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About VACRO
VACRO is an independent, non-profit organisation created in 1872. We support people in contact
with the criminal justice system and their families to create new beginnings and stronger
communities.
Our work provides the support people need to get their lives back on track, and recognises the role
all members of a community play in successful reintegration.
We provide programs in four broad categories:
•

Returning to community: we deliver tailored pre-release support to adults in prison, and
provide a case manager to support people post-release.

•

Strengthening family connection: we support family visits in prison, provide family
counselling and provide specific assistance to Aboriginal families visiting their loved ones.

•

Returning to work: we run two social enterprises to build job skills, and connect Aboriginal
people with employment pathways after prison.

•

Supporting disability: we assist people with disabilities to navigate the criminal justice
system.

VACRO’s services provides practical support driven by long-term thinking. Our research, policy and
advocacy work imagines a fairer future through systemic change. VACRO’s work benefits
individuals, their families, and whole communities.
VACRO welcomes the opportunity to submit to and testify in front of this inquiry. Our expertise in
delivering programs to people preparing for and working through release from prison situates us
well to respond to the Terms of Reference and offer a perspective to the Committee on how
government can change the conditions of the criminal justice system to promote better
reintegration and more successful desistance from crime.
About ReLink and ReConnect
Our flagship reintegration programs – ReLink and ReConnect – and the experiences of our case
managers working with participants as part of these programs – will be referred to repeatedly
throughout our submission.
ReLink is a voluntary program providing practical assistance and tailored support for life beyond
prison. It prepares people to successfully reintegrate back into their communities, through
facilitated group sessions and individual transition planning. ReLink is available for
eligible adults up to 12 months prior to their release from prison.
ReConnect supports people to successfully settle back into their communities after being released
from prison. It is a voluntary program available to people with high and complex transitional needs,
who work one-on-one with a case manager to develop and achieve their reintegration goals over a
period of between one and 12 months.
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Introduction
Of the Inquiry’s four Terms of Reference, VACRO’s expertise lies most clearly in the second,
regarding strategies to help our participants avoid reoffending and desist from crime. We will
therefore focus on that term, although our recommendations will also apply to the others. Our
perspective is systemic, and our focus is on ways the system can improve to give our participants
the best opportunity to create new beginnings after offending.
In the first section, Transforming terminology, we will begin by challenging some of the premises of
the Inquiry and make recommendations relating to changing how the criminal justice system views
and refers to the people who are engaged in it, their experiences of it, and their pathways out of it.
We will then move on to the core of our experience in the second section, Transforming
reintegration, and make recommendations grounded in our program delivery experience. We
believe these recommendations will lead to higher levels of desistance and better outcomes for our
participants, their families, and their communities.
Our final section, Transforming prison, is rooted in our belief that reintegration begins pre-release
and that conditions in prison have a significant impact on life after prison. We will make
recommendations for in-prison reforms that will give our participants the best chance of good
outcomes post-release.
At several points throughout this submission, we will refer to Corrections Victoria’s seven critical
reintegration domains. These are the objectives of the Corrections Victoria Reintegration Pathway
(CVRP), described as “the key drivers of effective and successful reintegration”.1 As a CVRP service
provider, we support our participants to achieve self-defined outcomes related to the seven
domains, which are:
•

Housing

•

Mental health

•

Employment

•

Alcohol and drugs

•

Education and training

•

Family/community connectedness

•

Independent living skills

Many of our recommendations relate to the barriers participants face in achieving these outcomes.
We co-produced this submission with an individual with lived experience of Victoria’s prison
system, whose reflections are embedded in labelled pull-out boxes throughout. As far as possible
we have also supported our arguments in this submission with case studies (all names changed)
and practice examples from our program managers and staff, also highlighted in pull-out boxes.
LIVED EXPERIENCE

Hi, I’m Jordan Dittloff. I was part of the pilot Peer Mentoring Program at VACRO, I’m studying law
and I have a keen interest in policy. I have lived experience of 27 months’ incarceration in Victoria.

1

https://www.corrections.vic.gov.au/release/transitional-programs
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Transforming terminology
One of our strongest recommendations to this Inquiry involves transforming how Victoria’s
criminal justice system, including Corrections Victoria and the Department of Justice and
Community Safety, perceives and refers to the people under its care.
At VACRO our priority is to create new beginnings for people involved with the system, and we do
this by looking forward into their future and not backward into their past. For us and our
participants, prison is the start of a new journey after offending, and our focus is on what happens
next.
There remains a tendency within Victoria’s criminal justice system to define people in prison by
their offending, to measure their ‘success’ or ‘failure’ only by whether offending ceases completely,
and to see release, rather than prison, as the start of reintegration. In this Inquiry’s Terms of
Reference, for example, we see this tendency reflected in some of the language used, including
terminologies that are fundamentally problematic for the people we work with, and which
influence their experiences of Victoria’s criminal justice system.
There are three points we would like to raise with the Committee in this respect.

Why VACRO does not use the word ‘offender’
We note that the Inquiry’s Terms of References includes use of the word “offenders” to describe
the people that Victoria’s criminal justice system is “dealing with”.
The acronym VACRO stands for the Victorian Association for the Care and Resettlement of
Offenders. While this is our organisation's full legal name, over time we've come to understand that
words like 'offender' are not the most appropriate or accurate way to refer to the people we work
with. That's why we simply call ourselves VACRO.
Language plays an important role in reintegration. Terms like ‘offender’ stereotype and shame
people, which makes it harder to integrate into society. For us, offending is one small part of a
much bigger picture. A person can’t change the things they’ve done, but they can still change the
course of their life. Calling a person an 'offender' traps them permanently in the worst
mistake they’ve made.
We believe in people's capacity to change. That's why we strive for language that reflects people’s
dignity, humanity, and diversity. In our work, and in this submission, you will see us talk about
'people involved in the criminal justice system' and 'people in (or leaving) prison'. In relation to our
programs, we refer to 'people we work with' or 'program participants'.
We recognise that the criminal justice system causes harm to people, families, and entire
communities. Using language that recognises people’s humanity helps us to minimise that harm
and focus on new beginnings.
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We would strongly encourage the Committee – and, by extension, the Victorian government – to
move away from using terms like ‘offender’ and towards using person-first language
that recognises the new beginnings that individuals usually want to create after their offending.
LIVED EXPERIENCE

The terminology the administrators of a system use to describe the people within it is powerful, not
least because of the real potential to internalise and perpetuate narratives of victimhood,
helplessness, and criminal identity.

Focusing on ‘desistance’ as well as ‘recidivism’
We also note that the Inquiry’s Terms of Reference and early hearings have referred repeatedly to
‘recidivism’ as a measure of failure of the criminal justice system and the people in it, and to
reduced recidivism as a measure of success. Although measuring the success of the criminal justice
system against recidivism is important, it doesn’t accurately reflect an individual’s journey away
from offending. It also doesn’t allow us to identify the elements of the journey that are most
influential in encouraging an individual to desist from crime.
For this reason, at VACRO we encourage using ‘desistance’ as a guiding principle alongside
‘recidivism’. Whereas recidivism refers to a discrete moment – a moment at which offending recurs
– desistance refers to the path away from offending and towards “successful integration with the
[non-offending] community”.2 If an end to recidivism is the desired outcome, desistance is the
process by which people achieve it. When we focus on the process of desistance, and the
assistance our participants need to make that process successful, we ultimately see better
outcomes in recidivism, alongside a host of other good outcomes for our participants, their
families, and their communities.
Desistance theory is backed by a substantial body of research literature dating back to the
1990s. Rather than asking which reintegration services ‘work’, this research identifies patterns and
themes in the lives of people who move away from crime.
According to the literature, if their journey toward desistance is to be successful, participants need:
•

To develop new self-labels and narratives to build a sense of optimism and control over
the future.

•

Sustainable and healthy connections with their families, new peer groups, and
supportive organisations.

•

Access to the resources and opportunities that they value, such as housing, employment,
and appropriate healthcare.

McNeill, F., Farrall, S., Lightowler, C., & Maruna, S. (2012). How and why people stop offending: Discovering desistance
(Insights: Evidence Summaries to Support Social Services in Scotland). Institute for Research and Innovation in Social
Services. http://eprints.gla.ac.uk/79860/1/79860.pdf, p. 8
2
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•

Community participation and involvement in activities they find meaningful.

Progress towards desistance can be threatened by setbacks such as problematic alcohol and other
drug use and bouts of criminal activity. A study drawing from qualitative data on the trajectories of
people moving between prison and community settings in Australia, the UK and the USA offers
some useful insights.3 It demonstrates that recidivism typically results from a “rising tide of
desperate circumstances, a succession of insurmountable obstacles and the ensuing mood of
fatalism”.
Organisations like VACRO can help participants avoid lapses by providing the support they need at
critical moments to immediately improve their circumstances. In addition, supporting participants
to build a network of meaningful relationships with others who are not involved in crime can
ensure that they have other avenues of support, and someone to desist for. Where lapses occur,
refocusing on the progress made and avoiding a focus on deficits can help people get back on
track. Our desistance-focused practice guides many of the recommendations we will make in the
Transforming reintegration and Transforming prisons sections of this submission.
LIVED EXPERIENCE

Desistance theory holds that people do not desist “away” from crime, they desist “towards” positive
life goals that have the consequence of reduced or eliminated criminal activity. I and those I did time
with felt that the emphasis was on what we were not to do, rather than any interest on what we did
instead. The overwhelming feeling conveyed one of “get out, keep your head down, don’t disclose
your record, don’t re-offend, and live a small life”. Corrections staff need to be trained to help
inmates, those on corrections orders, and parolees to identify positive goals and strategies to achieve
them rather than just working on strategies to minimise risk of reoffending.

