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1 Executive Summary  

The Central Australian Aboriginal Legal Aid Service (“CAALAS”), the North Australian 

Aboriginal Justice Agency (“NAAJA”) and the Northern Territory Legal Aid Service (“NTLAC”) 

have detailed our serious concerns in relation to youth detention in the Northern Territory on 

numerous occasions. We have voiced our concerns and made recommendations to address 

significant issues in numerous inquiries, reviews and consultations and we frequently raise 

issues with senior government executives and ministers. The government is well aware of 

many of the issues we reiterate in this submission.  

We are failing children and young people involved in the criminal justice system. Our youth 

detention system is poorly resourced, anti-therapeutic and, at times, dangerous. It does not 

comply with Australian and international standards. There is an urgent need for reform with 

regards to detention facilities, management and operations in the Northern Territory if we are 

to address the high rate of youth recidivism in the Northern Territory and ensure that 

vulnerable child and youth detainees’ basic rights are adequately safeguarded.  

In the Top End, NAAJA has recently expressed serious concerns about: 

 the use of isolation for excessive periods of time; 
 unacceptable conditions in isolation, including 23 hours in cells,  detainees being 

required to use the toilet in front of another young person and request toilet paper 
when needed, no or limited education access, less than half an hour of exposure to 
natural light per day, no structured activities or exercise,  no or limited access to 
medical treatment; 

 the absence of proper admission assessments and individual case management 
plans for young people in detention. This is  especially concerning for young people 
in isolation, whom have recently alleged there was no communication about planning 
to reintegrate them into the mainstream, placing additional stress on already 
distressed detainees; 

 the absence of therapeutic treatments and services; 
 allegations that poor quality food would be used as punishment and that food would 

be withheld as punishment; 
 allegations of assaults and threats by youth detention officers. 

 
In Central Australia, CAALAS and NTLAC also hold significant concerns in relation to the 
sub-standard facility (noting that different issues obviously arise), poor access to health 
services, the failure to undertake behaviour management planning and the lack of training in 
appropriate behaviour management interventions, the lack of proper admission assessment 
processes and individual case management plans, and the absence of key therapeutic 
treatment programs and services. 
 
The Northern Territory government must commit to urgently addressing these issues and 

other issues we identify in this submission.  

We hope that this Review will lead to some real outcomes for children and young people in 

detention and the community more generally. A rehabilitation focussed approach to youth 

detention benefits everybody.  

We urge the Review to recommend that the youth justice system be appropriately funded to 

ensure that there is a real focus on early intervention, prevention and rehabilitation. For too 

long, financial constraints have prevented systemic reform of youth justice.  
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2 List of recommendations 

1) Berrimah Prison is not an appropriate place of detention for young people. The 
Northern Territory Government must take immediate steps to ensure that youth 
detention facilities do not violate Australian and international juvenile justice 
standards, and ensure that Berrimah Prison is independently evaluated prior to 
young people being sent there to guarantee that the facility meets Australian and 
international juvenile justice standards. 
 

2) The Northern Territory government must commission purpose-built youth detention 
facilities in Darwin and Alice Springs that meet the needs of all young people in 
detention, and a timeframe in which this will take place.  
  

3) That youth detention staff recruitment and training be immediately brought into line 
with best-practice standards in other jurisdictions. 
 

4) That a comprehensive intake and assessment process be developed and 
implemented to ensure that the health, social and education needs of all detainees 
can be met. 

 
5) That multi-disciplinary case management of detainees commences from admission, 

and be targeted to meet the specific needs of each young person – it is especially 
important that culturally-strengthening programs and services be identified for 
Aboriginal young people in detention. 
 

6) The Northern Territory government commit to ensuring that treatment programs and 
services for young people in detention are provided in a culturally strengthening 
way. There is a clear evidence base to support the need for programs for Aboriginal 
young people that take account of Aboriginal values, lifestyles, aspirations, family 
and differing needs and that encourage reconnection and community life, and 
restoration and community resilience. 

 
7) That each young person be informed,  in a language and manner they understand, 

of detention centre rules and processes and their rights and responsibilities 
(including  their rights under the Australian Children’s Commissioners and 
Guardians Model Charter of Rights for Children and Young People Detained in 
Youth Justice Facilities). 

 
8) That a therapeutic, evidence-based approach to behaviour management be adopted 

in all detention centres in the Northern Territory, supported by ongoing staff training. 
 

