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THE judgment is in: the Northern Ter-
ritory’s juvenile detention system is in 
crisis, its management is incompetent, 
staff are undertrained, operational 
practices are haphazard and overly-
punitive, and there’s been covering-up 
when things go wrong. Additionally, 
the system is doing nothing to rehabili-
tate the young people whom it locks 
up.

That’s the picture painted by a New 
South Wales prisons bureaucrat, Michael 
Vita, who was engaged in October last 
year by the NT Government to review its 
youth detention system, after a series of 
disturbances.

Correctional Services Minister John 
Elferink released Mr Vita’s report in Feb-
ruary and promised to implement all its 
recommendations to improve the system.

The report portrays a system which 
lacks a philosophy to drive the purpose 
of juvenile detention and says it is “high-
ly doubtful that meaningful headway is 
being made to reduce reoffending.

“There are no examples of programs 
currently provided at either (Darwin or 
Alice Springs) youth detention centres 
that would … be considered to be of suf-
ficient intensity to bring about change in 
the highest group of offenders.”

It is just a fact, the report says starkly, 
that the programs would not reduce reof-
fending.

On the subject of case management, 
the report is scathing.

It describes a system which is unco-
ordinated and driven by individual staff 
(some of them without training) who, 
without consulting stakeholders, “drive 
the case management process in a very 
basic fashion”.

The report says behaviour manage-
ment lacks direction and consistency, and 
an understanding of adolescent behav-
iour – “behaviour initiated by a history 
of trauma, symptoms of foetal alcohol 

syndrome and behaviour associated with 
ADHD and other mental health issues”.

THE report lays much of the blame 
for this state of affairs on poor train-
ing and an unqualified, mostly casual, 
workforce. It identifies an “unhealthy” 
reliance on inexperienced, casual and 
temporary staff.

Casual and temporary staff comprised 
90 per cent of the workforce in the Dar-
win and Alice Springs detention centres 
when Mr Vita wrote his report. He wants 
that proportion reduced to 10 per cent, 
and says that turnaround would present 
an ideal opportunity for the Department 
of Correctional Services to get rid of 
staff or those who were not performing, 
“or who do not wish to embrace a youth 
detention philosophy that will demand 
more interaction, motivation and job 
satisfaction”.

The reliance on a substantially casual 
workforce, Mr Vita says, impacts on 
morale and management of emergency 
situations.

Mr Vita describes training for youth 
workers as “grossly inadequate” – even 
though it’s “one of the most important 
aspects that will dictate the safe, secure 
and humane operations of any institu-
tional setting”.

Youth workers had only four days 
training when Mr Vita looked into the 
system late last year – that’s in com-
parison with 11 weeks training and a 
12-month probationary period for prison 
officers.

“This is clearly not enough to develop 
a professional youth worker to manage 
young, immature and challenging ado-
lescents, many of whom have significant 
mental health, alcohol and other drug 
and behavioural problems and who, in 
the main, come from abusive and violent 
backgrounds,” the report says.

The NT’s four-day training regime 

is significantly below Australian train-
ing standards. For example, New South 
Wales has a 30-week training program.

Mr Vita was encouraged to learn 
that the NT Department of Correctional 
Services planned to expand its training 
program to eight weeks in March, and 
that all staff would be retrospectively 
trained. 

He had, no doubt, noted that the lack 
of appropriate training had contributed to 
poor decision-making during disturbanc-
es in detention centres last year.

JUVENILE detainees who play up 
badly end up in the Behaviour Man-
agement Unit (BMU), and Mr Vita’s 
report paid special attention to man-
agement of the BMU at the former 
Don Dale youth detention centre at 
Berrimah which was vacated last 
September.

He found that high-risk detainees in 
the Don Dale BMU had been locked up 
for excessive periods for various rea-
sons, including violent and aggressive 
behaviour, and an environment of crisis 
management where inexperienced staff 
were afraid to open doors in case they 
were attacked.

Mr Vita reported an incident at Don 
Dale on 16 August last year where staff 
“acted inappropriately in threatening a 
detainee and attempted to cover up the 
CCTV surveillance to hide this”. Five 
days later, a major disturbance broke 
out, which resulted in juvenile detainees 
being sprayed with tear gas. Mr Vita’s re-
port reveals that the order to resort to the 
use of tear gas was made by the Commis-
sioner of Correctional Services, Mr Ken 
Middlebrook – an order which Mr Vita 
considered justifiable.  

That disturbance led to the decision to 
abandon Don Dale and remove the de-
tainees to the new gaol at Holtze (they’ve 
since been permanently placed in the 

former adult Berrimah gaol).
In his review of all “significant in-

cidents” which were not managed well 
over five years in the Don Dale and Alice 
Springs youth detention centres, Mr Vita 
identified the following contributing 
factors:

• Poor supervision
• Lack of experienced staff
• Lack of training, especially in crisis 

management and behaviour management
• Poor communication and relay of 

intelligence information
• Lack of appropriate direction and 

procedures
• Sloppy security awareness
• Immature response by some staff to 

detainees’ behaviour
• Lack of a comprehensively struc-

tured day which includes elements of 
work, programming, recreation, cleanli-
ness, hygiene and schooling

• Inadequate infrastructure and equip-
ment.

Mr Vita also found that too much 
reliance was placed on confinement and 
isolation at Don Dale – “this does not 
help with behaviour management”.

Numbers tell their 
own story
THE growing stresses on the North-
ern Territory  juvenile detention 
system, and the over-representation 
of Indigenous young people in 
detention, are apparent from the 
executive summary of the report by 
consultant Michael Vita: 

• 96 per cent of detainees are 
Indigenous, and they have been 
found guilty of more serious crimes, 
especially crimes of violence, than 
non-Indigenous detainees;

• Young people, aged 15-16 years 
are the most likely to be apprehend-
ed (although the number under 15 
years is increasing);

• Indigenous offenders are more 
likely to commit their first offences 
at a younger age than non-Indig-
enous offenders, and are more 
likely to have been charged multiple 
times;

• The quarterly daily average 
number of youth detainees has 
increased from 34 in the September 
quarter 2011 to 42 in the September 
quarter 2014  --  an increase of 22 
per cent;

• The cost of keeping a young 
person in custody is $698.40 per 
day, or $254,916 per annum.
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