Committing to ‘throughcare’
‘Throughcare’ has been defined as “the process of delivering continuous care” for people in prison
from when they are first incarcerated until sometime after their release when they have other
support networks in the community.4 The term is often used in research reports and advocacy
documents about the justice system, and sometimes used in government policy documents.5 It is

Halsey, M., Armstrong, R., & Wright, S. (2017). ‘F* ck It!’: Matza and the Mood of Fatalism in the Desistance Process.
British Journal of Criminology, 57(5), 1041–1060.
3

Borzycki, M. (2005). Interventions for prisoners returning to the community. Australian Institute of Criminology.
https://www.aic.gov.au/publications/archive/archive-123
4

See, for example, Council of Australian Governments. (2016). Prison to Work Report. Commonwealth of Australia.
https://www.coag.gov.au/sites/default/files/reports/prison-to-work-report.pdf, and Department of Correction Services.
(2020). Rehabilitation Programs Branch Model of Service. Government of South Australia.
https://www.corrections.sa.gov au/ data/assets/pdf file/0010/94069/Rehabilitation-Programs-Branch-Model-ofService.pdf
5
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also incorporated into many programs run by community organisations, including ours. The term is
not, as far as we are aware, employed within any public documents published by Corrections
Victoria, but there are elements of throughcare in some programs currently run or funded by
Corrections Victoria; for example, the progression from ReLink as a pre-release program through to
ReConnect as a post-release program is a basic example of throughcare.
At its most elementary level, taking a throughcare approach means recognising that successful
reintegration does not start at the point of release but at the point of intake. At VACRO, we see
evidence every day that post-release outcomes are intimately connected to the steps taken prerelease. Best practice throughcare includes:
•

Creating continuing relationships – i.e., relationships between program participants and
staff that begin in prison and continue into the community.

•

Separating service programs from security – i.e., programs that are run by community
organisations, whose role is institutionally separate from prison management.

•

Integrating with other services to break down silos– i.e., holistic, wrap-around
services that link from in-prison programs to a broad range of services in the community.

This gold standard contrasts with the status quo, in which jurisdictional demarcations between
government departments and between service providers within different sectors result in patchy
collaboration and service gaps.
With the exception of funding for reintegration programs such as ReConnect, justice system
responsibility for prisoners ‘stops at the gate’ and many prisoners find that, on release, there is little
or no communication between prison and community-based services. This represents a significant
policy gap, especially in relation to health and mental health services. This problem goes
beyond the need to create better referral pathways: many organisations are ill-equipped or
reluctant to work with prison leavers and require information and ongoing support to provide
them with safe and appropriate services.
Our arguments and recommendations throughout this submission will be grounded in the
throughcare approach that guides our work, and we encourage the Committee to consider the
importance of foregrounding a throughcare approach in its recommendations.
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Transforming reintegration
Funding longer, broader reintegration programs
VACRO is Victoria’s oldest and only specialist criminal justice reintegration service. We support new
beginnings for people caught in the criminal justice system and their families, by providing people
with the support, tools, and ideas they need to fully participate as members of their community.
We provide this support through reintegration, family, and employment support programs,
including our flagship reintegration programs ReLink and ReConnect.
ReLink is a voluntary pre-release program for people identified by Corrections Victoria as having
particularly high reintegration needs. It aims to prepare these prison leavers to reintegrate
successfully into the community through intensive group and individual workshops that help
people understand and prepare for their release. The program is designed for at risk cohorts and
prisoners serving longer sentences with more than six weeks remaining until release or parole.
Eligibility is regularly reviewed by Corrections Victoria.
Each year, ReLink supports about 2000 people in its group model, and around 700 in its more
intensive, 1-on-1 stream. It helps people prepare for the practicalities of getting life up and
running. By the end of their time in ReLink, participants have developed their own transition plan
covering the elements of Corrections Victoria’s seven critical domains that are most relevant to
them. VACRO delivers ReLink at all prisons in Victoria except the Judy Lazarus Transition Centre,
Metropolitan Remand Centre, Melbourne Assessment Prison and Ravenhall Correctional Centre.
ReLink Level 1 is delivered in a small group setting and provides up to eight hours of discussions,
videos, and exercises across four modules. ReLink Level 2 provides up to four hours of one-on-one
transitional support to prisoners who, through participation in ReLink Level 1, are identified as
having even higher significant and complex transitional needs requiring further assistance.
ReConnect is a post-release program. It provides case work, psychosocial and financial support,
and a bridge to health and community services for many ReLink completers when they are released
from prison. Due to a higher eligibility threshold for ReConnect, approximately 65% of ReLink
participants are offered the post-release component.
Each ReConnect participant is allocated a case manager who commences working with them prerelease and walks alongside them post-release. The first contact usually occurs at a handover
meeting involving the ReLink Reintegration Coordinator, the ReConnect Case Manager, the
participant and – often – relevant prison staff or other service providers.
The ReConnect Case Manager takes initial cues from the transition plan built in ReLink and
provides assertive outreach and practical assistance to enable participants to achieve their goals.
ReConnect is delivered through a regional service delivery model to maximise engagement with
local service networks. VACRO delivers ReConnect in the Grampians and Barwon South West
regions; Jesuit Social Services and ACSO deliver ReConnect in other parts of Victoria.
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ReConnect includes ‘Targeted’ (up to four weeks) and ‘Extended’ (up to 12 months) streams. In
general, participants who complete ReLink Level 1 are referred to the Targeted Stream, while
participants who complete ReLink Level 2 are referred to the Extended Stream. A formal evaluation
of VACRO’s delivery of ReLink and ReConnect published this year found that the programs
“support participants to develop the pre-conditions for desistance” and have “program
mechanisms that are compatible with current evidence about enabling journeys towards
reintegration”.6
Specifically, the evaluation noted that the ReLink and ReConnect model provided by VACRO:
•

Enables new self-labels and narratives by foregrounding personal agency and decision
making.

•

Enables sustainable and healthy connections with families, peers, and institutions through
exposure to positive relationships and minimising exposure to unhealthy relationships.

•

Enables respectful recognition from others by fostering relationships with staff and other
participants that involve care and mutual positive regard.

•

Enables realistic and legitimate access to resources and opportunities that participants
value via a bridge to other providers and resources for alcohol and other drugs (AOD),
employment, housing, health, and living skills.

ReLink and ReConnect are successful reintegration programs, and there is a need for more
programs delivered using their bedrock principles, which are:
•

They provide the best throughcare possible in the current context.

•

They are participant-led and tailored to the participant’s needs.

•

They are trauma-informed and strengths-based.

•

They are provided by community organisations with the highest level of relevant expertise,
rather than by Corrections Victoria or by private companies.

However, there are a number of limitations placed on VACRO’s delivery of these programs that we
would like to bring to the Inquiry’s attention.
First, the programs are not long enough. The eight hours of support provided through ReLink are
not enough to prepare a thorough, individualised transition plan or to identify whether the
participant needs more intensive support post-release. Those who go on to participate in
ReConnect Targeted receive just four weeks of post-release support, while most ReConnect
Extended participants receive six to twelve months of support.
This is simply not enough time to address Corrections Victoria’s seven critical reintegration
domains: housing, employment, education and training, independent living skills, mental health,
alcohol and drugs, and family and community connectedness.

Gelb, K., Liddell, M., & Martinovic, M. (2021). Supported transitions from prison to community: Evaluating VACRO’s
ReLink and ReConnect programs. Karen Gelb Consulting; RMIT University. Unpublished.
6
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PRACTICE EXAMPLE

Service providers within the CVRP can receive a bonus payment in each of the seven critical
reintegration domains if Corrections Victoria considers them to have been achieved. In our
experience, this bonus payment is hardly ever paid, because there is rarely enough time to reach a
level of ‘achieved’ in a majority of the seven domains.
To take housing as an example: our case managers can easily spend the four weeks of Targeted
support just looking for housing. Even then, very few ReConnect participants have secured stable
housing at the end of their ReConnect support period. This is particularly problematic as recent
research carried out in Victoria shows that the risk of homelessness for people leaving prison is
highest six months post-release, when other unstable housing arrangements such as rooming
houses or staying with friends and family can come to an end, and by which time the participant
has transitioned out of the ReConnect program.7
The length of ReConnect must be extended if we are to address the seven critical domains with our
participants, while still of course remaining voluntary and allowing participants to exit earlier if they
feel their needs are met. We note that the previous iteration of ReConnect – a program called
LinkOut – was funded for longer periods of support than ReConnect.
LIVED EXPERIENCE

Current length and funding for community reintegration programs such as ReConnect needs to be
significantly extended and recognise the impact of incarceration over a one- and two-year time
horizon rather than just the period immediately following release.
The current shorter focus takes place within the context of intensive parole or CCO conditions, which
are times of lower risk for ex-offenders due to the high level of supervision and structure. Where
reintegration programs are truly needed is after these conditions and restrictions ease and individuals
are required to set goals, manage priorities, and fend for themselves in their reintegration journey.
Second, the programs are not wide enough. Eligibility for ReLink and ReConnect is tight, and while
we recognise the need to offer intensive support to certain cohorts, we also know that many
people in prison who would benefit from reintegration support are missing out.
More than 10,000 people have been discharged from Victorian prisons each year for the last three
financial year.8 Around 2,000 people participate in the ReLink program each year, and only
approximately 65% are eligible to continue to ReConnect. Often, our ReLink case managers identify
individuals who will likely have complex needs post-release but will not be eligible for ReConnect.
We would like to be able to deliver more individual pre-release sessions for this cohort.

Moschion & Johnson (2019), ‘Homelessness and Incarceration: A Reciprocal Relationship?’, Journal of Quantitative
Criminology, 35 (4), 855-887.
7

8

https://www.corrections.vic.gov.au/annual-prisoner-statistical-profile-2009-10-to-2019-20
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Of those who can secure a place on ReConnect, we find that around 40% will only be eligible for
four weeks of post-release support, and 60% eligible for extended support, usually lasting around
six months. It is clear therefore that there are a significant number of people not receiving
throughcare post-release support, putting their desistance at risk and creating a higher chance of
recidivism. Funding to expand the eligibility of ReLink and ReConnect would make a significant
difference.
Finally, it is important to note that neither ReLink nor ReConnect is designed to be directly
responsible for providing services in the seven critical domains. Rather, ReLink is designed to
inform participants about what will be required of them, and what supports may be available, while
ReConnect case managers facilitate access to services and supports in these fields. For most of our
participants, insufficient access to at least some of the service systems encompassed within these
domains frequently interrupts progress towards their goals. As specified above, the lack of housing
is one example. The lack of appropriate local mental health support and addiction treatment
services are other examples.
Scarcity of services is not the only problem; existing services are often not equipped or prepared to
work with our participants. Sometimes there is no specific access point for people who have been
in contact with the criminal justice system, resulting in lengthy waiting periods for people who
need immediate support. At other times stigma or unfamiliarity with the needs of our participants
can mean they are turned away.
There needs to be better communication between prison-based and community-based services, as
well as ongoing support and information to encourage and equip community services to work with
people leaving prison. This support should be funded for provision by services like VACRO and
other community services that work at the intersection between justice and community.