9) The Youth Justice Advisory Committee (YJAC) is not in a position to undertake the 
monitoring role that has been allocated to it. There is overwhelming need for an 
independent statutory body be expanded or established to identify systemic issues 
in the delivery of correctional services in the Northern Territory, and to ensure 
greater governmental accountability. The Western Australian Inspector of Custodial 
Services could be used as a model. 

 
10) That policies and procedures, including the policy and procedures on the use of 

force, restraint and solitary confinement, are human rights compliant and are 
brought into line with best-practice models. The revised policies and procedures 
should be supported by legislative amendments, where required. 
 



4 
 

11) That the revised operations manual be made available to legal services and other 
stakeholders.  
 

12) That this Review recommend that the Northern Territory government await the 

completion of the Children’s Commissioner’s investigation before taking action in 

relation to youth detention issues.  

 
13) That all detainees receive ongoing and comprehensive case management 

throughout their time in detention and for a period following release to ensure 
successful reintegration into community. 

 

14) That the approach to case management and planning is therapeutic, culturally 
appropriate and child-centred. 
 

15) The Northern Territory government must take urgent steps to change the current 

approach that considers government departments as best placed to deliver services 

to Aboriginal people. The Northern Territory government must ensure that 

organisations supporting Aboriginal youth, particularly Aboriginal organisations, are 

adequately resourced, and ensure that treatment programs and services for young 

people in detention and in the community are provided in a culturally strengthening 

way. 

 

16) The Northern Territory government commit to ending punitive approaches to dealing 
with young people and lead a bipartisan approach to investing in best-practice 
initiatives that have a strong evidence-base.  
 

17) The Northern Territory government commit to properly resource the youth justice 
system. Young people in the Northern Territory should not be denied the same 
access to basic services, facilities and treatment that exist in other parts of Australia. 

3 Submission  

Terms of reference 

1. Structure, management and operating practices of youth detention 

There is an urgent need for reform to the structure, management and operating practices of 

youth detention in the Northern Territory. Northern Territory young people are being exposed 

to harsher youth detention conditions than in other parts of Australia. The lack of expert, 

independent oversight and scrutiny of youth detention facilities only heightens our concerns.  

We are concerned about the poor facilities, the very worrying reports of excessive use of 

solitary confinement in poor conditions, significant deficiencies in workforce planning and 

training, the lack of positive behaviour management planning and the lack of comprehensive 

and coordinated therapeutic assessments, planning and intervention.  

The Northern Territory government must commit to addressing the issues we raise; a 

cultural shift within government and a real commitment to resourcing a better system could 
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dramatically transform our youth justice system. The Parkville College transformation in 

Victoria evidences the potential for rapid change. 

Parkville College in Victoria: A model for reform  
Parkville College in Victoria that appears to have made a remarkable transformation since 
the 2010 Ombudsman’s report that documented squalid living conditions, frequent assaults 
by staff and other young people, poorly trained youth detention  staff, poor food quality, 
and almost non-existent education. 

Four years later, facilities and buildings are clean and secure. Food is made on-site. 
Security is improved and staff are properly trained. Assaults amongst young people 
declined significantly.  

Most significantly, education has been revolutionised. It has a dynamic school principal and 
staff, and they offer both in custody and transition schooling all year round. High achieving 
and motivated teachers are specifically recruited to the centre, and the school uses a 
trauma informed approach and has a strong focus on the use inclusive practices.. Students 
are told that they will not be excluded from education. Students understand that education 
is a basic human right. Volatile incidents in the school have been drastically reduced.   

Similar to the Northern Territory, most have not regularly attended school and have 
extremely limited literacy and numeracy skills. Parkville College received formal 
accreditation in 2013 as a school offering classes from year 2 to VCE. Previously young 
people received less than eight hours of education a week. Now the school runs all year, 
six days a week. Young people who were previously written off are progressing through 
multiple year levels and are also taught life skills, and how to hold down a job. 

The other best practice feature is the use of risk based searches as opposed to routine 
strip searches, which is particularly relevant for young Aboriginal women. This change in 
policy happened as a way to drastically reduce the number of strip searches - such that 
young people are only searched when there is a reasonable belief that they are concealing 
contraband, as opposed to on a routine basis (i.e. every time there is a contact visit, court 
attendance etc). 

 

(a) Facilities  

Youth detention facilities in the Northern Territory are inappropriate, sub-standard, and in 

some areas, breach Australian and international juvenile justice standards. We are very 

concerned about the proposed use of the Darwin Correctional Centre as a youth detention 

centre, as we discuss below. 

