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Jesuit Social Services: Who we are
Jesuit Social Services works to build a just society by advocating for social change and promoting the
health and wellbeing of disadvantaged people, families, and communities. We value all persons and seek
to engage with them in a respectful way that acknowledges their experiences and skills and gives them
the opportunity to harness their full potential.
We strengthen and build respectful, constructive relationships with a focus on:
•

Effective services – by partnering with people most in need and those who support them to
address disadvantage

•

Education – by providing access to life-long learning and development

•

Capacity building – by refining and evaluating our practice and sharing and partnering for greater
impact

•

Advocacy – by building awareness of injustice and advocating for social change based on grounded
experience and research

•

Leadership development – by partnering across sectors to build expertise and commitment for
justice.

The promotion of education, lifelong learning and capacity building is fundamental to all our activity.
We believe this is the most effective means of helping people to reach their potential and exercise their
full citizenship. This, in turn, strengthens the broader community. Our service delivery and advocacy
focuses on the following areas:
•

Justice and crime prevention – people involved with the justice system

•

Mental health and wellbeing – people with multiple and complex needs and those affected by
suicide, trauma and complex bereavement

•

Settlement and community building – recently arrived immigrants and refugees and
disadvantaged communities

•

Education, training and employment – people with barriers to sustainable employment.

For nearly 40 years, we have accompanied people involved, or at risk of becoming involved, in the
criminal justice system. In Victoria we work with people to prevent and divert involvement in the justice
system and support people exiting prison and youth justice facilities. This includes the Corrections
Victoria Reintegration Program in North and West Metropolitan Melbourne (Reconnect), the African
Visitation and Mentoring Program (AVAMP), Next Steps and Perry House residential programs, the Youth
Justice Community Support Service, Group Conferencing and Barreng Moorop (delivered in partnership
with the Victorian Aboriginal Childcare Agency and the Victorian Aboriginal Legal Service).
Our programs also include:
•

Jesuit Community College: increasing opportunities for people constrained by social and
economic disadvantage to participate in education, work and community life and reach their full
potential.

•

Community and Settlement Programs: capacity building with Aboriginal communities in
Northern Territory and NSW; and working with newly arrived migrants across metropolitan
Melbourne and in NSW, including the African and Vietnamese communities.

•

Connexions: delivering intensive support and counselling for young people with co-occurring
mental health, substance and alcohol misuse problems.
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•

Artful Dodgers Studios: providing pathways to education, training and employment for young
people with multiple and complex needs associated with mental health, substance abuse and
homelessness.

•

The Outdoor Experience: offering an alternative treatment service through a range of outdoor
intervention programs for young people aged 15 – 25 years, who have or have had issues with
alcohol and/or other drugs.

Research, advocacy and policy are coordinated across all program and major interest areas of Jesuit
Social Services. Our advocacy is grounded in the knowledge, expertise and experiences of program staff
and participants, as well as academic research and evidence. We seek to influence policies, practices,
legislation and budget investment to positively influence participants’ lives and improve approaches to
address long term social challenges. We do this by working collaboratively with the community sector to
build coalitions and alliances around key issues, and building strong relationships with key decisionmakers and the community.
Our Learning and Practice Development Unit builds the capacity of our services through staff
development, training and evaluation, as well as articulating and disseminating information on best
practice approaches to intervening with participants across our programs.
We acknowledge the Traditional Custodians of all the lands on which Jesuit Social Services
operates and pay respect to their Elders past and present. We express our gratitude for their love
and care of the land and all life.
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Our recommendations
•

We call on the Victorian Government, in partnership with the community, to put in place
appropriate structures, plans and resources targeted to the State’s most vulnerable communities to
effectively break the complex web of disadvantage.

•

We support the Victorian Council of Social Service’s call for the Victorian Government to give
children the best start in life by extending the availability of high quality early learning services.

•

We call on the Victorian Government to bolster systems and support for young people reintegrating
into school and training pathways.

•

We call on the Victorian Government to expand proven diversion and restorative justice programs.

•

We recommend that the Victorian Government legislate to raise the age of criminal responsibility to
12 years old.

•

We recommend that the Victorian Government implement a targeted approach using restorative
justice to address the needs of 10 and 11 year olds who come to the attention of the justice system.