RECOMMENDATIONS

•

Expand the eligibility for the CVRP to enable a greater number of prison leavers to access
these services.

•

Expand the CVRP to enable service providers to deliver a greater number of hours of prerelease support to each participant (including more hours of one-on-one support where
appropriate), and to extend post-release support to a minimum of one year and a
maximum of two years.

•

Develop a strategy for improving access to community support services for people leaving
prison; this should include reintegration service providers working with those services to
encourage and equip them to work with people leaving prison.
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Centring family in reintegration practice
The pain of separation from family is a defining feature of prison life.9 Parents report feelings of
anger, anxiety, sadness, depression, shame, guilt, decreased self-esteem, and a sense of loss when
separated from their children. Parental incarceration is internationally recognised as an Adverse
Childhood Experience, defined as potentially traumatic events, experiences, or environments that
occur in childhood and have lasting, negative effects on health, wellbeing, and life opportunities,
including an increased risk of becoming involved in the criminal justice system themselves.10
Despite this, there is no formal support provided by the justice system for the children of the
people it incarcerates, and children’s care arrangements receive little formal attention from police
or courts.
Relationships between parents in prison and their families can be fractured and characterised by
infrequent, low-quality communication, and there can also be conflict between parents and the
carers of the children, which can harm the chances of good family connectedness post-release. The
release itself can present further difficulties: without help to manage a return to the household,
tensions can arise, and unrealistic expectations may not be met.
Maintaining and strengthening relationships between people in prison and their families –
especially between incarcerated parents and their children, and the carers of their children – can
therefore have psychosocial benefits for families and increase the likelihood of desistance from
crime.
Desistance research shows that repairing and maintaining family relationships is an important
protective factor against re-offending: recognition as a parent can offer a prosocial, respected
identity; love of family can provide someone to desist for; and aspiration to be a good parent can
act as a ‘hook for change’.11 However, the impact of incarceration on the families of the individual

9

For more literature on the impact of incarceration on families and children, we recommend:

Besemer, K. L., & Dennison, S. M. (2017). Social exclusion in families affected by paternal imprisonment. Australian & New
Zealand Journal of Criminology, 51(2), 221–238. https://doi.org/10.1177/0004865817701530
Flynn, C. (2011). Responding to the children of women in prison: Making the invisible visible. Family Relationships
Quarterly, 19. https://aifs.gov.au/cfca/publications/family-relationships-quarterly-no-19/responding-children-womenprison-making-invisible
Flynn, C., Naylor, B., & Fernandez Arias, P. (2015). Responding to the needs of children of parents arrested in Victoria,
Australia. The role of the adult criminal justice system. Australian & New Zealand Journal of Criminology, 49(3), 351–369.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0004865815585390
Sheehan, R. (2010). Parental imprisonment and child protection: A study of children presented to the Melbourne
children’s court. Australian Social Work, 63(2), 164–178.
10

https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/fastfact.html

11

This comprises a large body of literature, but we recommend/cite here in particular:

Giordano, P. C., Cernkovich, S. A., & Rudolph, J. L. (2002). Gender, crime, and desistance: Toward a theory of cognitive
transformation. American Journal of Sociology, 107(4), 990–1064.
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in prison has long been overlooked, and there are significant gaps in service provision to support
the important reintegration domain of family connectedness.
The family connectedness domain is not just about preparing families for reunification postrelease, but about maintaining strong family relationships during the entire period of incarceration.
Our participants don’t leave their families when they enter prison and re-join when they exit. With
the right mix of supports, parents, children, and whole families can develop and maintain healthy
relationships with each other while one member is incarcerated, resulting in better immediate and
life-long outcomes.
To achieve these outcomes, a holistic approach is required that matches the scale and complexity
of the Victorian prison system, the complexity of family members’ lives in the community, and the
vast range of different families and relationships navigating the experience of incarceration.
Corrections Victoria and community organisations like VACRO need to invest time and resources to
design a vision for how the justice system responds to families. The vision should build on the
success of existing programs, examples of which we have included below.

Family visits
Multiple barriers prevent children from visiting their parents in prison and around half of
imprisoned parents receive no visits from their children. Barriers may include poor health, financial
poverty, and carers who are unwilling or unable to visit due to distance, cost, or time pressure.
Although they are important to and highly valued by our participants, the visits themselves can be
strained: visit centres can be inhospitable, physical contact can be limited, privacy is lacking, and
having natural parent-child interactions can be difficult. During the COVID-19 pandemic, all inperson visits to Australian prisons were cancelled, compounding this problem even further.
In response to some of these issues, VACRO runs two programs relating to family visits. The
Aboriginal Family Visits Program subsidises the travel and accommodation costs of people visiting
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander family members in prison. Our new Family Visits Program
strengthens relationships between women in prison and their families and children by facilitating
video visits between women and family members in their home. In these regularly scheduled 30minute sessions, parents in prison use a private video room that is furnished to resemble a family
space and has no corrections-related signage visible.
The program was piloted with mothers in Tarrengower Prison and feedback on the pilot was
unanimously positive. The video visits have played an important role in connecting families where
children are unable to visit and have also filled a gap for families who already have contact and
phone visits. Family visits via video enable a kind of connection that telephone calls and contact
visits at the prison cannot provide: a chance for mothers to see, and be integrated into, home life,

Halsey, M. (2018). ‘Everyone is in damage control’: The Meanings and Performance of Family for Second and Third
Generation Prisoners. In Prisons, Punishment, and the Family. Oxford University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198810087.003.0014
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and for children to engage with their mothers from a safe place at a time that suits the family.
Feedback from families in the pilot included that video visits are less stressful than contact visits
and provide greater opportunity for connection and intimacy than phone calls. Of course, video
visits fulfil a different need from personal visits and phone calls, and families should have access to
all three.
The video visits have been a steppingstone for some mothers to reconnect with children they have
become estranged from. This opportunity for active parenting prior to release provides an effective
transition process for everyone involved. Maintaining the adult’s parental role while in prison can
be essential to ensuring that children accept their role as a parent when they return home. The
video visits also improved the happiness and emotional wellbeing of children involved in the pilot
program. After its successful pilot, the program has been expanded to run at the Dame Phyllis Frost
Centre and to include all family members, not just children.
CA S E S T U D Y

Maddie is 28, and her five-year-old son Harvey lived with her at Tarrengower Prison for four years
during her initial sentence. After Maddie breached bail conditions, she was returned to custody. Due
to his age, Harvey could no longer be with her in Tarrengower and was required to live with his
maternal grandmother, Janine, in rural New South Wales.
It is easy to imagine how disruptive these changes were for Harvey, and the way it impacted his
connectedness with his mum. Janine has a disability and is isolated. As well as caring for Harvey, she
had anxieties about Maddie’s return to her home community as her release date approached. For her
part, Maddie was dealing with the pain of separation from her child, as well as the extra restrictions
imposed due to the Covid crisis. She was seeking any opportunities to reconnect with Harvey.
Maddie applied to be part of the Family Visits program from Tarrengower and was accepted. The
Video Visits Coordinator (VVC) had a lot of involvement in ensuring that the video calls between
Maddie. Harvey and Janine went smoothly. The VVC provided a high level of technical assistance to
Janine, both in the set-up phase and ongoing. The VVC spoke regularly with Janine to debrief after
video visits, workshopping any issues that arose and providing socioemotional support.
As Maddie’s release date approached, the video conversations turned to her reintegration into the
community. For his part, Harvey was delighted to interact with his Mum in real time via video. He
was starting school and delighted in showing his mum his school uniform and homework. He also
enjoyed showing her his new teeth. Both Maddie and her mother requested increased frequency of
calls.
The feedback from Maddie and Janine about Family Visits was very positive. They described the
program as ‘life-changing’. They said the program enabled their family to stay connected, become
closer and plan for the future. It allowed the three of them to ‘experience something approaching
normalcy.’
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Family therapy and reintegration
VACRO centres family in its reintegration practice and runs programs that are specific to family
connectedness as a reintegration domain. Our Parents and Families Program (PaF) and Supporting
Kids and Families Program (SKaF) are family counselling programs that work to strengthen
relationships between men and women who are preparing to leave prison and their families.
PaF runs at the Judy Lazarus Transition Centre for men and at Tarrengower Prison for women, while
SKaF runs at Beechworth Prison. Sessions for participants in these programs include a combination
of individual and family based therapeutic counselling sessions, parent-child interactions, and
facilitated family meetings, delivered by experienced specialists with training in family counselling
techniques specific to criminal justice settings. Each intervention is responsive to the family’s
situation and modified over time as family members grow and change throughout the process.
We have found that this family-centric approach leads to more successful reintegration. Family
therapy while parents are in prison can help them to prepare for reunification with children and
other family members, strengthen relationships with children and co-parents/carers, and move on
from difficult past parental situations. After participants are released, the tools developed in family
therapy support them to manage day-to-day family life, negotiate parenting with minimal conflict,
set boundaries, and come to terms with new realities. The experience also promotes positive
development pathways for children. When parents are better resourced and supported, they
provide more support to their children and can act as the sort of role models they want to be.
This support must not wait until the parent is approaching release: in line with the throughcare
approach and in recognition of the fact that family relationships continue through custody, we
strongly recommend starting family work as early as possible.
CA S E S T U D Y

