crime have re-

mained steady.  

2011 is also the 20th An-

niversary of tthe Royal 

Commission into Deaths 

in Custody report. Yet, 

despite the report’s many 

recommendations, Abo-

riginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people remain 

over represented in our 

justice system. At only 2.5 

% of the Australian popu-

lation, Aboriginal and/or 

Torres Strait Islander peo-

ple make up 26 % of the 

prison population.  Ac-

cording to the ABS, In-

digenous people are 14 

times more likely to be 

imprisoned than non-

Indigenous people.  To 

put this into an Interna-

tional perspective, the 

USA has the highest rate 

of imprisonment with 743 

people per 100,000 incar-

cerated. Australia ranks at 

number 51 on the same 

scale, but if you isolate the 

Indigenous rate of impris-

onment the statistics show 

that Indigenous Austra-

lians are imprisoned at 2.5 

times more than the most 

imprisoned population in 

the world.  Does this not 

make them the world’s 

most imprisoned group of 

people?  

We must also be con-

cerned about the high rate 

of Indigenous Juveniles. 

Our young people are 

detained at 23 times the 

rate for non-Indigenous 

juveniles.  They are also 

less likely to be diverted to 

other options than non-

Indigenous youth.   

The rate of incarceration 

of women is also increas-

ing at an alarming rate. In 

the past year alone there 

was an increase of 9%.  

Often, if you listen to pub-

lic dialogue about these 

issues you might think 

that Indigenous imprison-

ment rates are some kind 

of indicator of inherent 

criminality. This is not  

Rates of Indigenous Imprisonment 

• At 81 % of the prison popula-

tion the Northern Territory has 

the highest proportion of Abo-

riginal and/or Torres Strait 

Islander inmates¹. 

• At 6 % of the prison popula-

tion, the lowest proportion is in 

Victoria¹.  

• The highest total number of 

Indigenous people in prison at 

2,139  is in NSW².  

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people are 14 times 

more likely to be imprisoned 

with 1,892 prisoners per 

100,000 adult Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander popula-

tion compared to 134 prisoners 

per 100,000 adult non-

Indigenous population².  

 
1. ABS, (2010), Prisoners in Australia 4517.0 

2. Commonwealth, 2011, Doing Time - Time For Doing: 

Indigenous youth in the criminal justice system, House 

Standing Committee on Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Affairs.  

 

Indigenous over-representation in the crimi-

nal justice system is not a new issue. At least 

since the Royal Commission into Aboriginal 

Deaths in Custody in 1991 it has been the 

subject of countless reports, research projects 

and roundtables.  

Some worth while initiatives have come out of 

these efforts but the bottom line remains: 

what we are doing is simply not working. If it 

were working, we would be seeing a reduction 

in Indigenous imprisonment, rather than the 

48 per cent increase since 1996.  

 

Tom Calma, Former Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Social Justice Commissioner in the 2009 Social Justice 

Report 

Aboriginal Catholic Ministry 

Sydney  

September  2011 

true. These rates are in-

dicative of disadvantage, 

racism and systemic dis-

crimination, for which the 

whole community must 

take responsibility.    

 These statistics should 

appal us all and lead us to 

examine what it is in our 

society that is allowing this 

to go on unabated? This is 

a national crisis. As the 

Bishops say, what we ur-

gently need is to see the 

face of Christ in the most 

disadvantaged in our com-

munity. and build bridges 

with compassion and un-

derstanding.  

 

Graeme Mundine,  

Executive Officer 



There are significant variations in the ratio of Indigenous to non–Indigenous prisoners within States and Territories. In 

WA an Aboriginal person is 19.2 times more likely to be imprisoned than a non-Indigenous person. In Tasmania the ratio 

is the lowest at 3.4 times.  The following table shows the rate of imprisonment ratios of Indigenous to non-Indigenous 

prisoners and also highlights how the gap has widened in all jurisdictions except Tasmania over ten years¹. 

1. 33% of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people were sentenced/

charged for acts intended to cause 

injury. The second highest offence 

category was unlawful entry with 

intent, at 15%. For non-Indigenous 

prisoners the highest offence cate-

gory was also acts intended to cause 

injury at 15% followed by illicit 

drugs at 14% 

¹.ABS, (2010), Prisoners in Australia 4517.0 
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Ratio of Indigenous to Non-Indigenous prisoners 

What are the offences committed by Indigenous offenders? 