•

We renew our call for bail supervision and intensive support services to have:
- Increased hours to include 3am to 9am (Monday to Friday) and from 3am to 10am
(Saturday, Sunday and Public Holidays)
- Extended coverage to provide outreach services and face to face assessments in major
regional centres during peak periods where there are high volumes of youth justice
involvement
- Brokerage funding for CAHABPS to purchase emergency short term accommodation
placements and support from a register of providers on a needs basis.

•

We call on the Victorian Government to expand bail support programs across the state, with a
particular emphasis on integrated and after-hours services for children and young people.

•

We call on the Victorian Government to ensure that the Bail Act continues to operate in line with the
ethos of the Children, Youth and Families Act, by retaining provisions so that children will not be
charged with the offence of breaching bail conditions.

•

We call on the Victorian Government to redesign the youth justice system in Victoria to ensure it is
delivered according to a clear model, underpinned by a philosophy aligned with our shared goals of
meeting the needs of children and young people, and creating safer communities.

•

We call on the Victorian Government to support vulnerable children and young people with traumainformed, therapeutic practices. These must be evidence-based, culturally safe and inclusive, and
incorporate a strengths-based framework and specialist care.

•

We call on the Victorian Government to expand and fully resource through-care models for young
people exiting the justice system.

5
6 of 37

YJ SUBMISSION 37

•

We call on the Victorian Government to ensure that youth detention officers and other staff in youth
detention centres are trained in a trauma-informed youth specific therapeutic practice framework
by experienced and qualified instructors. We believe this should be delivered by an accredited
provider, be part of a program of ongoing professional development, complemented by Senior
Practitioners and supported by regular reflective practice.

•

We call on the Victorian Government to require that youth detention officers and other staff in
youth detention centres possess a relevant professional qualification.

•

We call on the Victorian Government to ensure that all therapeutic de-escalation methods are
exhausted, prior to using isolation as a last resort for children and young people in youth detention.

•

We call on the Victorian Government to ensure that children and young people are able to voice
their concerns, and that their concerns are used by staff as an opportunity for improvement and preemptive de-escalation.

•

We call on the Victoria Government to adopt a therapeutic approach for the design of youth justice
detention facilities to ensure they are appropriate for managing children and young people’s
behaviour and treatment.

•

We call on the Victorian Government to undertake a consultation process for the design of the
proposed high security youth justice centre.

•

We call on the Victorian Government to ensure that the youth justice system in Victoria operates in
line with the Children, Youth and Families Act, and is based on a culture and ethos that places the
interests, developmental needs and rehabilitation of children and young people at the forefront.

•

We recommend the Victorian Government increase resources to the Independent Visitor Program to
strengthen capacity to effectively capture the voice and views of children and young people and
their experience of custody.

•

We call on the Victorian Government to support ongoing, meaningful engagement with young
children and young people once they have been released from detention, to harness their voices and
inform the improvement of our youth justice system.

•

We call on the Victorian Government to support implementation of the Optional Protocol to the
Convention against Torture, including – as a matter of priority – establishment of an independent
inspecting body as part of the National Preventative Mechanism.
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Introduction
Jesuit Social Services welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Inquiry into Youth Justice Centres in
Victoria.
Every child and young person should have access to the opportunities in life that will enable them to
flourish – to complete their education, to get a job, to access safe and affordable housing, to raise their
children in safe communities and to see the next generation thrive.
Current approaches to children who display challenging behaviour frequently fail to engage with them in
ways that are developmentally appropriate. Effective youth justice responses recognise the underlying
factors that contribute to offending, and see to address them and prevent entrenchment in the justice
system.
The youth justice system has deteriorated to the point that children and young people are not safe nor
are they receiving the opportunities or support they need to get their lives back on track. Many of these
failings are related directly to custodial settings – including crumbling facilities, a lack of a clear, coherent
model of intervention, an under-skilled, under-resourced and casualised workforce, and over-crowding
due to high numbers of young people on remand.
A renewed approach to meeting the needs of these children and young people and the most effective
way to manage their behaviour is now needed. This approach must recognise that:
•
•

•
•

children and young people involved in the child protection and criminal justice systems often
come from disadvantaged backgrounds and have complex needs
children and young people lack developmental maturity in the skills and capacities necessary for
criminal responsibility, and this developmental immaturity is often exacerbated for those who
have experienced abuse or neglect
involvement in the criminal justice system at a young age often causes further harm and further
involvement in the criminal justice system1
engaging in developmentally appropriate restorative justice processes can help children and
young people to understand the effects of their behaviour on others, reduce recidivism, increase
victim empathy and ultimately create safe communities.