Mindy was serving a long sentence for a serious offence. At the time of offending, Mindy was a young
sole parent of two pre-school aged girls. Mindy was devoted to them but was battling the cumulative
effects of multiple and complex traumas including homelessness, disconnection from her Aboriginal
heritage, prolonged family violence experiences, a chronic mental health condition, and substance
use issues.
Mindy’s children were placed in the care of different family members, but none of the placements
worked. Her mother cared for Mindy’s daughters for a time, but her own substance use, acute mental
health issues and family violence made the arrangement untenable. The children were removed to
live with aunties interstate.
Mindy knew her children were suffering, and this caused her enormous pain. Combined with
substance withdrawal and isolation, she became angry and depressed. Her relationship with her
mother was in tatters, and her connection to her children deteriorated. She heard from her aunty that
her daughters had started to exhibit troubling behaviours. Mindy was determined that her daughters
would not be ensnared by the difficulties that had trapped their mother and grandmother, and
wanted to take strong, positive action.
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Mindy was referred to PaF counselling at Tarrengower Prison in the last six months of her long
sentence. She approached the counselling with absolute determination to do whatever was required
to reunify with her children. The counselling approach was to leverage this motivation, highlight her
current strengths and build her confidence to resume parenting duties.
She participated in the PaF processes of conducting a family assessment, developing goals, building
more understanding of children’s developmental needs, communicating effectively with the important
people in her children’s lives, receiving education on parenting skills, working through appropriate
boundaries with her own mother, and attending to her own self-care through identifying health and
fitness goals.
The PaF counsellor liaised with a team of professionals that included Tarrengower program staff, and
other services such as cultural support and drug treatment. These integrated supports generated big
improvements in Mindy’s interpersonal relationships, and guidance from medical staff helped build
significant improvements in her mental health.
She began to contact her daughters by telephone more frequently. She spoke with them about their
worries about her, how they were coping with school and peers, and how to get along as siblings
while helping the aunty who was providing their day-to-day care. The PaF counsellor also attended a
rare contact visit when the children attended Tarrengower, which provided confirmation of Mindy’s
capacity to maintain loving, rich attachment experiences for her girls, with appropriate use of play,
humour and boundaries.
With the client’s permission the counsellor reported observations on Mindy and her relationship to her
daughters to the DHHS and the Adult Parole Board for their consideration in determining future
parenting arrangements. After six years in custody, Mindy was granted parole and given permission
to reunite with her children interstate. She is now a full-time parent, integrating into a new
community, befriending other parents, has received a job offer, and is relishing the challenges of
parenting two lively kids who are thrilled to have her back. In a recent communication with VACRO,
she also reported that she is training to run her first marathon.
While Corrections Victoria has been investing in support for mothers, and VACRO is pleased to be
a partner in this service delivery, there continues to be unmet need. In particular, there is a yawning
gap in men’s prisons with regard to parenting and family reconnection. We would like to see family
therapy and family visits services and programs extended to all correctional facilities in recognition
of the importance of family connectedness to reintegration, to desistance, and to the wellbeing of
the families and children of a person who is incarcerated.
LIVED EXPERIENCE

Support for domestic relationships affected by incarceration and also support for loved ones wanting
to support a person inside is crucial. My family had to learn how to navigate the byzantine world and
processes of Corrections Victoria, with my ability to communicate to them very limited.
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Resources made available for family of prisoners addressing feelings of guilt, shame or blame within
their lives and communities and even facilitating support groups for people with loved ones inside
would result in stronger support networks to facilitate change within prison and to support change on
release.

Formal recognition for families
At present, the families and children of those impacted by the criminal justice system are not
formally recognised anywhere in government policy and data on such families is not collected.
Victoria has no database tracking the children or families of people in prison and the lack of
information in Australia concerning the circumstances of children whose parents are incarcerated is
well-recognised in academic and policy literature.12 There is also no government agency or position
with a specific mandate for this cohort in Victoria.
Given that the children of incarcerated parents experience long-term adverse effects including an
increased risk of their own criminalisation, and that family connectedness is recognised as a
protective factor against recidivism, we strongly recommend that this be rectified. Designating a
human services responsibility for this cohort within government would allow for the collection of
data on and the designing of service responses for such families.
We recommend that the mandate sit within human services rather than within justice because the
infrastructure and expertise for providing services to vulnerable families already exists in the human
services portfolio. The collection of linked data would facilitate new service responses that include
all incarcerated parents and their children, rather than solely focusing on maternal incarceration.
Such data could also identify local government areas where significant numbers of affected families
reside, to support inter-departmental responses.

RECOMMENDATIONS

•

Corrections Victoria to work with community organisations to design and implement inprison responses to the issues faced by the families of those incarcerated.

•

Designate a human services agency or team with the specific mandate to respond to
families of people involved in the criminal justice system, including the collection of linked
data and the provision of inter-departmental service responses.

•

Extend family therapy services and/or programs to all correctional facilities.

•

Extend video visit programs to all correctional facilities.

Trotter, C., Flynn, C., Naylor, B., Collier, P., Baker, D., McCauley, K., Eriksson, A., 2015. The impact of incarceration on
children’s care: A strategic framework for good care planning. Melbourne: Monash University.
12
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Improving material conditions after prison
Increasing the funding, improving the quality, and extending the length of post-prison
reintegration support is essential, but will be futile if the material conditions faced by our
participants when they leave prison are not improved.
Below we have highlighted a number of the most pressing issues that our case workers spend
considerable time working on that fall outside the traditional scope of the justice system but
nevertheless must be addressed if we are to help people desist from crime after their release.

Housing
The scale of the housing problem faced by our participants cannot be over-stated. Publicly
available linked data on post-prison homelessness in Victoria is extremely limited, but a survey
published by the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) in 2019 found that 54% of
people leaving prison in Australia expected to be homeless when released.13 In 2015 the Victorian
Ombudsman also estimated that 22% of men and 44% of women leaving prison in Victoria were
homeless even after receiving intensive post-prison support.14
At VACRO, more than 80% of our ReConnect program participants (who are deemed to have
higher needs than most of the prison population) face primary or secondary homelessness on their
release from prison. Supporting our participants to find and then maintain housing are the two
biggest challenges our case managers face. These tasks take up the bulk of their time and
resources with a participant, reducing the time available to spend on Corrections Victoria’s six
other critical reintegration domains.
ReConnect participants are automatically eligible for a priority public housing application. However,
because of the dearth of available public housing, very few of our participants secure a place
before the end of their ReConnect package. For most of our homeless participants, a best-case
housing pathway after prison looks like this:
1. A temporary stay in a local motel, funded jointly by ReConnect and their local Housing
Entry Point; followed by
2. A place in time-limited crisis accommodation; and then
3. Up to 12 months in a transitional housing property; until ideally
4. A secure move into public housing.
This lengthy and unstable journey is already far from ideal, but the lack of available public housing
stock blocks even this imperfect pathway for many of our participants: no one can move on from

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, The health of Australia’s prisoners 2018. Available at:
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/prisoners/health-australia-prisoners-2018/summary
13

Victorian Ombudsman, Investigation into the rehabilitation and reintegration of prisoners in Victoria, 2015, 103-104,
citing statistics from Corrections Victoria Intensive Transitional Support Programs, Quarterly Correctional Reports,
Financial year 2013-14,102.
14
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transitional housing, so no one can move on from crisis housing. Our participants are spending
longer in motel accommodation, and we are witnessing greater issues with mental health and with
other reintegration domains as a result. They are effectively left in limbo, unable to execute the
plans they developed in ReLink before their release. Rough sleeping, rooming houses, or unsuitable
crisis accommodation can expose them to illicit and illegal activity, which puts them at a much
higher risk of re-offending.
The chronic lack of available housing undermines the work we and our participants do and is
directly connected to recidivism. The first weeks and months post-release are vital: it’s when
participants are motivated to change. If they can’t start their new life securely, the risk of reversion
to past harmful behaviours increases. Furthermore, recent academic research carried out in Victoria
identified not only that incarceration increases the possibility that a person will become homeless,
but that the risk of homelessness increases further six months after release from prison, when
unstable housing arrangements like motel or crisis accommodation come to an end.15
Unfortunately, the vast majority of VACRO’s ReConnect participants are transitioned out of the
program by the six-month mark when their support package and funding end.
CA S E S T U D Y

Andrew (name changed), a Reconnect client in his thirties, has been in prison on a number of
occasions for serious violent, drug, and property offences. During his last time in prison, Andrew was
antisocial, aggressive, threatening to kill others and to harm himself. He experienced episodes of
psychosis and paranoia, anxiety, depression, and suicidal ideation. He said he used drugs to deal with
his mental health issues.
Andrew was estranged from his family and subject to an Intervention Order (IVO) prohibiting contact
with his mother. He also had limited positive social networks, as he had distanced himself from those
networks revolving around drug use and illegal activities. Intensive engagement with his VACRO
ReConnect case manager revealed that much of his anger and aggression centered on his fear of
having nowhere to live, his belief that no one wanted to help him, and his lack of effective coping
strategies.
Despite our efforts, accommodation could not be secured before Andrew was released from jail and
he said on numerous occasions, “I would rather kill myself than be homeless”. Securing crisis
accommodation was difficult given Andrew’s history and potential for antisocial behaviour.
Fortunately, Andrew’s VACRO case manager found a motel run by former social workers who were
willing to accommodate him.
It took ten days of searching by Andrew and his VACRO Case Worker to secure a tenancy for Andrew
in a caravan park. At the conclusion of Andrew’s ReConnect support package, he was still waitlisted
for housing.