Aboriginal Catholic Ministry 

of Indigenous people in prison. 

In fact, the rates have continued to 

increase since 1991 and are now 

higher than ever. In the past decade 

the number of men in jail has in-

creased by 55 % and the number of 

women by 47 %.  

Aboriginal women are the single most 

rapid rising prisoner population in the 

country.²  

Aboriginal women are more likely to 

receive a custodial sentence than non-

Indigenous people² 

Increasing Imprisonment rates  

The rate of imprisonment is increas-

ing. Between 2009 and 2010 the in-

crease for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander male prisoners was 2% and 

for women the increase was 9%¹. 

These statistics are alarming, even 

more so since it is now twenty years 

since the Royal Commission into 

Deaths in Custody delivered its report 

which contained so many recommen-

dations to reduce over representation 

Twenty years on from the Royal 

Commission into Deaths in 

Custody the rate of Aboriginal 

people in prison is higher than it 

has ever been. 

1. ABS, (2010), Prisoners 

in Australia 4517.0 

RATIO OF INDIGENOUS TO NON-INDIGENOUS 

 NSW Vic. Qld SA WA Tas NT ACT Australia 

2000 8.8 7.5 8.6 13.0 13.5 3.4 4.1 7.3 9.6 

2001 9.0 7.6 9.5 12.5 14.5 3.8 4.4 9.4 10.1 

2002 10.4 7.9 9.3 12.6 12.7 4.2 5.5 9.8 10.2 

2003 10.8 7.9 8.4 12.6 15.0 3.5 9.1 6.4 10.6 

2004 10.0 8.6 8.4 12.6 17.6 4.0 8.6 10.3 10.9 

2005 10.3 10.5 9.4 13.7 19.2 3.9 10.6 9.4 12.1 

2006 12.1 9.6 10.5 13.1 18.9 3.0 12.1 12.0 12.8 

2007 12.1 9.8 10.2 15.3 21.7 3.8 13.2 8.6 13.3 

2008 12.3 10.0 10.5 14.0 20.4 3.5 12.5 10.1 13.2 

2009 13.1 9.6 11.1 15.5 20.4 3.2 11.1 12.0 13.9 

2010 13.0 11.2 11.9 16.2 19.2 3.4 10.5 14.8 14.2 

Proportion of prisoners,  

Indigenous status, by selected most serious offence/charge 

1. ABS, (2010), Prisoners in Australia 4517.0 

2. Speak out Speak Strong, NSW Aboriginal Justice Advisory 

Council, 2001 



Indigenous People and the Justice System 

Indigenous people are more likely to 

have been imprisoned if:  

• They had not completed year 12 

• Are unemployed 

• Are living in poverty 

• Are living in overcrowded dwellings 

• Are a member, or had a family mem-

ber, who was a member of the Sto-

len Generations.  

• Lives in a remote area 

• Abuses alcohol or drugs 

Social Justice Report, 2009, Human Rights Commis-

sion 

It is estimated that:  

• Alcohol is a factor in up to 90% of 

all Indigenous contact with the crimi-

nal justice system.  

• 87 % of Indigenous intimate partner 

homicides are alcohol related.  

• 68% of all Indigenous adults tested 

positive to drugs and 63.8 % re-

ported drinking alcohol prior to ar-

rest.  

• Almost 90% of Indigenous juvenile 

police detainees tested positive for 

drugs, compared to 40% of non-

Indigenous juvenile detainees.  

"The institution of policing has for 
historical reasons adopted a number 
of practices, which are injurious to 
Indigenous peoples in this country, 
hence their over-representation in 
arrest and custody rates, leading to 
their over-representation in jail 
populations...It's about the use of 
discretion. It's about individual rac-
ist behaviour or racist beliefs and 
police having a focus on particular 
legislation when engaging with 
Indigenous people”. 
 
Associate Professor John Williams-Mozley,  

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2009-06-25/over-

policing-to-blame-for-indigenous-prison-

rates/1332486 

Law Council, real funding for ATSILS 

has decreased by 40% since 1997.  

The lack of access to translators can 

also restrict access to proper legal rep-

resentation.   

Indigenous women have particular 

issues in accessing justice and there is 

a clear gender bias in allocating re-

sources. The ATSILS are primarily 

responding to criminal offences and 

are disproportionately representing 

Indigenous Australians are signifi-

cantly less likely to access private legal 

representation and rely heavily on 

publicly funded legal representation. 