In this context, we believe there is a need in Victoria to more effectively contribute to the positive
development of young people. Key principles must emphasise:
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

the use of detention as a last resort
the developmental and welfare needs of children and young people
the need to engage children and young people in a way that prevents further harm and that
enables them to understand the consequences of their offending behaviour
the importance of restorative justice principles, processes and practice
a therapeutic approach that responds to the development needs of children and young people,
particularly vulnerable children
an understanding of the particular needs of Aboriginal children and young people who are
overrepresented in the youth justice system, a fact that is linked to extreme disadvantage
experienced in the critical areas of health, education, employment and housing
the need for culturally safe, responsive and respectful services for children and young people
from Culturally and Linguistically Diverse backgrounds or Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
backgrounds
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•
•

the need for specific responses designed to meet the needs of young women and girls who come
into contact with the youth justice system
the critical role of education as a protective factor, and the need to ensure vulnerable children’s
continued engagement in early years services and school.

Realising these principles requires changes to legislation, programs, and processes. Moreover, it requires
a focus on the values of the system and how they are realised in day-to-day practice, and a deeply
collaborative approach that engages with the expertise and experience of the community sector. These
themes are explored throughout our submission.
We believe there are a range of initiatives that should be adopted in Victoria to prevent vulnerable
children and young people from being detained in the first place, and to safeguard against inappropriate
treatment in detention facilities. We consider that adopting such measures would help to ensure that
harm to children and young people is minimised, their rights are protected in youth justice centres, and
we use incarceration as an opportunity to deliver a whole-of-person, individually tailored response
designed to support them to make a successful transition back into community. Ultimately, by adopting
these measures, we will create safer communities.

Setting the scene: The background of children in contact with the justice system
Characteristics
i s of young
n people
p l who offend
n
“…the corollaries between child poverty, social and economic inequality, youth crime and
processes of criminalisation are undeniable”2
Research shows that the causes of offending in younger children are strongly connected to their
environment and its impact on their development.
Jesuit Social Services’ research has identified a strong correlation between child and youth offending and
entrenched disadvantage. For example, in Victoria we found that:
•

•
•

78 per cent of children aged 10 to 12 years with youth justice orders in 2010, or those who had
experienced remand at this age, were known to child protection. Of these, 60 per cent were
known before their seventh birthday.3
25 per cent of children on youth justice orders in 2010 came from 2.6 per cent of Victorian
postcodes.4
Children 14 years and under at their first encounter with the justice system are more likely to
come from areas with higher rates of developmentally vulnerable children on the Australian
Early Development Index.5

Many children and young people who display challenging behaviour have histories of trauma, neglect
and contact with child protection. Statistics show that nationally, in 2014/2015, young people in the
child protection system were 14 times as likely as the general population to be under youth justice
supervision and 41 per cent of young people in youth detention were also involved in child protection.
The younger a person was at the time of their first youth justice supervision, the more likely they are to
be in child protection.6 Statistics from the Victorian Youth Parole Board indicate that involvement in
child protection and prior experience of trauma, abuse or neglect is extensive7:
•
•
•

45 per cent had been subject to a previous child protection order
19 per cent were subject to a current child protection order
63 per cent were victims of abuse, trauma or neglect
8
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It is well recognised that early experiences of child abuse and neglect have a detrimental impact on a
child’s brain development. Research undertaken by a number of academics has identified how hardship
early in life can inhibit the development of oral language,8 result in intense and cumulative harm,9 and
have long term impacts on health and social outcomes.10 In these settings, a child’s ability to develop
important emotional, social and cognitive skills is diminished, leading the child to be behind his or her
peers in a broad range of competencies.
These risk factors have a further effect on the health and well-being of children and young people. A
NSW study looking into the health of young people in custody identified that 87 per cent of young
people were found to have at least one psychological disorder, and nearly three-quarters had two or
more psychological disorders.11 Victorian Youth Parole Board data also highlights the prevalence of
mental health and disability amongst those in youth detention: 30 per cent presented with mental
health issues, 18 per cent had a history of self-harm or suicidal ideation and 24 per cent presented with
issues concerning their intellectual functioning.12 These are telling when compared with young people
across Australia, a 2015 study indicating: 14 per cent of children and young people have mental
disorders, around 11 per cent have ever self-harmed, and around 3 per cent have ever attempted
suicide.13
There is also a strong connection between school performance, truancy and criminal involvement. A
number of studies, including Jesuit Social Services’ research, have found that between 60-70 per cent of
students skipping school were involved in criminal activity.14
It is also worth noting that Aboriginal Australians are significantly over-represented in the justice system.
In the year 2014/2015, compared to the non-Indigenous population Aboriginal children were 6-10 times
more likely to be proceeded against by police, 14 times more likely to be under community-based
supervision and 24 times more likely to be in detention. 15