Moschion & Johnson (2019), ‘Homelessness and Incarceration: A Reciprocal Relationship?’, Journal of Quantitative
Criminology, 35 (4), 855-887.
15
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We fear that without our support or a transition into stable housing, Andrew’s circumstances will
have deteriorated again, possibly leading to a return to prison. We don’t know what has happened to
him though, because there is very little linked data available to us. If we had that data, we and
Corrections Victoria would be able to better assess the outcomes for participants like Andrew who are
exited when they still have very high needs. This could lead to vital system reforms.
Finally, we would note that many ReConnect participants are entirely capable of holding down
private rental accommodation, often with support from the Private Rental Assistance Program. In
our experience, many agents do have stock available for low-income tenants, but strong
relationships with agents are required to overcome the significant stigma our participants face, as
well as their lack of rental history. At VACRO we have recently created a Specialist Housing
Coordinator role within our ReConnect team responding to exactly this need, and we believe that
all people living prison who want and are able to access private rental as an option should have
access to a support worker in a similar role. Additional housing subsidies for our participants to
access private rental would also help them towards the safe and secure housing that is so
necessary on the journey to desistance.
LIVED EXPERIENCE

The waiting list for prisoners without access to secure housing is the most significant bottleneck on
parole approval…I knew many people without access to suitable accommodation who served a
significant portion of their parole period in prison rather than supported in the community only due
to lack of accommodation.

RECOMMENDATIONS

•

Collect linked data on post-prison housing outcomes and make this data publicly available.

•

Provide reintegration service providers with access to linked data on our individual
participants for a period of time after they complete; we suggest two years.

•

Increase the amount of housing stock – particularly transitional housing and public housing
– that is targeted for people leaving the criminal justice system.

•

Provide targeted housing support, housing subsidies, and/or increased private rental
assistance for people leaving the criminal justice system.

Employment
Four out of five people who leave the Victorian prison system – nearly 800 people per month -have
no job lined up. We know that employment is a key to successful reintegration for many prison
leavers – evidence shows that stable, good paying jobs helps people to increase their desistance,
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thereby reducing recidivism.16 Conversely, we know that without a job, our participants struggle to
meet their needs: they often can’t afford a place to live, provide for their children, or sustain the
stability they need to deal with other issues they might face including mental health conditions,
addiction, and a lack of community connection. And research shows that being unemployed for a
year nearly halves a person’s chance of ever working again.
When trying to overcome these challenges, people leaving prison face two key barriers:
discrimination and lack of opportunity. Discrimination against people with a criminal conviction is
rife in the job market. In recent years, we have seen a huge increase in the number of organisations
conducting background criminal checks before employing people, and Victoria lacks a prohibition
on discriminating against someone on the basis of an irrelevant criminal conviction.
This discrimination is not a hypothetical: we work with high-functioning people who leave prison,
who get the relevant support structures in place, who might even have university degrees and
extensive work histories, and who are knocked back every time a criminal background check is
required. 46% of people report having a job immediately before entering prison, but only 22% of
people leaving prison are able to secure a job again. There is no question that a key reason for this
is discrimination.
For this reason, VACRO welcomed the passing of Victoria’s spent convictions legislation, which will
strike convictions for eligible minor offences off a person’s record after 10 years, or five years for a
juvenile conviction, if the person doesn’t reoffend during that period. However, we believe there is
more to be done to support thousands of people with relatively recent convictions, or more serious
convictions.
It remains an urgent priority to amend the Equal Opportunity Act to outlaw discrimination on the
basis of an irrelevant criminal conviction. The act still permits employers to discriminate based on a
criminal conviction that hasn’t been spent, further compounding the disadvantage faced by people
with criminal convictions who haven’t yet met the 10-year expiration date for their conviction.
LIVED EXPERIENCE

What needs to be considered by the Inquiry is a “ban the box” initiative that more closely regulates
under what circumstances a criminal record is relevant to employment and what offences employers
can ask applicants to disclose. There should be a direct connection between past offending and the
duties and functions of the job role, rather than criminal record checks simply being a hurdle that
employers can apply in all cases. Rather than allowing individuals not to disclose, the focus should be
on when and what employers are allowed to ask.

See, for example, the literature cited in Hardcastle, L., Dowse, L., McGillivray, J., Newton, D., Rowe, S., Crosbie, J. (2018).
A qualitative study on the experiences of ex-prisoners who are seeking employment, the experiences of practitioners who
work with exprisoners who are seeking employment and the models of practice used. Sydney: UNSW Sydney.
http://doi.org/10.26190/5b4fd5e63e8c6
16
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Although there are certainly employers who do not discriminate, opportunities can be few and far
between because both employers and employees need organised support to ensure the
opportunity is not lost. Participants need a formal pre-release employment preparation program
prior to their release to develop their employability skills, coordinate their education and training,
and tailor an employment program. There needs to be a connection from the prison to employers
in the community, supporting the employer to properly host someone newly released from prison.
As re-entering the community can be traumatic, participants need someone to walk alongside
them, helping them to hold down their employment.
Our experience is that many people leaving prison are reliable and dedicated workers who are fit,
healthy, and used to routine and structure. Many have completed or are completing education,
including university and TAFE courses and other tickets and licences, and have been working in
prison industry and other jobs while in prison. They want to work, but need a willing employer, and
may also need intensive support to tackle the problems that can make holding down a job after
leaving the prison system difficult.
VACRO has recently been funded to launch a ground-breaking program called Second Chance
Jobs, to create these opportunities and provide this support. Second Chance Jobs will be a
comprehensive employment program on a scale not previously available for Victorian prison
leavers: working with people in the year before their release, connecting them to a supportive and
willing employer, and walking alongside them and their employer for a year post-release. By
assisting people leaving prison into jobs, the program will provide immediate income and stable
housing, and create an environment where they can develop stronger ties with their families, live
fulfilling pro-social lives, and become active members of their communities.
The success of Second Chance Jobs will rely on a number of important social changes driven by
government, and particularly the Victorian government’s Social Procurement Framework. The
Framework requires government contractors to meet a number of benchmarks, including the
employment of “disadvantaged Victorians”.
It is commonly accepted that people leaving prison are covered by the term ‘disadvantaged
Victorians’. Nevertheless, we believe that the Framework should be amended to specify that the
term ‘disadvantaged Victorians’ includes people with a criminal record, people leaving prison, or
people in contact with the criminal justice system. This approach would ensure that employers are
aware of the benefits of considering our participants.
It is worth noting that VACRO has an agreement with the winning consortium for Victoria’s largest
ever transport project, the North East Link, to connect at least 50 people leaving prison with
employment on the project. Rather than requiring bidders to set a general target for employing
disadvantaged Victorians, the tender documents required bidders to set targets for employing
specific sub-groups of this cohort, including people in contact with the criminal justice system. As a
result, bidders were required to include people leaving prison in their employment plans for the
project. Reducing bidders’ discretion was undoubtedly advantageous for the people we work with.

VACRO

Submission to the Inquiry into Victoria’s Criminal Justice System

22

LC LSIC
INQUIRY INTO VICTORIA'S CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM
SUBMISSION 77
RECEIVED 31 AUGUST 2021

In the absence of a specific definition in the Framework, we encourage government departments
preparing tenders to require bidders to include targets for people with a criminal record, people
leaving prison, or people in contact with the criminal justice system.
We are also finding that employers need information, incentives, coaching, and ongoing support as
they bring people leaving prison into their organisation. We recommend that the government not
only work to end discrimination against potential employees with a criminal record but also look at
developing a strategy to encourage employers to bring them on board.
LIVED EXPERIENCE

Partnership with industry and active reverse marketing of individual inmates to hosts or sponsoring
employers adds a protective layer to that person’s reintegration into the community. Encouraging and
incentivizing second chance employment schemes and paid work schemes for eligible offenders is
something that must be a feature of any successful criminal justice system. Finding meaningful
employment and education are the two biggest correlates of successful reintegration, and the current
approach is siloed, leaving post release employment in the hands of Centrelink and an
undifferentiated job active provider network ill-equipped to deal with the special challenges faced by
former inmates.

RECOMMENDATIONS

•

Expand eligibility for the spent convictions scheme.

•

Amend the Equal Opportunity Act to outlaw discrimination on the basis of an irrelevant
criminal conviction; amendments should ensure universal criminal record checks cannot be
applied by employers without consideration and justification.

•

List people with a criminal record, people leaving prison, and/or people in contact with the
criminal justice system as a specific targeted group within the ‘disadvantaged’ cohort as
defined by the Social Procurement Framework.

•

Until the Social Procurement Framework is amended, encourage government departments
preparing tenders to require bidders to include employment targets for this group.

•

Provide incentives, information, and support for employers to hire people leaving the
criminal justice system.

Social security
People leaving prison can be the most financially disadvantaged in our communities and many will
need social security payments to survive. The latest figures from the AIHW (which predate the
COVID-19 pandemic) indicate that 78% of people in prison were expecting to receive a
government payment through Centrelink on their release.17 The current maximum fortnightly rate
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, The health of Australia’s prisoners 2018. Available at:
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/prisoners/health-australia-prisoners-2018/summary
17
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of JobSeeker for a single person with no children is $620.80, increasing to $667.50 if single with a
dependent child or children but decreasing to $565.40 if partnered.18 This equates to
approximately $40-$44 a day, which puts recipients significantly below both the Henderson
poverty line and the relative poverty line.
A permanent increase to the JobSeeker payment would lift many of our participants out of poverty
and provide them with a more stable financial base from which to secure housing and then address
their other reintegration needs. Financial stability is key to desistance and, given the difficulty and
stigma our participants face in finding secure employment, the current rate of JobSeeker can make
returning to criminalised activities or economies a more serious or sometimes necessary prospect.

RECOMMENDATIONS

•

Increase the base rate of the JobSeeker Payment by at least $25 a day, ensuring everyone
receives at least $65 a day.

•

Index payments in line with wage movements at least twice per year.

•

Establish a Social Security Commission to advise the Parliament on the ongoing adequacy
of income support payments.

18

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/jobseeker-payment/how-much-you-can-get
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Transforming prison
Our throughcare approach recognises that reintegration and desistance do not begin at the point
of release but at the point of intake, and that conditions in prison are integral to success after
prison. Our case managers deal with the long-term effects of some of these conditions and are well
placed to identify the changes that need to be made inside prisons to give our participants the
best chance of desisting from crime post-release. We have detailed some of these below.