The Northern Territory is a small jurisdiction with substantial logistical challenges and a 

variety of complex issues. Appropriate facilities must be provided for all young people in 

detention, including those with particular vulnerability (i.e. young children, high risk young 

people, young women, young people from remote communities and young people with 

cognitive or behavioural issues). Children and young people detained in the Northern 

Territory must be able to access the same quality of youth detention facility that a young 

person would have in any major urban cities.  

Consistent with the approach taken in some other youth detention facilities, there should be 

a focus on deinstitutionalising design as much as possible. Youth detention facilities should 

not look and feel like small prisons; they should be designed to best serve the goals of safety 

and rehabilitation. We urge the review to identify opportunities to use clever and attentive 
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design to create a safer detention environment and reduce the need to rely on force and 

isolation to manage behavioural issues.  

We once again refer the Review to the significant improvements achieved by the Parkville 

College in Victoria, following a damning Ombudsman report. 

Top End 

We are enormously concerned about the proposed use of the Darwin Correctional Centre as 

the new Top End youth detention facility.  

The Don Dale Youth Detention Centre opened in 1991. It has, at various times, been 

severely overcrowded. It has faced other pressures from having to house an increasing 

number of female detainees, as well as a wide variety of young people with different yet 

complex needs.  

Sadly, over recent years it has become run down. It is deficient in a variety of areas, 

including a completely unacceptable Behaviour Management Unit and a lack of basic 

facilities such as toilets in cells. We agree that the facility in its current state is no longer 

suitable to house vulnerable young people. 

However, the proposed use of the Darwin Correctional Centre is a completely inappropriate 

and extremely worrying response: it is definitely not the solution. The Northern Territory 

Government deemed that relatively superficial renovations would be insufficient to bring the 

Darwin Correctional Centre up to standard for adults, and that a new prison for adults was 

required.  

This raises alarm bells to those observing the decision to relocate Top End young people to 

the Darwin Correctional Centre. Amongst the Aboriginal community, the Darwin Correctional 

Centre is known as a brutal and oppressive place. We are concerned that a facility that was 

deemed no longer suitable for adults will be used for vulnerable young people. The allocated 

amount of $800,000 does little to reassure us that the facility will be brought up to standard 

for young people.  

We are also concerned about the potential increased capacity of Darwin Correctional Centre 

and the possibility of net-widening that could see more young people being exposed to 

detention.  

We note assurances from the Commissioner of Northern Territory Correctional Services that 

the Darwin Correctional Centre will be brought up to standard. However, we are not aware of 

any formal process to ensure that the facility will be independently evaluated to guarantee 

that the facility meets contemporary youth detention standards. In the absence of that, our 

concerns remain. 

Recommendation 1 
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Central Australia 

It is essential that young people in Central Australia - whether sentenced or remanded -   are 

able to access high quality youth detention facilities and can remain close to their family and 

their local community.    

The legal sector has consistently raised its concerns about the co-location of the Alice 

Springs Juvenile Detention Centre with the Alice Springs Correctional Centre. Because the 

location is inappropriate, the facility was originally only intended to be used as a short term 

option, pending the development of a purpose built facility. The government should commit 

to commissioning a purpose built facility. 

We understand, however, that the government intends to retain the current detention centre 

and to continue using the Alice Springs Juvenile Detention Centre primarily as a remand 

centre. If it is to be retained in the long-term, the government must refurbish the facility as a 

matter of priority. In particular, it is important that the following issues are addressed: 

- An on-site, safe and confidential professional visiting area must be made available. 

The current arrangement, which involves transporting detainees to the Alice Springs 

Correctional Centre visiting facilities, is completely inappropriate. This is further 

discussed below; 

- The recreation area is too small; 

- There is a need for additional space for education and training. 

We would oppose the use of Alice Springs Juvenile Detention Centre as a remand centre. 

Whilst there is currently some flexibility around the detention of sentenced youth in the Alice 

Springs Juvenile Detention Centre, most sentenced detainees are now serving their time in 

Darwin. Often they have no ties with the Top End, which means that they receive no family 

support. This is certainly not therapeutic or conducive to any re-integration or rehabilitation.  

Recommendation 2  

 

(b) Management issues  

Staff training  

As we have repeatedly stressed to governments, including during recent consultations for 

the development of the Northern Territory Youth Justice Framework, there is a critical need 

for improvements to youth detention and corrections staff recruitment, training and 

development.  

Detention centre and correction staff working with children and youth in a custodial 

environment must be appropriately suited to working with children and young people and 

must be specifically and intensively trained to respond to their complex needs in a 

therapeutic manner.  

