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 Introduction 

Youth Justice is a real hot topic of discussion both w
ithin Australia and 

w
orldw

ide. The ongoing debate around the suitability of detention as a 
form

 of rehabilitation for juvenile offenders is one that w
ill undoubtedly 

continue, a debate that is often backed by political agendas and public 
pressure rather than best practice and scientific evidence.  
Approaches to youth justice around the w

orld are varied and ever-
changing, Scandinavia is as good as it gets w

ith their w
elfare m

odel 
(inform

al proceedings and interventions based on the best interests of 
the child), their trailblazing in all social issues does m

ake it the holy grail 
of places to live and so it m

ay seem
 like a step too far, nonetheless 

im
portant lessons can be learnt purely by looking at their attitude to 

youth offending and their ow
nership of the issue w

ithin the com
m

unity 
– w

hat have w
e as a com

m
unity done to fail these young people? 

In order to look at youth  justice issues it is of course necessary to take a 
few

 steps back, to understand and appreciate that youth incarceration is 
a sym

ptom
 of the com

plex needs and issues being experienced by the 
young person.  
In looking at youth justice a w

hole of com
m

unity lense should be used. 
H

ow
 have w

e gotten to this point and how
 do w

e prevent it from
 

happening again? 
 D

iscussion O
utline  - the N

orthern Territory perspective – w
here are w

e 
now

 and w
here are w

e going? – the effects of Youth D
etention – 

educating the public - w
hat can w

e do better to reduce youth offending – 
looking forw

ard.  

 

N
orthern Territory Perspective 

N
um

bers in youth detention in the N
T fluctuate, D

on D
ale sits at approxim

ately 
30 w

ith a sm
all num

ber of detainees being held in Alice Springs.  

As w
e are all aw

are the population is alm
ost exclusively indigenous, at 

approxim
ately 90%

, any discussion of best practice or reducing offending m
ust 

have evidence relating to Indigenous culture and issues.  

A sm
all detention population could be the perfect opportunity to lead the w

ay 
in best, evidence based practice, it allow

s for tailored solutions to the individual 
and could facilitate a positive throughcare m

odel for those young persons 
entering into and transitioning out of detention. It w

ould also suggest the 
potential for early intervention, allow

ing for the identification of those fam
ilies 

w
ho could benefit from

 early intervention and intensive fam
ily support. 

H
ow

ever, it appears that the N
T’s current approach to Youth D

etention is 
focused at a m

uch later stage, alm
ost entirely on public safety and the safety of 

the detention centre rather than the reduction of offending or at the very least 
the rehabilitation of its detainees. O

f course there w
ill alw

ays be a need for 
balance, you could never suggest to com

pletely cease youth detention, there 
w

ill be tim
es w

here it is necessary and in the public’s interest to have the young 
person detained, how

ever its use should be lim
ited. A preventative, early 

intervention approach could achieve a m
arked reduction so that w

e don’t get to 
the point w

here a young person is looking dow
n the barrel of detention and the 

need for the Court to m
ake such a decision. 

An interesting question to ask yourself and indeed the com
m

unity and 
G

overnm
ent is – w

hat do I w
ant youth detention to achieve? Is it that you sim

ply 
w

ant that “bad kid” taken off the streets? O
r is it that you w

ant the kid to be 
held responsible for their actions and to be helped to not reoffend? 

W
e can see w

hat answ
er the G

overnm
ent of the day gives to that question by 

looking at som
e recent legislative am

endm
ents and proposed am

endm
ents - the 

Youth Justice Am
endm

ent Bill and the proposed am
endm

ents to the Bail Act. 
Increasing the use of restraints in detention and reducing the likelihood of bail 
are not exam

ples of progressive juvenile justice practice instead they show
 

concern purely for public safety and the internal functioning of the detention 
centre.  