Ending solitary confinement and implementing OPCAT monitoring
Solitary confinement can inflict long-term and irreversible harm, including anxiety and depression,
hallucinations, psychosis, and risk of suicide. It constitutes cruel, inhuman, and degrading treatment
or punishment and under some circumstances can amount to torture.
The UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (the Rules) states that it should
only be used in very exceptional cases, for as short a time as possible, and only as a last resort. The
Rules specifically prohibit using solitary confinement on people with mental or physical disabilities
and on children. The Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody strongly recommended
against ever placing an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander person in solitary confinement.
This is because solitary confinement may result in prolonged or permanent psychiatric disability,
including impairments which may seriously reduce a person’s capacity to reintegrate into the
broader community on release from prison. This was acknowledged by the UN’s Special
Rapporteur on Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman and Degrading Treatment or Punishment a
decade ago:
Intolerance of social interaction after a period of solitary confinement is a handicap that often
prevents individuals from successfully readjusting to life within the broader prison population
and severely impairs their capacity to reintegrate into society when released from prison.19
Despite this, Victorian prisons continue to use solitary confinement as a tool under other names
like ‘isolation’, ‘seclusion’, ‘separation’, ‘protective custody’, and most recently ‘protective
quarantine’. In our work, we often see ‘management units’, which are units for solitary confinement,
used to house our participants. They are over-used to a particularly worrying extent on our
participants who have disabilities.
LIVED EXPERIENCE

In my experience, solitary confinement was routinely used for the purposes of extracting information
from prisoners and putting pressure on inmates under the guise of protecting the welfare of prisoners
and under the catchall justification of good order and management of the prison. Solitary

Juan E. Méndez, Interim report of the Special Rapporteur of the Human Rights Council on torture and other cruel,
inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, UN Doc A/66/26 (5 August 2011).
19
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confinement should not be a feature of modern correctional management and it should certainly not
be used as a disciplinary or coercive tool which is all too frequently the case.
In 2017, the Victorian Ombudsman concluded that long-term separation in an environment such as
the Management Unit at Dame Phyllis Frost Centre may amount to treatment that is cruel,
inhuman, or degrading under the Victorian Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities Act 2006
and is incompatible with the Rules.20 In 2019 she recommended that the Victorian government
establish a legislative prohibition on practices that amount to solitary confinement.21 The
government has indicated it accepts this recommendation and intends to consider a legislative
prohibition as well as amendments to Corrections Regulations to prohibit the use of separation as
a punishment, but this was delayed due to COVID-19 and an update is yet to be provided.22
To this, we would also add that the use of solitary confinement has a significant impact on
reintegration work. VACRO case managers sometimes work with participants who are released
from solitary confinement straight into the community. We see first-hand how people who have
been subjected to solitary confinement in prison experience sensory overload even more strongly
than others upon their release into the community. We find we need to tailor our support for these
participants, increasing their exposure to the community slowly. This means it takes longer to put
supports in place around them and for their reintegration to progress.
PRACTICE EXAMPLE

We had one participant who had to be taken out for coffee every week for months by their case
manager just to get used to being around other people; otherwise, they would stay in their house
unless they had an appointment. We had another participant who, despite having an entire house to
live in, only stayed in their bedroom when they were at home, requested a single bed even though
they could fit a queen bed in their room, and set their bedroom up exactly like their cell in their
management unit. Some of our male participants in solitary confinement have not even seen a
female for years until they meet their ReConnect case manager.
Australia has been in the process of implementing the Optional Protocol to the Convention Against
Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (OPCAT) for three and a
half years.23 OPCAT requires countries that have signed the treaty to prohibit torture and cruel,
inhuman, or degrading treatment such as solitary confinement. Countries must establish structures

Victorian Ombudsman, Implementing OPCAT in Victoria: report and inspection of the Dame Phyllis Frost Centre (2017)
123.
20

Victorian Ombudsman OPCAT in Victoria: A thematic investigation of practices related to solitary confinement of children
and young people (2019), Rec 1, 254.
21

22

Victorian Ombudsman Ombudsman’s recommendations – third report (2020)19.

23

Australia ratified OPCAT on 21 December 2017.
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and mechanisms by which independent rights-based inspections can occur in all places where
people are detained so that their basic rights are protected.
The terms of the treaty are in the process of being incorporated into Australian law, policy, and
practice. The federal Attorney-General’s Department indicated that a federated model of National
Preventive Mechanisms (NPMs) was to be established by January 2022. However, the Australian
Human Rights Commission considers that progress towards implementation of OPCAT has been
“too slow” and that there “needs to be greater momentum towards implementation”.24 In June
2020, the Victorian Ombudsman advised that the Victorian government had “made no visible
progress in designating the body or bodies who will do this [independent inspection work under
the NPM]”.25 She advised that the Victorian Government is yet to respond to her recommendation
about designating an NPM.26

RECOMMENDATIONS

•

Prohibit the use of solitary confinement under Victorian law, policy and guidelines, in line
with the Victorian Ombudsman’s recommendation to this effect.

•

Amend Victorian law, policy, and guidelines to:
o

Use consistent terminology to clearly define the exceptional circumstances in which
a person may be separated from others in prison.

o

Clearly stipulate appropriate safeguards to make sure that this is not abused.

o

Include a requirement that the individual circumstances of the person be taken into
account, including consideration of their disability and health needs, gender, race,
age, and cultural or sexual identity.

•

Immediately establish and resource an independent monitoring body to carry out the
monitoring and inspection work in Victoria’s prisons and youth justice systems in line with
Australia’s obligations under OPCAT.

Setting minimum health and care standards
Rule 24 of the Rules states that:
•

The provision of healthcare for people in prison is a State responsibility.

•

People in prison should enjoy the same standards of healthcare that are available in the
community.

•

Healthcare services should be organized in close relationship to the general public health
administration and in a way that ensures continuity of treatment and care.

August 2020. See https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/rights-and-freedoms/publications/implementing-opcataustralia-2020
24
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Victoria Ombudsman, Ombudsman’s recommendations – third report (June 2020) 6.
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Ibid., 14.
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For Australia, Rule 24 means that prison health services should be governed by the relevant state
or territory government responsible for health, that they should be equivalent to health services in
the community, and that they should be governed through the general public health system. Rule
24 emphasises that health services should not be provided by the department responsible for
correctional services and should instead be independent from custodial operations.
At present, this is not the situation in Victoria, where healthcare services in prisons are delivered by
Justice Health, a business unit of the Department of Justice and Community Safety, which in turn
contracts service delivery to other organisations, including private security firms like G4S and GEO
Group.27 Justice Health and its web of private contractors and sub-contractors are not transparent,
and information sharing between these organisations and other arms of the system providing
support to people incarcerated or released from prison is difficult. We often have no understanding
of the health needs of our participants when they come into our programs, which impacts our
ability to make appropriate referrals to community supports. It also means we can’t tailor our case
management support to their specific needs.
Furthermore, many of our participants in prison rarely get to see a doctor, and mainly deal with
nurses or other healthcare practitioners. This contravenes the principle that people in prison should
have access to the same healthcare services they would have in the community.
After their release, our participants are likely to have complex health needs but face issues with
throughcare because prison health services are not integrated into community health services. This
can be particularly risky for those who have a history of serious substance abuse, mental ill health,
or medications in prison. VACRO case managers continue to work diligently to maintain
relationships with GPs and pharmacies in our regions to ensure the smooth transition of
pharmacotherapy from prison to community-based providers, but a barrier to positive outcomes
for our participants in this area has been a lack of collaboration from Justice Health when it comes
to arrangements for the throughcare of pharmacotherapy.
VACRO has consistently raised this challenge with Corrections Victoria, and we have recently begun
working with Justice Health on improvements.
PRACTICE EXAMPLE

Often, VACRO know of GPs or pharmacies who will take on our participants in their local areas.
However, prison healthcare staff do not consult with us on these and continue to refer our
participants to towns or areas that are a considerable distance from where they live. For example,
many of our participants in Geelong are referred to a GP in Airey’s Inlet for pharmacotherapy
prescriptions. There is one bus in and out of Airey’s Inlet from Geelong each day, making it infeasible
for participants to access the pharmacy independently.

27

https://www.corrections.vic.gov.au/justice-health
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Australia’s National Drug Strategy and its National Strategies on Hepatitis B, Hepatitis C, HIV, and
Sexually Transmissible Infections (STIs) all take harm minimisation approaches. A harm
minimisation approach recognises that drug use is an inevitable part of society, that it occurs
across a continuum, is associated with a range of harms, and requires a range of responses to
reduce the effects of these harms on individuals and society that are rooted in public health rather
than in criminalisation.
Common examples of harm minimisation strategies used in prisons around the world include
medication-assisted treatment for opioid dependence, testing for and vaccination against
bloodborne viruses and STIs, access to needle and syringe programs and safe injecting facilities,
access to barrier contraception methods like condoms, dental dams, and latex gloves, and the
provision of Naloxone (a drug that can temporarily reverse opioid overdose) on release from
prison, when individuals are at high risk of drug overdose and death.
The extent to which these strategies are used in Victorian prisons is inconsistent. Many of our
participants tell us they are unable to access their usually prescribed medication in prison because
it is considered ‘traffickable’, so they are placed on substitute medication that is not appropriate or
sufficient to meet their healthcare needs. This is most commonly reported to us by our participants
who need opioid-based pain management medication but say they are given methadone instead,
which is highly inappropriate.
We also hear of the inappropriate use of methadone for prisoners who do not have histories of
opioid misuse, with the result that they become addicted to this medication and then cannot
access it in the community as GPs won’t prescribe and pharmacies won’t dispense to participants
with no opioid misuse history. We are concerned that prisons may be using this sort of medication
as a form of behaviour management.

RECOMMENDATIONS

•

Provide prison health services through the Department of Health to ensure that health
service provision is independent from custodial operations.

•

If that cannot be achieved, then we recommend the following reforms to Justice Health:
o Ensure transparency of Justice Health and introduce information-sharing protocols
with other services supporting the health of people in or leaving prison.
o

Ensure people in prison have access to the same services they would have in the
community.

o

Review Justice Health’s medication practices in Victorian prisons, particularly its use
of methadone.

o

Integrate prison health services into community health services to support
continuity of care.