Addressing entrenched disadvantage
Prevention of crime by addressing entrenched disadvantage is the best way to avoid having young
people coming into contact with the justice system.
In 2015, Jesuit Social Services – along with Catholic Social Services Australia – released the findings of its
fourth Dropping off the Edge 2015 Report (DOTE 2015)16, which found that complex and entrenched
disadvantage continues to be experienced by a small but persistent number of locations in each state
and territory across Australia, including in Victoria. Just 27 postcodes (4 per cent of total) account for
28.2 per cent of the highest rank positions across 22 indicators of disadvantage (see diagram below).
Of particular concern for Jesuit Social Services is the concentration and web-like structure of
disadvantage within a small number of communities across the state. Our research found that those
living in the 3 per cent most disadvantaged postcodes in Victoria are:
•
•
•
•

twice as likely to have criminal convictions
3 times more likely to be experiencing long term unemployment
2.6 times more likely to have experienced domestic violence
2.4 times more likely to be on disability support.
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The persistent nature of locational disadvantage
becomes obvious when we compare the findings of our
2015 study with previous studies undertaken in 2007,
2004 and 1999. For example, 25 of the state’s 40 most
disadvantaged postcodes in DOTE 2015 were also found
to be ‘most disadvantaged’ in the 2007 study17 (the
other 15 postcodes did not show significant increases or
decreases) and the postcodes in the most extreme
categories have been quite consistent over the past 15
years (in 1999, 8 of the 12 names in the top two bands
were the same for 2015).
Jesuit Social Services has consistently argued that public
policy must pay greater attention to structural factors and social inequality as key determinants of health
and wellbeing, and called for ongoing funding commitments to address these issues.
In addition to addressing structural determinants, governments must also tackle disadvantage through
the provision of services. Here, investment must be forward-looking and preventative. From our
experience, we know the best way to reduce crime and the burden on our criminal justice system is to
tackle its root causes. In order to do this, we need effective universal services targeting education, health
and family services, as well as access to safe and affordable housing. We need to respond to people in
our community who fall through the cracks, and provide holistic interventions during times of crisis. And,
fundamentally, we need to commit to long-term, local, community-led solutions in areas of deepest
disadvantage.
A sustained,
whole
appr
su
h of community
u
p oach
ac
A sustained long-term commitment across the Government, community and business sectors is urgently
required to resolve this complex problem.
Jesuit Social Services has called on the Victorian Government, in partnership with the community, to act
immediately to put in place appropriate structures, plans and resources targeted to our most vulnerable
communities to effectively break the web of disadvantage.
We need a multi-layered, cooperative and coordinated strategy that is owned and driven by the
community. It must involve all layers of government and the business and community sectors, reflecting
shared responsibility and joint commitment to resolve this entrenched problem. This strategy must take
account of the unique characteristics and circumstances of local communities and be sustained over the
long term. It must be:
•

Targeted – The response must be targeted or concentrated to specific areas that meet the most
severe criteria for disadvantage.

•

Tailored – The policies, programs and approach to dealing with disadvantage in a community must
be unique to that community’s needs, tailored to their particular circumstances, based on the
unique linkages between indicators in that area and supplemented by informed audits of existing
programs in that locality.

•

Integrated and cooperative – The response needs to acknowledge that disadvantage in one
dimension of life (e.g. unemployment) reinforces disadvantage in other areas (e.g. household
income). Effective responses to reducing disadvantage must address the multiple and interrelated
causes and exacerbating factors that underpin the entrenched nature of disadvantage
experienced by communities. Effective responses therefore involve cooperation between
government and departmental portfolios, integrated community initiatives and coordination
between different levels of government.
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•
•
•
•

the importance of restorative justice principles, processes and practice
a therapeutic approach that responds to the needs of vulnerable children and young people,
particularly those in the child protection system who come into contact with the justice system
an understanding of the particular needs of Aboriginal children and young people who are
overrepresented in the youth justice system
the critical role of education as a protective factor, and the need to ensure vulnerable children’s
continued engagement in school.