We refer you to the submissions made by our respective services to the 2011 Review of the 

Youth Justice System in the Northern Territory in which we strongly advocated for changes 

to the manner in which the government recruits, trains and retains staff working with youth in 

the youth justice system. We also refer you to recommendation 8 of the 2011 Review of the 
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Northern Territory Youth Justice System, which recommended that the capacity of the youth 

justice workforce be strengthened.  

There are, in our view serious questions over the professionalism and youth-specific 

expertise of the current youth detention workforce. While we acknowledge that there are 

staff doing the best they can for the young people in their care in the circumstances, some 

do not have basic grasp of the NT Youth Justice Act and its fundamental principles or are ill-

suited to working with vulnerable children and youth. There seems little to suggest that any 

change to this type of workforce that is urgently needed is taking place.  

Staff training: NAAJA clinic for detainees teaches staff a lesson  
NAAJA was conducting a clinic with the detainees regarding their 
rights. The NAAJA staff repeated that, although the deprivation of 
freedom is punishment, the centre is meant to be a place of 
rejuvenation and not punishment. The NAAJA staff repeatedly stated 
that it is incumbent on all staff to send the young people out in the 
best possible condition and to nurture their ambitions. A staff member 
asked the NAAJA representatives what they were talking about. The 
NAAJA representative explained that the Youth Justice Act 
emphasises the difference between adults and young people, and that 
rehabilitation of youth is an important principle. The system must 
reflect that; all people working with the young people must be mindful 
of furthering the young person’s rehabilitation prospects. This staff 
member stated that this was the first time anyone had said this to him. 
 

 

Improving issues around staffing will result in better rehabilitation outcomes for detainees.  It 

will also reduce some of the dangerous and damaging incidents in detention, including poor 

responses to detainee behaviour management issues and alleged inappropriate behaviour 

by staff that has an anti-therapeutic impact on the young people concerned. 

We urge the Review to recommend that youth detention staff recruitment and training be 

immediately brought into line with best-practice standards in other jurisdictions. 

Recommendation 3 

 

(c) Operational issues 

Intake and admission 

Upon entry into a detention facility, staff should explain the admission process, the structure 

and rules of the detention centre and the rights and responsibilities of the youth, including 

complaint mechanisms, in a language and manner the youth will understand. An interpreter 

should be used during intake where a young person’s first language is a language other than 

English.  

The admission assessment must be improved. Consistent with Australian and International 

standards on juvenile detention, youths should receive a comprehensive assessment upon 
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their admission into detention. 1 The assessment should include a medical assessment, a 

psychological assessment and a full assessment of their social needs by qualified 

professionals. An interpreter should be used where a young person’s first language is a 

language other than English. In reviewing the current admission assessment process, the 

Review should have regard to best practice and human rights compliant models from other 

jurisdictions to ensure that health, social and education needs of all young people in 

detention are identified.  

The Youth Justice Division of NT Correctional Services needs to take the leading role in 

coordinating all available information. Presently, the assessment process is rudimentary at 

best. It is unfortunately the case that much of the knowledge accumulated about a young 

person during court proceedings is lost upon their court matters being completed. 

Furthermore, mental health and other significant issues are not identified and therefore not 

addressed. For example, detainees are not able to access any mental health assessment or 

treatment unless specifically requested by their legal practitioners. At present, the forensic 

mental health team is so under-resourced that they are not able to service the detention 

centre. 

We have also seen numerous examples where young people are sentenced by courts with 

an expectation that certain programs or treatment will be provided to address specific issues 

identified during court proceedings only for those programs and treatment not to be provided 

(or provided only after an inordinate delay and repeated requests) in detention. 

We are also particularly concerned that other medical issues, such as hearing, eyesight and 

cognitive issues such as FASD are not being identified upon admission.  

A fundamental shift is needed to youth detention. A proactive, problem-solving approach is 

needed to uncover all of the health, social and education Issues a young person faces so 

that they can be holistically addressed. 

Recommendations 4-7 

 

Behavioural issues 

Northern Territory detention centres must develop and comply with evidence-based 

therapeutic policies and procedures to prevent, minimise and respond to behavioural issues.  

As all stakeholders are very aware, most of the detainees in the Northern Territory have very 

complex needs. We know that a very large proportion of the clients we represent have 

experienced significant childhood neglect or trauma and often suffer from mental health 

problems. Many also have cognitive impairments such as Foetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder. 

As a result, the detention environment can be very challenging for some detainees. 

Behavioural issues are often symptomatic of the underlying health needs of the detainee and 

the significant stresses they experience in the custodial environment.  

