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P O Box 41

BEROWRA NSW 2081

Mrs Judy Hopwood

Member for Hornsby

P O Box 1687

Hornsby Westfield 1635

Dear Mrs Hopwood

Hornsby Area Residents for Reconciliation has noted two important items in recent news concerning the incarceration of Indigenous people.  The first was the report of the former Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner, Tom Calma, presented to the Commonwealth Parliament in January.  The second was the first public hearing of the House of Representatives Standing Committee inquiry into the high level of involvement of Indigenous juveniles and young adults in the criminal justice system.  Though both those items involved the Commonwealth Parliament, we believe they have strong repercussions at the State Government level. 
 
One of the issues Mr. Calma focused on was the urgent need to implement something like the U.S. experience of JUSTICE REINVESTMENT, a localised criminal justice policy approach, which by means of prevention, early intervention and diversion has been shown to be able to reduce the shocking over-representation of disadvantaged people in the criminal justice system. Under this approach, a portion of the public funds that would have been spent on covering the costs of imprisonment is invested in community programs, services and activities to address the underlying causes of crime in communities that have a high concentration of offenders.
 
JUSTICE REINVESTMENT still retains prison (or incarcertion in a juvenile justice centre) as a measure for dangerous and serious offenders.  However, it is aimed at trying to prevent people from getting involved in the system in the first place.  Mr Calma said: "JUSTICE REINVESTMENT is as much about economics as it is about good social policy.  Justice reinvestment asks the question: is imprisonment good value for money?  In Australia, we spend increasing amounts on imprisonment, yet prisoners are not being rehabilitated, and rates of return to prison are high.  This is a particular problem among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities." 

A similar concern prompted the NSW Minister for Juvenile Justice last year to commission a Strategic Review of Juvenile Justice. Although the review report has yet to be made public, according to press reports in early March, the review has recommended that some funds (otherwise required for the detention of juveniles) be diverted into programs shown to deal with the underlying causes of crime and break the cycle of reoffending. It is reported the review found that continued spending on juvenile justice centres is not effective in reducing juvenile offending and exerts no deterrent effect.
 
We seek your support in making these JUSTICE REINVESTMENT recommendations a focus for concerted action in line with the TWO WAYS TOGETHER vision:  "Aboriginal people, the NSW Government and the Australian Government work in partnership and are jointly responsible for planning and delivering solutions that meet community needs."  

In keeping with that vision, we believe special consideration needs to be given to opportunities to divert Indigenous juveniles from the justice system into cuturally appropriate, Aboriginal managed health services. There was clear evidence given to the NSW Legislative Council Inquiry into Indigenous Disadvantage that culturally appropriate Aboriginal community controlled services are likely to be the most successful interventions for indigenous juveniles. 

The report of the Upper House Inquiry also identified the importance of sustained, long term funding for successful programs. This accords with our own experience. We have seen well planned and supported initiatives struggle and flounder for lack of funding, leaving vulnerable young people without the focus and direction for their energies that those activities provided.  Programs that have shown very good results flourish for a year or two, and then lose their government funding and have to reduce their hours and the numbers of young people they can accept, or even stop operations altogether.  
We would be grateful if you would make representations to the NSW Government urging that some funds be diverted from the Corrective Services and Juvenile Justice budgets to community based, long term solutions to social problems, building strong Aboriginal communities and providing positive, productive alternatives to prison.

Yours sincerely

Bob White

For Hornsby Area Residents for Reconciliation
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