•

Incorporate a harm minimization approach into health and care services in correctional
settings, including:
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o

Screening, vaccination and treatment for sexually transmissible infections and
bloodborne viruses

o

Free access to condoms, dental dams, and latex gloves

o

Free access to sterile injecting equipment through a needle and syringe exchange
program

•

o

Provision of medication-assisted treatment for opioid dependence

o

Provision of Naloxone on release from prison.28

Advocate to the Commonwealth Government for national minimum standards for the
health and wellbeing of people in prison, against which services and outcomes must be
measured.

•

Advocate to the Commonwealth Government to allow people in prison the right to access
Medicare and the PBS in instances where certain health services are not provided by the
Victorian government.

Expanding internet access
At present, people in Victorian prisons have limited access to the internet for specific tasks. During
the COVID-19 pandemic, with visitation suspended, limited and supervised internet access has
been allowed to facilitate video visits from family members. As we discussed above, these have
been a resounding success, particularly for parents, and have prompted new discussions about
whether the tight restriction on internet in prisons needs to be rethought.
The participants we encounter in our programs are very often experiencing ‘digital exclusion’.
Those on longer sentences in particular are not equipped with the skills to participate in daily life in
a world where the internet and technology are now essential. Looking for accommodation,
applying for jobs, opening a bank account, registering with Centrelink, getting a Medicare card: all
these things require digital skills and devices that prison prevents our participants from obtaining.
Such digital exclusion is a clear obstacle to reintegration at the point of release. It also limits
opportunities for people in prison to engage with services, programs, and interventions that might
support their efforts to desist from crime post-release.
Research undertaken in the United Kingdom also suggests that internet use in prison can alleviate
some common tension points.29 For example, use of the internet to facilitate family communication
reduces tensions around communal phones or visitation spaces; applications to the prison itself
made online rather than in cumbersome physical application processes that involve prison officers
chasing and collecting application forms can save time and improve day-to-day relationships.

See Background Paper here: https://www.phaa.net.au/documents/item/2579 and Policy Position Statement here:
https://www.phaa.net au/documents/item/2578
28
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https://reform.uk/sites/default/files/2020-10/Tools%20for%20transforming%20lives 0.pdf
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Programs in Victorian prisons are often constrained by the lack of available rooms, difficulty in
attracting staff to work in prisons, and disruptions due to security protocols. We know that many
programs, including some of our own, have long waiting lists. With better internet access,
programs could become more available and efficient. For example, we have recently expanded our
family counselling services to the Beechworth Prison using a highly skilled family counsellor based
in Melbourne. This approach will enable us to keep working with participants and their families
when the participant is moved to another prison. We are also currently designing new electronic
documents and applications that would greatly improve some of our in-prison programs, which are
overly reliant on pen and paper for documenting sessions with participants.
The introduction of tablets during COVID-19 has enabled a number of our programs to continue to
operate, with the VACRO staff member connecting from their home to a program participant in the
prison via video. However, our staff still cannot take internet-capable devices like tablets into
prisons for pre-release work, and this hampers the efficiency and effectiveness of our work. If this
technology were allowed, it would empower our participants take more of a role in steering their
own care and support, helping provide them with choice, involvement, and control. For example,
we could submit referral forms together with our participants during a visit so that they have more
control over these processes and our able to see that we are doing what we have promised. We
could also complete electronic transition plan updates with participants during the visits, giving
them more ownership over their own transition.
Furthermore, allowing our participants to have an email account pre-release would allow for much
easier coordination of all release preparation and smooth over the gaps and barriers our
participants face upon release that can make them more likely to reoffend. We would also
recommend that people are released from prison with a cheap device that has internet connectivity
to ensure that they are equipped with the digital access that will be so necessary to starting their
new lives.
During the pandemic, we have liaised with Corrections Victoria as they take steps to ensure that
devices being used for our new Family Visits program are properly secured, so that program
participants can only perform certain tasks on the devices. From these interactions, we have
become aware that the proposals in this section could be implemented in a way that is consistent
with the security needs of Victorian prisons.

RECOMMENDATIONS

•

In consultation with all groups of service users, develop a strategy for allowing safe access
to digital services in Victorian prisons.

•

Allow key providers of rehabilitation and reintegration to bring and use internet-capable
electronic devices to strengthen their in-prison programs.

•

Consider including some form of internet or email access as a formal part of the CVRP to
facilitate participants to seek help and engage with the community as they prepare for
release.
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Specialist services for people with disability
People with disability – particularly people with acquired brain injuries and/or intellectual
disabilities – are over-represented in Victoria’s prisons. The AIHW estimates that approximately
30% of people in the justice system live with disability,30 while a study prepared for Corrections
Victoria found that 42% of men and 33% of women in prison had an acquired brain injury.31
The evidence shows that people with disability can be less able to cope with custodial
environments, and their experience of prison can make them less likely to develop the independent
living skills required to reintegrate into the community and desist from crime after their release.
Another study prepared for Corrections Victoria found that 81% of people with an intellectual
disability were at high risk of reoffending at the point of release, compared to 36% of people
leaving prison without an intellectual disability.32
At VACRO, we have identified an increase in referrals to our post-release casework program
ReConnect for people with intellectual disabilities and acquired brain injuries, who can have
extremely high needs. Increased referrals of this nature had resulted in a subsequent increase of up
to eight hours of direct contact case management per week to these participants, to provide
disability-focused support. This level of increased support typically continues until National
Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) support commences, which often takes months.
In response, VACRO developed a new position within our ReConnect program: the Specialist
Disability Practitioner and Educator (SDPE). The scope of the role was to deliver training and
mentoring to staff; to deliver co-case management for ReConnect participants with disabilities; to
support stakeholder engagement with NDIS and disability services (both within the prison system
and in the community); and to develop forensic focused documentation on understanding and
navigating the disability sector (specifically the NDIS) for ReConnect case managers’ ongoing use.
The SPDE identified early on that there are a wide variety of different services and referral pathways
for individuals with disabilities available both within correctional systems and in the community.
Many of these serve different purposes or have different eligibility criteria. There is no existing
service system map for our ReConnect case managers to refer to and there is a clear service gap for
forensic disability participants trying to access the NDIS.
We welcome that governments have begun to address this gap between the NDIS and justice
system by introducing Justice Liaison Officers (funded by the federal government) and Disability
Support Officers (funded by Corrections Victoria), but the importance and value our case managers
now place on the SPDE is evidence that there is still not enough disability-specific case
management or service provision in Victorian prisons. We also acknowledge and welcome
Corrections Victoria’s new trial of the Prison Disability Support Initiative (PDSI), although we already

30

https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/prisoners/health-australia-prisoners-2018/summary
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https://www.corrections.vic.gov.au/acquired-brain-injury-in-the-victorian-prison-system
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https://www.corrections.vic.gov.au/intellectual-disability-in-the-victorian-prison-system
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see a gap in this initiative with regard to throughcare. Like many other supports, the service
provided by the PDSI is available only to people in prison: the service stops at the gate.
Finally, we regularly encounter prison staff who are not trained or supported sufficiently to
recognise, understand, and respond to the needs of our participants who have disabilities. We
strongly recommend engaging an external, community-led organisation to provide disabilityspecific training as part of the curriculum covered in pre-service training.
PRACTICE EXAMPLE

We had one participant with Tourette Syndrome who was unable to keep still during the regular
prison head count due to their physical ticks. The prison officer put them in management unit
(solitary confinement), stating that our participant “did not follow a direction” when he could not stop
moving during count.

RECOMMENDATIONS

•

Develop a comprehensive map of the service system applicable to individuals with
disabilities in the prison system.

•

Fund and resource a specialist disability case worker, or similar worker connecting the
disability service and justice system both in prison and in the community, in each prison.

•

Ensure disability-specific training is delivered by an external, community-led disabilityspecialist organisation as part of pre-service training for prison officers.

Reducing the number of people in prison
Bail reform
At the time of writing, there were 7,208 people in Victorian prisons, of whom 3,174 – 44% - were on
remand. That means nearly half of the people in prison in Victoria have not been convicted and
sentenced to incarceration. This represents a significant recent increase. Five years ago in 2016,
there were 1,880 unsentenced people in prison in Victoria, from a total of 6,522 – 29% – and ten
years ago in 2011, there were 872 unsentenced people in prison in Victoria, from a total of 4,738 –
just 18%.
This explosion in the number of people in prison without conviction can be attributed to the bail
laws that were introduced four years ago in response to public outrage over violent male offending
that took place while the perpetrators were bailed or on parole. Although the recent Coronial
Inquest33 into the highest profile of these events – the killing of six pedestrians on Bourke Street

https://www.coronerscourt.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-11/Bourke%20Street%20Coronial%20Finding%20%20Digital 1.pdf
33
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Mall in January 2017 – recommended that changes to policing practices, not bail laws, were
needed to prevent a similar event recurring, the Victorian government had already introduced the
strictest bail regime in the country.
LIVED EXPERIENCE

The bail application consideration should be neutral and use a multi-factorial test including the
severity or nature of the alleged offending, clinical/actuarial assessment, and judicial discretion.
“Tough on crime” and emotive responses to certain kinds of crime should not shape the general policy
approach to determining the risk of individuals accused of a crime.
These laws have disproportionately impacted non-violent female offenders. Since April 2021, there
have been more women in prison in Victoria on remand than on a sentence, with many remanded
for minor breaches of bail conditions and other low-level offences that likely won’t result in a
prison term. Often, women are denied bail because they don’t have an address to be bailed to;
perhaps because they are homeless or escaping family violence.
The punitive bail legislation also disproportionately affects Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people, 10 of whom have died in custody since March of this year and at least 478 of whom have
died in custody since the 1991 Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody, which
recommended increasing access to bail. Under these bail laws, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
women have become the fastest growing group to be imprisoned in Victoria, with 6 in 10
imprisoned on remand.
The consequences of these bail laws are now widely known and can no longer be described as
‘unintended’. Imprisoning people who would not previously have been incarcerated exposes them,
their families, and their communities to the ongoing, harmful impacts of prison. Since being
remanded can result in someone losing their housing, their job, and their children, the people
caught in Victoria’s strict bail system are at risk of being trapped in cycles of incarceration instead
of being supported to desist from their usually non-violent and low-level offending.