There is an urgent need for more flexible strategies to be implemented in relation to 

behaviour management. We observe that often situations escalate which could have been 

                                                
1
 United Nation Rules for the Protection of Juveniles Deprived of their Liberty, rules 27 and 50; 

Australian Juvenile Justice Administrators Juvenile Justice Standards 2009, standard 3.2. 
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prevented if professionally dealt with at the outset. We are also concerned about the lack of 

use of restorative justice practices, such as mediation to resolve disputes in a way that is 

mutually respectful and that teaches young people healthy ways of resolving disputes.  

(i) Force and isolation  

In this context, we are very concerned by the over-reliance on the use of force and isolation 

to respond to behavioural issues. The use of force and solitary confinement can have an 

extremely adverse impact on the health and wellbeing of detainees, and often exacerbates, 

rather than quells, challenging behaviours. The legislative protections under s. 153 of the 

Youth Justices Act and the Youth Justice Regulations around the use of force and isolation 

are inadequate.  

We are particularly concerned by recent reports from the Top End of detainees being placed 

in solitary confinement for excessive lengthy periods of time including over 23 hours in cell. 

Detainees were also required to use the toilet in front of another young persons and request 

toilet paper and water when needed. During their time in solitary confinement, the have no or 

limited education access and are restricted to less than half an hour of exposure to natural 

light per day without any structured activities or exercise or access to medical treatment. 

Allegations that a reintegration plan was not developed or communicated to detainees held 

in such conditions are very concerning. Isolation for excessive periods in such conditions 

constitutes a breach of Australian and International juvenile justice standards2 and creates a 

significant and unacceptable risk of harm to the children and young people subject to this 

treatment. 

If isolation has been used as disciplinary response to behavioural issues, it constitutes a 

clear breach of rule 67 of the United Nations Rules for the Protection of Juveniles Deprived 

of their Liberty which provides that “All disciplinary measures constituting cruel, inhuman or 

degrading treatment shall be strictly prohibited, including corporal punishment, placement in 

a dark cell, closed or solitary confinement or any other punishment that may compromise the 

physical or mental health of the juvenile concerned.” It also constitutes a breach of 

Australian juvenile justice standards.3 

We urge the Review to obtain and analyse data on the use of force and solitary confinement 

in Northern Territory youth detention centres. We note that, pursuant to r. 72 of the Youth 

Justice Regulations, the Superintendent of the Detention Centre must keep a detailed log of 

all instances of detainee isolation. 

We recommend the implementation of policies, procedures and strategies to minimise the 

use of force. We urge the Review to recommend that the circumstances in which isolation 

may be used be very strictly limited, and that stringent safeguards be implemented around 

its use. There should be explicit recognition that solitary confinement is not to be used as a 

disciplinary measure or to manage behavioural issues. It should only be used in exceptional 

cases and for short periods where there is an immediate risk of physical harm to a detainee 

or staff member, and where other less restrictive options have been exhausted.  

                                                
2
 Australasian Juvenile Justice Administrators Juvenile Justice Standards, Standards 7.2, 9.5, 10.2- 

10.6; United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 37(a) and (c); United Nations 
Rules for the Protection of Juveniles Deprived of their Liberty, Rule 67. 
3
 Australasian Juvenile Justice Administrators Juvenile Justice Standards, standards 3.7 – 3.9. 
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There is also an urgent need for increased oversight and independent scrutiny over the use 

of solitary confinement in youth detention facilities.  

We urge the Review to recommend that an independent statutory office or body with 

expertise in custodial services, such as an Independent Custodial Inspector, be introduced in 

the Northern Territory, as detailed below.  

Recommendation 10 
See also recommendations 3 - 9 

 

Behaviour management strategies  

Despite legal services raising concerns in relation to the use of force, restraint and isolation 

to manage behavioural issues, there is no consistent, comprehensive and transparent 

behaviour management policy currently in place in Northern Territory detention centres. The 

security classification system and the provision and withdrawal of privileges often seem to be 

determined on a subjective basis, depending on the relationship between a detainee and 

particular staff members. There is no systemic recognition of the importance in adopting a 

therapeutic response to behaviour management. 

Allegations in the Top End that the withholding of food or poor quality food was used as a 

punishment and that youth detention officers may have assaulted and threatened detainees 

are extremely concerning. There is an urgent need for thorough behaviour management 

planning and training and the workforce capacity issues discussed above must be 

addressed. 

A positive behaviour management plan should be developed, drawing on the body of 

research available on safe and effective behavioural management and the best-practice 

models operating in other jurisdictions. This should be supported by staff training including in 

the use of restorative justice strategies and de-escalation techniques. This will assist in 

preventing and reducing the need to resort to the use of force, restraint and solitary 

confinement. 