The  Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander legal Services (ATSILS) pro-

vides culturally appropriate legal ser-

vices.  

Despite great demand, ATSILS are the 

most under-funded sector of all legal 

service providers¹. According to the 

men. Women are reluctant to engage 

with a service which is working pre-

dominately with perpetrators. The 

Family Violence Prevention Legal 

Service Program (FVPLS) does provide 

assistance to women who are victims 

of family violence, but they too are 

also underfunded¹.  

¹Ludlam, S & Lawry, C, Closing the Justice 

Gap for Indigenous Australians. Indigenous 

Law Bulletin, March/April 2010, ILB Volume 

7, Issue 17   

Why are Indigenous people over represented in the criminal justice system?  

Access to the Justice System 

In NSW 32 per cent of Indigenous 

juveniles were diverted compared to 

63.6 per cent of non-Indigenous juve-

niles in 2009¹.  

¹Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage, 2009, 

Productivity Commission. 

 

Diverting offenders from the criminal 

justice system can:  

• help reduce reoffending; 

•  avoid stigmatising; 

•  provide appropriate interven-

tion services. 

• reduce imprisonment and juve-

nile detention rates;  

• decrease occurrences of suicide 

and self-harm as well as im-

prove socio economic out-

comes. 

Juvenile Justice 

Indigenous Juveniles are detained at 

23 times the rate for non-Indigenous 

juveniles. In 2009, 365 Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islanders were de-

tained per 100,000 juveniles¹.  

The rate of diversion for Indigenous 

juveniles is one-half to two-thirds of 

that of non-Indigenous juveniles¹.  

Diverting offenders from the criminal 

justice system can help reduce reof-

fending, avoid stigmatising and also 

provide appropriate intervention ser-

vices¹.   

Indigenous Juveniles are 

detained at 23 times the rate for 

non-Indigenous juveniles.  
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Take Action 
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engage in realistic critique.  

7. Learn about and promote 

alternatives.  

8. Address the social factors 

that lead to imprisonment.  

9. Include prisoners.  

10. Learn about and promote 

restorative justice.  

 

The Social Justice Statement, and 

associated resources, is available at  

www.socialjustice.catholic.org.au 

 

 

 

 

The 2011-2012 Social Justice State-

ment Ten Steps to Building Bridges, 

Not Walls provides some good 

pointers towards action. As you 

respond to the ten steps keep In-

digenous people front of mind and 

consider how we can particularly 

address the needs of Indigenous 

prisoners.   

1. Acknowledge the dignity of 

every human being.  

2. Support Prison Chaplains. 

3. Support people in prison.  

4. Support prisoners when 

they are released.  

5. Support the families of 

those who are in prison.  

6. Take up the challenge to 

 

Phone: 02 9698 4265 

Fax: 02 9698 3912 
E-mail: acm@sydneycatholic.org 

Check out our blog at 

www.acmsydney.wordpress.com 

 

 

Follow us on Twitter: ACMSydney 

The Aboriginal Catholic Ministry (ACM) is a Ministry of the 

Sydney Archdiocese. The ACM aims to provide pastoral care for 

Aboriginal people and support them in the living of their Faith. 

The work of the Ministry also provides an interface between all 

Indigenous people and the Catholic Church. It represents the 

concerns of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and 

acts as an advocate on their behalf. It also aims to promote mu-

tual understanding and a greater understanding of Indigenous 

justice issues amongst the wider community. 

It is time for all Australians to 

revisit the needs of prisoners, 

their loved ones and those who 

work with them. It is time to re-

commit ourselves to reducing the 

number of Australians held in 

prison, making better provision 

for ex-prisoners to become law-

abiding and constructive citizens.  

It is time for us to knock down 

the walls of social exclusion that 

increase the prospects that a per-

son will end up in jail.  

Before and after jail, we need 

bridges, not walls. 

Social Justice Statement 2011 

 

Keeping in touch 
 
This factsheet has been produced to help understand more 
about the situation for Aboriginal people and the Justice System 
and is intended as a supplementary resource for Social Justice 
Sunday. We hope to follow up with more in depth resources on 
this issue as well as other issues of concern. If you would like 
to be on our mailing list please email:  
gabrielle.russellmundine@sydneycatholic.org  