Barreng
r n Moorop
M
Recognising the need to divert vulnerable children away from the youth justice system, Jesuit Social
Services delivers the Barreng Moorop program in partnership with the Victorian Aboriginal Legal Service
(VALS) and the Victorian Aboriginal Child Care Agency (VACCA). The program is funded by the Federal
Government.
Barreng Moorop works with 10-14 year old children, their siblings and their families residing in the North
and West metropolitan regions of Melbourne who intersect the criminal justice system. The program
provides culturally responsive trauma-informed services to divert young Aboriginal people away from
the criminal justice system. Since its inception in 2015, Barreng Moorop has assisted 35 Aboriginal
children and their families.
Barreng Moorop works with the whole family and community (where appropriate) to provide a wraparound response, understanding the composition of Aboriginal families, in which the extended family
plays an active role. The responsibility of child care and rearing is shared amongst a range of family
members with, in many cases, a multi-generational core of kin providing primary care.
In response, Barreng Moorop works with, and provides support to, family members with the focus of
using family, community and culture as a protective factor to divert young people away from the
criminal justice system in a manner which is sustainable and genuine.
Barreng Moorop uses trauma-informed practices which acknowledge the trauma Aboriginal people have
experienced throughout history due to colonisation, loss of culture and connection to land, and the
removal of children from their families. We note that these factors and the impact of transgenerational
trauma plays out in the daily life of many of the Aboriginal children and families we work with.
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progress reports to the Board show a pattern of unsettled behaviour on remand but improved,
more compliant behaviour after and on sentence.42
In some cases remand is justified, however we must remember that it involves the imprisoning of people
who have not been convicted of a crime. It should therefore be the option of last resort. While some
people present a real risk to the community and a period of incarceration (including remand) is an
appropriate response to the crimes they have committed, we believe the pendulum has swung too far.
We must continue to ensure that children and young people are not unnecessarily detained while
unsentenced. This requires a culture of practice and support among decision makers, as well adequately
resourced services, so that children and young people can be diverted from custody into the community.
Data from the Honorary Justice Office43 indicates a high number of bail hearings occurring after hours.
Between May 2015 and May 2016:
•
•

there were 12,044 requests for Bail Justices from Victoria Police and the Department of Health
and Human Services
11,159 matters were allocated to Bail Justices.

75 per cent (8,418) of bail justice outcomes were remanded to the next court sitting, 13 per cent (1,396)
bailed with conditions and 1 per cent (133) bailed without conditions.
Support services necessary to bolster the cases of bail applicants tend to operate during ordinary
business hours, meaning there is a distinct lack of after-hours support for people on bail. For example,
almost all services for young people are only open between 9am and 5pm on weekdays. A key
component of after-hours support is the Central After Hours Assessment and Bail Placement Service
(CAHABPS) which assesses children, provides necessary supports, and advocates in favour of bail to
police and bail justices.
Analysis of Crime Statistics Agency data shows that eleven per cent of arrests occur outside of the
CAHABPS hours of operation. There is a clear need to extend the opening hours of the service between
3.00 am and 10.00am to ensure equal and consistent access to the program after hours and provide inperson assessments in regional areas during peak periods (i.e. where there are high levels of arrests of
young people out of hours). Placement options are often limited and there are no resources to purchase
accommodation for children and young people. CAHABPS can also only provide outreach services and
assessments in metropolitan areas.
We welcome the Victorian Government’s recent announcement of additional funding to extend the
existing Youth Justice Bail Supervision scheme across the entire state, and expand the CAHABPS ensuring
that staff are on hand around the clock. To ensure that children and young people can be diverted from
custody into the community, we renew our call for these services to have:
•
•
•

Operation from 3am to 9am (Monday to Friday) and from 3am to 10am (Saturday, Sunday and
Public Holidays)
Extended coverage to provide outreach services and face to face assessments in major regional
centres during peak periods where there are high volumes of youth justice involvement
Brokerage funding for CAHABPS to purchase emergency short term accommodation placements
and support from a register of providers on a needs basis
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Through-care model
There is a need for greater resourcing of a through-care model. We believe that ongoing, coordinated
and youth-focused practice can produce better outcomes.
The Victorian Youth Justice Community Support Service (YJCSS), delivered by Jesuit Social Services,
provides a positive example of this approach. YJCSS provides intensive support for young people aged
10-21 engaged with the youth justice system in Victoria. Through intensive support, YJCSS aims to:
•
•
•

reduce the rate, severity and frequency of re-offending
enable young people to make an effective transition to adulthood
develop young people’s capacity to participate fully in society.