The behaviour management plan needs to be supported by individual behaviour 

management plans, developed by the case management team comprised of relevant 

professionals using the information obtained during the admission assessment process. 

Mechanisms should be in place for ongoing review of the plan by the case management 

team. The detainee should be empowered to contribute to this process.  

There must be clear guidelines setting out the responsibilities of the caseworker in 

developing and supporting the implementation of a behaviour management plan and the 

responsibilities of Youth Justice Officers in responding to specific behavioural issues. The 

caseworker should not be a disciplinarian; it is inappropriate, as is the current practice in 

Alice Springs, for the caseworker to carry handcuffs around the detention centre. 

The development of individual, therapeutic behaviour management plans is particularly 

important for detainees with special needs, such as those with a mental illness or a cognitive 

impairment. This will assist in ensuring that their health needs are met and that they are not 

dealt with punitively as a result of behaviours symptomatic of their illness or impairment.  
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Insufficient data collection about behaviour management issues can often lead to 

misrepresented or misleading information in court. Most often than not, we receive 

information from pre-sentence reports citing the number of incidents the detainees have on 

records whilst in custody. Solely recording the number of incidents in custody without critical 

information about the detainee’s health needs and the circumstances of the incidents does 

not assist the court in formulating the most appropriate sentencing option and is not 

conducive to developing the most appropriate post-release plans. 

Staff should be trained in the implementation of both detention centre-wide and individual 

behaviour management plans. The behaviour management policy should be made available 

to legal services and other key stakeholders including detainees and their families.  

A new therapeutic and child-centred approach to behaviour management has the potential to 

significantly reduce behavioural issues in our detention centres and improve rehabilitation 

outcomes for detainees. 

Recommendation 8 

 

Health 

In delivering health services to youth detainees, there needs to be recognition of the special 

health needs of adolescents and the importance of the provision of culturally appropriate 

health services.  

As noted above, detainees commonly suffer from diagnosed and undiagnosed physical and 

mental health problems. Consequently, it is important that practitioners specialising or 

trained in child and adolescent health are readily available and that detainees have priority 

access to qualified mental health practitioners. Ideally, a mental health nurse should be 

onsite and available for all urgent matters.  

Interpreters should also be made available where the first language of a young person is a 

language other than English. Counselling and therapeutic treatment programs should be 

made available for young people who require an interpreter. 

We frequently encounter examples of young people in detention not being provided with 

counselling and treatment programs that have been previously identified and that they need. 

It is very concerning that detainees accessing mental health services in the community prior 

to incarceration cannot continue to access mental health during their incarceration simply 

because the forensic mental health team is under-resourced.  

(d) Complaints and independent oversight mechanisms   

Mechanisms for ensuring the proper oversight of detention centres and the proper handling 

of complaints made in relation to detention centres must be improved. In our experience, 

both internal and external complaints processes are slow and ineffective. 

The internal complaints handling policy should be reviewed to ensure compliance with best-

practice complaints handling principles and all staff should receive regular training on the 
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complaints handling process. There must also be independent and external oversight of the 

manner in which internal complaints are handled. 

Often, it will be inappropriate and potentially unsafe to make a complaint internally. It is 

therefore critical that a rigorous external complaints process exits and that there is an 

independent mechanism to identify and address systemic issues. In the Northern Territory, 

official visitors and the Children’s Commissioner deal with complaints. Few detainees, 

however, have knowledge or understanding of the role and functions of these bodies. Where 

complaints have been made to one or both of these bodies, there is often little action 

because of resourcing issues. Systemic issues are rarely addressed. 

It is also imperative that the external complaints mechanism includes the establishment of an 

office or body with appropriate expertise and statutory independence to carry out this crucial 

function. Accordingly, we strongly recommend that the Northern Territory government 

establishes an independent statutory body with specific responsibility to ensure correctional 

services meet minimum standards and adequately safeguard the rights of detainees and 

inmates.  

The WA Inspector of Custodial Services could be used as a model. The WA Inspector of 

Custodial Services focuses on institutional and systemic issues rather than individual 

complaints. The Inspector inspects and reviews custodial services and has comprehensive 

powers to obtain and use relevant information.  Reports on inspections and reviews are 

tabled in Parliament and are publicly available. This helps to ensure accountability and 

transparency in the operation of correctional facilities.  For example, the WA Inspector of 

Custodial Services’ report ‘The Management of Young Women and Girls in Banksia Hill 

Detention Centre’ resulted in important changes to the operation of the centre. The Inspector 

made a number of significant recommendations to improve the operation of the centre which 

resulted in immediate actions and commitments from the Department of Correctional 

Services. This highlights the valuable role an Inspector of Custodial Services could play in 

addressing systemic issues, including those identified by Official Visitors, in a timely manner.  