In fact it has been show
n that over restrictive bail legislation in the youth justice 

area does not w
ork at reducing levels of offending, they m

erely increase 
num

bers of rem
and prisoners. A study by the N

SW
 Bureau of Crim

e Statistics 
and Research found no evidence that changes to the Bail Act 1976 and stricter 
police enforcem

ent of bail law
s, w

hich contributed to a 32%
 increase in the 

juvenile rem
and population, produced no decrease in juvenile property crim

e.  

In addition the m
erits of the use of restraints on young people are contested in 

their entirety and it is our belief that at the very least restraints should not be 
used w

ithin the w
alls of a detention centre. The N

T G
overnm

ent sees things very 
differently. 

At recent governm
ent estim

ates the M
inister stated that 8/43 kids currently in 

detention w
ere in the care of the CEO

 of D
CF, it w

ould be fair to suggest that a 
num

ber m
ore w

ould have had som
e contact w

ith the Child Protection system
 at 

som
e point during their lives and that countless detainees w

ho have passed 
through detention centres over the years w

ould have been D
CF kids. A w

hole-
of-governm

ent approach is urgently needed, in particular a com
bined approach 

betw
een D

epartm
ent of Correctional Services and D

CF. D
ual system

s ie. Child 
protection and youth justice have proven successful and such a system

 w
ould 

be a positive step forw
ard in the N

T. 

D
espite the evidence to suggest that a public health approach is effective, the 

N
T continues dow

n the road of investing purely in the front end, choosing short 
term

 gains rather than long term
 investm

ent for long term
 gains. This is perfectly 

highlighted by the proposed introduction of bail legislation to deal w
ith a sm

all 
num

ber of “frequent flyers”. 

Effects of D
etention 

O
n a very basic level detention can increase recidivism

, provides opportunity for 
offending youth to congregate (w

hich can negatively im
pact their behaviour and 

increase their chance of re-offending) and detention pulls youth deeper into the 
juvenile and crim

inal justice system
.  

A num
ber of Australian studies have reported evidence w

hich suggests a higher 
instance of cognitive disability am

ongst Indigenous children and young people 
in com

parison w
ith non-Indigenous, this is of course of crucial significance in 

explaining Indigenous over representation in the juvenile justice system
 given 

evidence associating m
ental illness w

ith higher rates of arrest, parole failure and 
recidivism

.  

G
iven the dem

ographic of our youth detention population and the experience 
of m

y office it is fair to say that m
any of the young persons in detention in the 

N
T suffer from

 m
ental health issues, som

e m
ore seriously suffer from

 cognitive 
disabilities, som

e have never been adequately assessed and so the extent of 
their issues are unknow

n, m
any are suffering the effects of com

plex traum
a. It 

is know
n that the environm

ent of detention exacerbates such issues. There is a 
lack of adequate forensic m

ental health services in the N
T w

hich lim
its the 

potential success of any period of detention in term
s of rehabilitation.  

Rem
oving Indigenous youth from

 their country to serve a period of detention 
often causes intense hom

e sickness, feelings of isolation and despair and again 
tends to exacerbate em

otional and m
ental health issues. This is of particular 

concern to the O
CC at the m

om
ent given the m

ovem
ent of Alice Springs 

detainees to D
arw

in w
here there is little hope of any fam

ily contact.  

D
etention also has an im

pact on the young person’s education, it is difficult for 
a young person to reintegrate into a norm

al school routine follow
ing detention. 

O
f course detachm

ent from
 education causes a flow

 on effect on potential for 
em

ploym
ent and likelihood of reoffending. If a w

hole of governm
ent approach 

w
as taken it w

ould alleviate som
e of these issues by a collaborative approach to 

restoring the young person to ongoing education / training.  

Educating the Public / Vilification of the Young Person 

O
ne issue of grave concern to the O

CC is the ongoing vilification of the young 
people w

ho offend in the N
T. The N

T is a sm
all place, an even sm

aller place w
hen 

your face, nam
e and vital stats are published on Facebook and other m

edia 
outlets linked to a spate of crim

es. 