In this model, government Youth Justice Workers are responsible for supervising young people on
community-based orders, while community organisations provide case management support with
housing, education, mental health, and alcohol and drug needs. The community consortia are funded by
the Government to deliver services under formal partnership arrangements.
YJCSS helps prevent re-offending by focusing on a young person’s development, preparing them for
adulthood and re-connecting them with community.
Our case work focuses on broad aspects of a young person’s life, such as social connection, economic
participation, wellbeing and resilience, gender and identity, health, and self-determination. Through our
case work, young people in the justice system develop:
• independence, resilience and pro-social connection to family and community
• skills and knowledge to make informed choices about their future
• the means to participate more fully in their community
• connections to family, education, training, employment and community
Key outcomes
A 2013 evaluation of the program found that it delivered an effective form of support and had improved
outcomes for young people in the system46, and a recent internal analysis of relevant cases* in Jesuit
Social Services YJCSS Closure Reports has shown the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

70 per cent involved the young person completing statutory orders
97 per cent resulted in improved engagement with family
93 per cent resulted in improved mental health
80 per cent resulted in improved participation in education
76 per cent resulted in improved engagement with employment
66 per cent resulted in improved engagement in training
96 per cent resulted in improved stable accommodation
88 per cent resulted in reduction in substance use.

*(Figures for 133 closed files for the period 1/7/2013- 30/6/2016 for North West and East and 2014 and 2015 for the South);
based on worker report at exit (‘not known’ and ‘not applicable’ excluded)
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Young people in the adult criminal justice system (aged 18-25) are also identified as being particularly
vulnerable to the ill effects of isolation due to their developmental age. Isolation not only risks
exacerbating or bringing on short and long term mental health issues, but can also prove physically
harmful to the health and well-being of adolescents by restricting their ability to engage in physical
exercise.51 Isolation also increases the risk that those detained will self-harm, for example by banging
their heads against walls.52
In Victoria, we have worked with young men aged under 23 who have experienced long term
management placements (isolation) in adult prisons, sometimes for long periods of time (e.g. two years).
Some of these young men identify as Aboriginal and have had limited culturally appropriate supports
whilst under this regime. Many young men are placed within these regimes following their involvement
in incidents in the prison. What we know is that young men who have experienced significant trauma
experience impacted brain development and as a result are more likely to react with a fight/flight
response when feeling under threat.
Given this, young men will generally react in a way that they know keeps them alive when they feel
under threat from prison staff or other prisoners – namely, with violence. We are concerned that long
term isolation has become the Victorian prison system’s default response to ‘managing’ young men who
have experienced trauma.
Jesuit Social Services has worked to support some of these young men to transition into the community,
which has been a challenging journey for them. Many report feeling ‘institutionalised’ at a young age
upon release, struggle to manage day-to-day living tasks such as being out in public, experience constant
feelings of hypervigilance and, at times, have created spaces to sleep in that are the same size as a
prison cell.
Some of these young people would describe feeling as though they have ‘lost’ themselves under this
regime and have limited hope for their future in the community. Many are traumatised from what they
have experienced in custody during prison incidents and from spending such prolonged periods of time
in isolation.
Many of these young people do not remain in the community for long periods of time, often returning to
prison. This is particularly concerning not only for the wellbeing of these young people and for economic
reasons, but also as it risks undermining the safety of the community. Importantly, their offending tends
to significantly increase in severity from their previous offences.
Keeping young people under 25 in isolation is particularly concerning as we know the adult brain does
not fully develop until the age of 25 or beyond. For a 20 year old who has experienced significant trauma
and is put in isolation for an extended period, the lasting impacts on his/her brain development can be
significant.
Solitary confinement and isolation are not conducive to rehabilitation, reintegration or community
safety, and increase risk to the community. We should heed the lessons concerning the impact on young
people experiencing these conditions in adult prisons and ensure that these practices are used as an
option of absolute last resort (and preferably not at all) for children and young people in youth justice
facilities.
Jesuit Social Services’ experience
Jesuit Social Services has experience working with numerous young men who have been difficult for
Youth Justice to manage in custody and have, as a result of their behaviour, been transferred to adult
27
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prisons from Malmsbury Youth Justice Centre. Many are then vulnerable in the adult system and are put
in isolation after they are involved in incidents, including being exploited by more experienced prisoners
to become ‘lackeys’ so that the more experienced prisoner does not get caught.
The transfer of these young men to adult prisons could have been avoided if the youth custodial
environment had the capacity to respond to their behaviour in an appropriate manner. These young
men then find themselves at risk, given they are exposed to more experienced/older prisoners who are
at times gang-affiliated or who engage in a higher risk behaviours.
Rather than transferring children and young people displaying challenging behaviours to adult prisons,
youth justice staff should be adequately trained and resourced so they can manage these vulnerable
young people within the youth justice system. We are particularly concerned about recent reports of the
increasing use of isolation in youth justice centres, and most recently in Barwon prison.
Although Jesuit Social Services has a number of case examples of the effects of isolation on young
people, we are unable to include them in this submission due to the risk of identifying the young men.
However, common experiences we are aware of include:
•
•
•
•
•