An Inspector of Custodial Services would strengthen and complement the work currently 

carried out by official visitors and has the potential to significantly improve the operation of 

not only detention facilities, but all correctional facilities in the Northern Territory.  

We note that NSW has adopted the WA model and we understand that, unlike the WA 

Custodial Inspector, the NSW Inspector of Custodial Services has the power to undertake 

inspections outside NSW borders. Consideration could be given to enabling the NSW 

Inspector of Custodial Services to exercise his functions in the Northern Territory. 

Recommendation 9 

 

Visits  

(i) Professional visits  

Current arrangements for professional visits at the Alice Springs Juvenile Detention Centre 

are inappropriate.  
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At present, no space has been made available on-site for professional visits. This means 

that youth are transported about 300 metres to the ‘A Block’ visiting centre at the adult 

prison, the Alice Springs Correctional Centre.  Clause 5.1.5 of the current Standard 

Operating Procedure 10.1 provides that detainees must be handcuffed whilst in transit to 

and from ‘A Block’. This use of restraint for all visits, regardless of the nature of the visit and 

the detainee’s security classification, is completely inappropriate.  

The facility itself is also completely inappropriate for professional visits; detainees are 

uncomfortable speaking to professional staff in view of, and in close proximity to, detention 

centre staff. 

It is also important that detention centre policies and procedures also formally allow for some 

flexibility and discretion in scheduling urgent visits.  

(ii) Family  

Given that many youths are from remote communities, it is important that the detention 

centres allow considerable flexibility in booking family visits and telephoning family.  

If individual case plans are to be effectively implemented, visits from family members and 

Elders will need to be significantly increased to better reintegrate young people back into the 

community. As referred to above, the importance of ensuring culturally strengthening 

approaches for Aboriginal young people cannot be understated, and families must be 

actively involved in the lives of young people in detention. 

This may require financial support for family members and Elders to physically visit youth 

detention facilities, as determined on a case by case basis. Poverty prevents many family 

members travelling to see young people in detention.  Providing this financial support to 

families who would not be otherwise able to visit is more than justifiable when considering:  

(a) the tangible benefits to assisting young people to make a smooth transition after their 

release from detention, and  

(b) The reduced risk of them reoffending, breaching conditions, or returning to chaotic 

conditions after their release. 

Policies and procedures operations manual  

We agree with the recommendation in the draft Youth Justice Framework’s that current 

policies and procedures be reviewed and that a contemporary operations manual be 

developed and implemented. All policies and procedures should comply with Australian and 

International standards and should be modelled on best-practice policies and procedures in 

other jurisdictions, where available.  

To enhance accountability and compliance, the operations manual should be made available 

to legal services and other stakeholders.  

Recommendations 10 and 11 
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2. Pattern of contributing factors and issues surrounding significant incidents in 

youth detention during the past five years 

In our view, the key contributing factors and issues surrounding significant incidents in youth 

detention during the past five years primarily relate to deficiency in staff training, the absence 

of comprehensive and therapeutic behaviour management plan and inappropriate facilities. 

This is discussed in detail above.  

In our view, there are a number of areas where the human rights of young people in 

detention have not been respected. It is crucial that the Northern Territory government  

commits first and foremost to providing safe, secure and humane conditions for young 

people in detention. 

We note that some of the contributing factors and issues are currently the subject of an own 

initiative investigation by the NT Children’s Commissioner and we urge this Review to 

specifically acknowledge  the limitations of this term of reference.   

We also urge this Review to recommend that the Northern Territory government awaits the 

completion of the Children’s Commissioner’s investigation before taking action in relation to 

youth detention issues.  

3. Ability of youth detention to contribute to the Northern Territory Department of 

Correctional Services strategic intent and key milestones 

It is the Northern Territory Department of Correctional Services’ strategic intent to reduce 

reoffending through education, employment and programs. The Strategic Intent 2013-16 

document also states that it intends to do this by, among other things, ‘ensur[ing] that the 

youth justice system delivers improved outcomes on the rehabilitation and safeguards [sic] 

of young people who offend and who are at risk of offending’. 