The m
ost recent related to 3 young offenders w

anted for property offences. The 
13, 15 and 17 year olds w

ere the subject of a m
anhunt and the N

T Police w
ent 

public to get inform
ation. The hundreds of com

m
ents on FB m

ade for grim
 

reading, all sorts of punishm
ents w

ere called for, an array of nam
es w

ere used, 
and the great one of “w

here are their parents?”.  

O
ne very w

orrying aspect w
as the public’s attitude tow

ards the Courts – “N
ever 

m
ind, all good, be back in action once the kind m

agistrate let’s em
 go” w

as one 
of m

any negative com
m

ents discussing the public’s interpretation of the 
apparent leniency of the Courts.  



There w
as a plea to the Chief M

inister on his recent prom
ise of cleaning up the 

streets saying “Chief M
inister. You are going to clean all this up so here’s your 

first lot to m
ake an exam

ple of.. Please keep your w
ord.” That w

ord, of course, 
also featured on Facebook w

ith a statem
ent by the Chief M

inister pertaining to 
his proposed Bail am

endm
ents that “N

obody w
ants to see a kid in jail, but 

nobody w
ants to see our cars getting sm

ashed up and our houses broken into. 
That’s it. H

ad enough” 

W
hen you have your Chief M

inister publicly linking increased incarceration w
ith 

a reduction in crim
e it’s a difficult task to get the public to understand that that 

is sim
ply not the case. The key is of course education – educating the general 

public, the m
edia and sadly the G

overnm
ent that these kids do not com

e from
 

functioning, loving backgrounds (for the m
ajority), that the issues are so 

com
plex and the offending is sim

ply a sym
ptom

. Inform
ing them

 of the evidence 
behind the rationale applied by the Courts and prom

oting in all w
e do that an 

evidence based approach m
ust be used.  W

e all have a role to play in educating, 
our experience is that people take a far different view

 w
hen provided w

ith a 
m

easured explanation of how
 best to deal w

ith these issues.  

Reducing youth offending 

There are tw
o types of approaches – preventative and interventionist.  

Prevention is alw
ays better than cure and sim

ilarly preventative approaches to 
youth justice are m

ore cost effective and have m
ore positive effects on the 

com
m

unity. 

W
hatever approach is taken the N

SW
 review

 of effective practice in Juvenile 
Justice highlights six key principles to support the im

plem
entation of effective 

practice in juvenile justice, they are gleaned from
 evidence taken from

 around 
the w

orld ; Evidence-based policy form
ulation, avoidance of youth incarceration 

w
herever possible, com

prehensive and com
plem

entary program
m

ing, tailored 
strategies 

for 
Indigenous 

and 
other 

culturally 
diverse 

groups, 
w

hole-of-
governm

ent collaboration and w
hole-of-com

m
unity collaboration.  

All of the above have great m
erit, one in particular is of utm

ost im
portance – the 

w
hole-of-G

overnm
ent approach. The N

T could benefit hugely from
 a w

hole of 
governm

ent approach to our young people, an area w
ith low

 educational 
outcom

es, in particular in our indigenous population, w
here a large num

ber of 
our children are beginning their form

al education behind the national standard, 
the N

T has an overstretched child protection system
, w

ith the m
ajority of 

reports being those of neglect. It is interesting to note that second to poor 
parenting, engagem

ent w
ith education is the next m

ost prevalent factor in 
determ

ining w
hether som

eone is likely to have a crim
inal record as an adult 

(follow
ed by em

ploym
ent) utilising a w

hole of governm
ent approach could 

greatly im
prove the levels of offending. If Education, Police, D

epartm
ent of 

Children and Fam
ilies and Corrections w

orked collaboratively the results could 
be far reaching and hugely effective. Rather than view

ing interaction w
ith 

Correctional Services as the tim
e w

hen these offenders should be rehabilitated, 
identifying those at risk of offending as early as pre-school is a far m

ore cost 
effective and beneficial m

odel.  