extended periods of long term isolation
use of handcuffs, shackles, restraints, tear gas and observation cells
significant mental health issues following release from isolation including suicide attempts
difficulty interacting socially with other people following release from isolation
upon release from custody, replicating isolation conditions in private accommodation e.g.
transforming a bathroom to resemble a prison cell, sleeping in the bath, preparing food in the
bathroom.

Despite our best efforts to ensure anonymity in case studies, the risk of identifying the young men is
simply too great, given the potential consequences including the risk of harm to these young men if
identified. As these case studies are such potent examples of the troubling effects of isolation, we would
welcome the opportunity to present them to the Legal and Social Issues Committee if the anonymity of
the young men could be assured.

Mitigating the need for isolation as a response
Several factors contribute to escalating situations in youth detention centres. The particular needs of
children and young people, staff management practices and the physical environment of youth
detention centres all contribute to creating situations where young people become violent and threaten
the safety of others, themselves or property. By addressing these factors pre-emptively, escalating
situations can be diverted.
Meeting
people’s needs
t n young
o
e
Young people in detention require a very different approach to adults in the justice system due to their
developmental vulnerability. Additionally, they may experience behavioural issues and present with
multiple and complex needs. Meeting the needs of young people must be a priority within youth
detention. This approach requires:
•
•
•
•

staff who receive thorough ongoing training to support the unique needs of young people, and
at minimum are required to possess a relevant professional qualification
improved case management and access to mental health services while in detention
improving specialist training so that staff adopt a restorative approach to young people rather
than a punitive approach
ensuring consistency in managing adolescents with trauma and mental health issues.
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The loss of freedom and experience of isolation in detention can directly contribute to manifestations of
violence, aggression, anxiety, distress and suicide. In other social care settings, such as hospitals, a
therapeutic approach to design is widely accepted and aims to increase people’s sense of freedom and
community. This therapeutic approach is becoming more widely accepted in a corrections context, and
these principles are all the more important for young people as their ability to cope with intense
deprivation is far lower than adults.
The following are design features which have been identified as contributing to a more therapeutic
environment for young people in social care settings:54
•
•
•
•

Facilities should be secure and comfortable, with maintenance of an ambient temperature and
access to daylight and fresh air.
Privacy should be available wherever possible, and young people’s dignity should be preserved.
Activities should be made available wherever possible to constructively engage young people.
Noise and overcrowding should be minimised.

Research55 and international standards56 highlight a number of key principles that should underpin youth
justice facilities including:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Reintegration into the community must be a focus from the outset of a custodial sentence
Education is placed at the heart of an institution’s focus
Interventions are personalized and targeted; the provision of a range of facilities must meet the
individual needs of children and the specific purpose of their committal
Staff are given multidisciplinary training and custodial staff are involved in the education of
offenders
There is a high ratio of staff to children and young people
Institutions are small and split into units which are even smaller; the number of children should
be small enough to ensure individual care
Post-release mentoring for up to 12 months
The provision of less restrictive security conditions and control arrangements (only what is
necessary to protect children from harming themselves or others)
Life in the facility should approximate as closely as possible real life in the community
Location should be in places close to family to enable family connection and residential facilities
are locally distributed
Facilities are integrated into the social, economic and cultural environment of the community;
activities in the community are a key aspect of provision
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