RECOMMENDATIONS

•

Repeal the reverse onus provisions in the bail laws.

•

Create a presumption in favour of bail for all offences, with the onus on the prosecution to
demonstrate that bail should not be granted.

Diversion and problem-solving courts
In Victoria, people who are charged with a criminal offence can be ‘diverted’ from the criminal
justice system and have their matter considered in a way that maximises the individual’s prospects
of rehabilitation and desistance by avoiding a finding of guilt and creation of a criminal record. A
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diversion court can instead allow the opportunity to participate in programs, to provide reparation
to any victims, or to otherwise contribute to their community.
Examples in Victoria include the Koori Court, where “Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
who have pled guilty to a criminal offence take part in a sentencing conversation with the
magistrate, Aboriginal elders or respected persons and others”,34 and the Assessment and Referral
Court, a specialist problem-solving court for people with mental illness or cognitive impairment,
who participate in a triage process with magistrates, court staff, and case managers, developing an
individual support plan rather than going to jail.35
It is well established that diversion and problem-solving courts encourage desistance.36 The 2004
evaluation of the Court Diversion Program prepared for the Victorian Department of Justice found
that 94% of diversions were successfully completed and that the re-offending rate within this
group was low: from a sample of 100 participants, a maximum of 7% were convicted of a
subsequent offence in the 12 months following their diversion program.37
However, a key barrier to the success of diversion in Victoria remains that the prosecution must
consent to participation in a diversion program. At present, Victoria Police informants and
prosecutors hold absolute discretion as to whether to provide this consent and there is no formal
guidance on how that discretion should be used. There is no way to appeal or to review any
instance where the prosecution does not consent to diversion. As with any decision-making
process with no guidance or oversight, the granting of diversion is therefore vulnerable to the bias
and prejudice of individuals.
In 2015, the Victorian Chief Magistrate ordered a review of the diversion program.38 As part of this
process, the Criminal Bar Association of Victoria, the Law Institute of Victoria, and the Victorian
Aboriginal Legal Service unanimously called for the removal of the requirement for prosecutorial
consent.39 The Magistrates Court of Victoria’s Executive Committee has formally considered that
“diversion should be available at the instance of a magistrate and not initiated by notice of a
member of Victoria Police, while the Criminal Court Users Committee participated in the review by
reinforcing “its longstanding view that the Chief Magistrate recommend to the Attorney General
that the granting of the diversion program should be a matter for the discretion of the magistrate
and not be subject to veto by the prosecution”.40

https://www.liv.asn.au/Staying-Informed/LIJ/LIJ/July-2021/Koori-Court--Self-determination-inaction? zs=Lp4dl& zl=EOGw1
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https://www.liv.asn.au/Staying-Informed/LIJ/LIJ/August-2021/ARC--Specialist-court-to%C2%A0be-expanded
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http://libertyvic.rightsadvocacy.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Justice-Diverted-Report-FINAL.pdf

37

https://www.mcv.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/2018-10/Court%20diversion%20program%20evaluation%20overview.pdf

38

https://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/victorias-chief-magistrate-orders-diversion-review-20150107-12jnb5.html

39

http://libertyvic.rightsadvocacy.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Justice-Diverted-Report-FINAL.pdf

40

https://www.mcv.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/2018-10/Annual Report 15-16.pdf
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LIVED EXPERIENCE

An evidence-based approach to sentencing legislation and increased discretion for judges and
magistrates to make use of creative and flexible sentencing options is required to divert some
offenders away from prison sentences. There is a tension in sentencing between evidence based
discretionary and diversionary sentencing policies and a media narrative of “tough on crime” that
should not be allowed to dictate legislation and policy. Politicians should have the evidence
awareness and moral courage to distinguish between individual acts by people who commit offences
that should be rightly denounced, and sweeping, often emotive policy responses that take discretion
and flexibility away from Courts and front-line agencies.

RECOMMENDATIONS

•

Remove the requirement for prosecutorial consent for diversion and allow magistrates to
grant diversion.
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Conclusion
VACRO supports new beginnings for people caught in the criminal justice system and their
families, by providing them with the support and the tools they need to participate fully as
members of their community. We see a person’s offending as one small part of a much bigger
picture, and we believe in people’s capacity to change. Our focus is on reintegration – from court,
from the community corrections system, or from prison.
Successful reintegration improves lives, makes communities stronger, and is cost-effective for
government. To be successful, we believe reintegration requires a throughcare approach:
coordinated support provided to a person from their entry to prison until their successful return to
community life. Many of the recommendations we have made in this submission would support a
throughcare approach to reintegration and, we believe, would help our participants to desist from
further offending.
VACRO walks alongside some of the most disadvantaged and marginalised members of our
communities. We have a front row seat to the way in which the social and economic disadvantage
and exclusion of our participants acts as a risk factor that can lead to their involvement in criminal
activity. Throughout this submission we have therefore also advocated for systemic, whole-ofgovernment change that imagines a fairer future for our participants, their families, and their
communities.
LIVED EXPERIENCE

It would make all the difference in the world to have a message of hope and opportunity
communicated within the criminal justice system.

Full list of recommendations
Transforming reintegration
•

Expand the eligibility for the CVRP to enable a greater number of prison leavers to access
these services.

•

Expand the CVRP to enable service providers to deliver a greater number of hours of prerelease support to each participant (including more hours of one-on-one support where
appropriate), and to extend post-release support to a minimum of one year and a
maximum of two years.

•

Develop a strategy for improving access to community support services for people leaving
prison; this should include reintegration service providers working with those services to
encourage and equip them to work with people leaving prison.

•

Direct Corrections Victoria to work with community organisations to design and implement
in-prison responses to the issues faced by the families of those incarcerated.
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•

Designate a human services agency or team with the specific mandate to respond to
families of people involved in the criminal justice system, including the collection of linked
data and the provision of inter-departmental service responses.

•

Extend family therapy services and/or programs to all correctional facilities.

•

Extend video visit programs to all correctional facilities.

•

Collect linked data on post-prison housing outcomes and make this data publicly available.

•

Provide reintegration service providers with access to linked data on our individual
participants for a period of time after they complete; we suggest two years.

•

Increase the amount of housing stock – particularly transitional housing and public housing
– that is targeted for people leaving the criminal justice system.

•

Provide targeted housing support, housing subsidies, and/or increased private rental
assistance for people leaving the criminal justice system.

•

Expand eligibility for the spent convictions scheme.

•

Amend the Equal Opportunity Act to outlaw discrimination on the basis of an irrelevant
criminal conviction; amendments should ensure universal criminal record checks cannot be
applied by employers without consideration and justification.

•

List people with a criminal record, people leaving prison, and/or people in contact with the
criminal justice system as a specific targeted group within the ‘disadvantaged’ cohort as
defined by the Social Procurement Framework.

•

Until the Social Procurement Framework is amended, encourage government departments
preparing tenders to require bidders to include employment targets for this group.

•

Provide incentives, information, and support for employers to hire people leaving the
criminal justice system.

•

Increase the base rate of the JobSeeker Payment by at least $25 a day, ensuring everyone
receives at least $65 a day.

•

Index payments in line with wage movements at least twice per year.

•

Establish a Social Security Commission to advise the Parliament on the ongoing adequacy
of income support payments.

Transforming prison
•

Prohibit the use of solitary confinement under Victorian law, policy and guidelines, in line
with the Victorian Ombudsman’s recommendation to this effect.

•

Amend Victorian law, policy, and guidelines to:
o

Use consistent terminology to clearly define the exceptional circumstances in which
a person may be separated from others in prison.

o

Clearly stipulate appropriate safeguards to make sure that this is not abused.

o

Include a requirement that the individual circumstances of the person be taken into
account, including consideration of their disability and health needs, gender, race,
age, and cultural or sexual identity.
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•

Immediately establish and resource an independent monitoring body to carry out the
monitoring and inspection work in Victoria’s prisons and youth justice systems in line with
Australia’s obligations under OPCAT.

•

Provide prison health services through the Department of Health to ensure that health
service provision is independent from custodial operations.

•

If that cannot be achieved, then we recommend the following reforms to Justice Health:
o Ensure transparency of Justice Health and introduce information-sharing protocols
with other services supporting the health of people in or leaving prison.
o

Ensure people in prison have access to the same services they would have in the
community.

o

Review Justice Health’s medication practices in Victorian prisons, particularly its use
of methadone.

o

Integrate prison health services into community health services to support
continuity of care.

•

Incorporate a harm minimization approach into health and care services in correctional
settings, including:
o Screening, vaccination and treatment for sexually transmissible infections and
bloodborne viruses
o

Free access to condoms, dental dams, and latex gloves

o

Free access to sterile injecting equipment through a needle and syringe exchange
program

•

o

Provision of medication-assisted treatment for opioid dependence

o

Provision of Naloxone on release from prison.

Advocate to the Commonwealth Government for national minimum standards for the
health and wellbeing of people in prison, against which services and outcomes must be
measured.

•

Advocate to the Commonwealth Government to allow people in prison the right to access
Medicare and the PBS in instances where certain health services are not provided by the
Victorian government.

•

In consultation with all groups of service users, develop a strategy for allowing safe access
to digital services in Victorian prisons.

•

Allow key providers of rehabilitation and reintegration to bring and use internet-capable
electronic devices to strengthen their in-prison programs.

•

Consider including some form of internet or email access as a formal part of the CVRP to
facilitate participants to seek help and engage with the community as they prepare for
release.

•

Develop a comprehensive map of the service system applicable to individuals with
disabilities in the prison system.

•

Fund and resource a specialist disability case worker, or similar worker connecting the
disability service and justice system both in prison and in the community, in each prison.
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•

Ensure disability-specific training is delivered by an external, community-led disabilityspecialist organisation as part of pre-service training for prison officers.

•

Repeal the reverse onus provisions in the bail laws.

•

Create a presumption in favour of bail for all offences, with the onus on the prosecution to
demonstrate that bail should not be granted.

•

Remove the requirement for prosecutorial consent for diversion and allow magistrates to
grant diversion.
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