W
hat w

orks? 

D
evelopm

ental crim
e prevention 

School safety initiatives  
After-school activities 
Situational crim

e prevention 
Therapeutic 

interventions, 
including 

m
ulti-system

ic 
therapy, 

fam
ily 

functional therapy and aggression replacem
ent training 

M
entoring 

Targeted policing of high risk youths and of areas w
here they are know

n 
to com

m
it crim

es 
Restorative justice 

W
hat doesn’t w

ork? 

Juvenile curfew
s 

Scared straight program
s  

Probation 
Incarceration  
Boot cam

ps 
Trying juveniles in adult courts 

 N
T – w

hat could w
ork? 

A w
hole of governm

ent approach – Education, Police, D
CF, Corrections, 

H
ealth is the num

ber one w
ay of taking a positive and effective approach 

to prevention. The m
ost pressing is the need for coordination betw

een 
D

CF and Youth Justice.  



Early intervention evidence based program
s – this is critical in particular 

for indigenous fam
ilies given the extensive risk factors for offending 

experienced by those fam
ilies. 

Fam
ily G

roup Conferencing – as used in N
Z, this involves the Indigenous 

com
m

unity 
in 

taking 
a 

culturally 
appropriate 

approach 
to 

youth 
offending, w

hilst its benefits are not hugely evident, attem
pts to involve 

the com
m

unity m
ust be com

m
ended and adequate resources invested to 

ensure that they have the best chance of being effective.  
There are a w

ide variety of alternative program
s, the O

CC w
ould alw

ays 
support those program

s that have been evaluated and m
easured. O

ne 
such program

, w
hich can be used as an exam

ple, in particular due to our 
dem

ographic is: 
o

Aggression Replacem
ent Training – aim

s to reduce anti-social 
behaviour 

by 
targeting 

cognitive, 
behavioural 

and 
em

otional 
aspects of juvenile aggression. D

eals w
ith both the external factors 

– parental and peer influences and internal-cognitive problem
s 

believed to underlie aggressive behaviour. Specific interventions of 
this consist of ‘skill stream

ing’ w
hich teaches pro-social skills, as 

w
ell as ‘anger-control training’ and ‘training in m

oral reasoning’. 
This can be done in sm

all groups and have proven effective for 
juvenile offenders. It has proven effective in outcom

es and cost. 
G

iven the fact that m
uch of the behaviour is im

pulsive in particular the 
low

er level crim
e area, this is som

ething that could not only prevent 
future offending but also aid a positive experience in detention in 
providing coping m

echanism
s and behavioural change.  

 Looking Forw
ard – Effective Practice (N

SW
 Report) 

 To continue to educate and prom
ote the need for Evidence-based policy 

form
ulation – policy m

akers should take into account “w
hat w

orks”. 
W

hile get tough approaches m
ay be politically attractive (our new

 Bail 
legislation) evidence indicates they are not effective Therefore policy 
should be guided by scientific research and cost-benefit analyses rather 
than political convenience. 
To prom

ote com
m

unity based program
s rather than incarceration, w

ith 
the goal of reducing population of juveniles in custody, in the first instance 
by reducing offending. 

Prom
ote a public health approach to address delinquency across the 

entire developm
ental lifecycle. ie early age intervention, school, fam

ily 
and com

m
unity based prevention program

s.  
If custody is absolutely necessary effective program

s during detention 
and after m

ust be provided. 
Adequate culturally appropriate strategies – m

any program
s dow

nfall in 
addressing Indigenous offending is the m

anipulation of m
ainstream

 
program

s for indigenous young people rather than indigenous specific 
program

m
ing.  

W
hole of G

overnm
ent / Com

m
unity collaboration – as discussed above. 
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