We support the intention to improve youth justice system rehabilitation outcomes and 

safeguards for young people who offend or are at risk of offending. Where detention must be 

used because all other options have been exhausted, it is important to recognise that it 

offers an opportunity to address the underlying causes of offending.   

In addition to the recommendations we have made above in relation to the assessment of 

detainees and the development of therapeutic behaviour management plans, the Northern 

Territory Government must commit to resourcing evidence-based therapeutic interventions 

during detention and post-release properly, using a community-controlled throughcare 

model. Currently, all case management around post-release plans are primarily undertaken 

by NGOs, which are chronically underfunded and face continual funding uncertainty.  

Programs and interventions must be well-developed, adequately resourced, and evaluated. 

They must be more than a ‘tick box’ exercise and must form part of a comprehensive and 

regularly reviewed case management plan, developed by a team of professionals with 

expertise in working with youth. As noted above, this is particularly important for detainees 

with complex needs, such as those with a suspected or diagnosed cognitive impairment or 

mental health issues.  
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Too often youth enter and exit detention without any meaningful therapeutic interventions; 

they are at great risk of reoffending on release without support. Whilst some youth are linked 

to a number of services, proper case management is often lacking, resulting in gaps in 

service provision and little accountability for services involved. As noted above, the pre and 

post-release support is almost always led by NGOs, such as NAAJA, CAALAS, Bushmob 

and the Walpiri Youth Development Aboriginal Corporation/Mt Theo and Youth Connections; 

these services struggle with limited resources and often experience barriers in attempts to 

coordinate planning and service delivery with government agencies (such as detention 

centre based Corrections case workers and Family Responsibility Centre case workers). 

There is a clear evidence base to support the need for programs for Aboriginal young people 

that take account of Aboriginal values, lifestyles, aspirations, family and differing needs and 

that encourage reconnection and community life, and restoration and community resilience.4 

In particular, The Northern Territory government must acknowledge that Aboriginal 

organisations are best placed to support Aboriginal young people. Aboriginal organisations 

are able to provide comprehensive supports that Aboriginal young people and their families 

need. They are trusted and usually have pre-existing relationships with a young person and 

their family. These organisations also  prize cultural safety in the delivery of services. The 

Northern Territory government does not currently recognise the opportunities for better 

outcomes by working with Aboriginal organisations.   

Significantly, the Northern Territory government must ensure that organisations supporting 

Aboriginal young people, particularly Aboriginal organisations, are adequately resourced and 

ensure that treatment programs and services for young people in detention and in the 

community are provided in a culturally strengthening way. 

Recommendations 13, 14 and 15 
See also recommendations 3-8. 

 

 

4. Ability and likelihood of the Northern Territory Youth Justice Framework to 

address systemic youth detention issues.  

We reiterate our concern that without funding to support initiatives in the Framework, it is 

unlikely that they will lead to any change ‘on the ground’. For example, we are concerned 

that pathways away from detention, such as diversion and supervised bail, are not being 

resourced and that without dedicated funding there will not be any professionalisation of the 

youth justice workforce.  

Also, in areas such as the role of Elders, it is concerning that the Northern Territory 

government is not choosing to empower non-government organisations with expertise and 

strong cultural connections to assist Elders to support to young people in detention.  

We note that youth detention was added as a discrete section of the Youth Justice 

Framework late in the consultation process. We do not consider that issues in relation to 

youth detention were properly and fully canvassed as part of the Youth Justice Framework. 

                                                
4
 See, for example this recent Closing the Gap Clearinghouse (November 2014) report: 

http://www.aihw.gov.au/uploadedFiles/ClosingTheGap/Content/Our_publications/2014/ctgc_ip12.pdf 

http://www.aihw.gov.au/uploadedFiles/ClosingTheGap/Content/Our_publications/2014/ctgc_ip12.pdf
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In particular, we do not consider that YJAC is in a position to undertake the monitoring role 

that has been allocated to it. It is a volunteer body, with members from a variety of 

backgrounds, and is not in a position to undertake youth detention monitoring and oversight 

activities. 

Finally, The Northern Territory government must commit to ending punitive approaches to 

dealing with young people. The Northern Territory government must lead a bipartisan 

approach to invest in best-practice initiatives that have a strong evidence-base. We 

commend the New Zealand youth justice system as an example of a holistic, specialist, 

rehabilitative youth justice system that all stakeholders endorse. 

More than anything else, the Northern Territory government must commit to properly 

resourcing the youth justice system. We need adequate investment in best-practice 

initiatives if we are to break the cycle of a young person’s offending and deliver improved 

community safety outcomes.  

Recommendations 12, 16 and 17 

 

 


