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Executive Summary
Criminal justice policy focuses on the actions of people who breach agreed laws and are individually dealt
with by the courts and prisons. People’s behaviour, problems, treatment and responses to that policy are
the basis for its success or failure. However, prisoners are currently unable to present their collective views
on policies. This is the antithesis of normal policy-making in a functioning democracy where stakeholders
are always required to be engaged. This is because policy affects the community, has no legitimacy without
that consultation, and operates better with feedback. Collective engagement must be extended to
prisoners, especially when the policy failures of recidivism, racially differential treatment, and state abuse
are obvious and publicly exposed. The current obligation under the UN Optional Protocol to the Convention
against Torture (OPCAT) to inspect places of detainment highlights the problem.

As a social structure, communities serve to enhance responsibility by and for individuals and enable groups
to live in harmony. Prisoners should not be excluded from the democratic processes inherent in society, as
they too, are bound by shared experiences, mutual concerns and shared living areas. Their right to group
representation is formally acknowledged in prison systems, however they are not recognised in the larger
processes, such as the monitoring and policy development of OPCAT.

OPCAT has been created to protect the rights of detainees including those in prisons, locked hospitals,
youth justice and immigration centres. The fact that there is no structure to hear from detainees' own
representatives in any context explains policy failures in this area. Instead of dialogue, there is studied
political contempt, deliberate disempowerment through institutionalisation, an absence of stated rights, and
exclusion from most processes for those whose behaviour is central to the strategy. This absence fosters
the attitude of prison authorities who see prisoners as merely ‘disgraced’ individuals not entitled to any
respect. OPCAT is an opportunity for change. By supporting detainees to have a voice in OPCAT, an open
dialogue would be created. This would ensure obligations under the OPCAT would be continually monitored
by those with actual knowledge and experience of areas of concern. Acknowledgment by OPCAT of the
prisoner community would help change the culture of imprisonment.
Traditionally, a community is defined as a group of people interacting and living with common values and
social cohesion within a shared geographical location.1 A community can be viewed as a safety net to
prevent its members from harming or being harmed. In return, community members also have a
responsibility to uphold the safety net by looking out for others. Peer support is the formal expression of that
mutual concern.
1

‘Community’, Cambridge Dictionary (Web Page, 12 April 2021)
<https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/community>.
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Successful examples of communities’ peer support networks are the School Buddy System in Australia,
Mental Health Consumer Peer Workers, and the NSW Users and AIDS Association (NUAA). Benefits of
these respective peer programs include promoting positive relationships; better support of individuals;
building responsive, collaborative, and caring communities; and establishing a greater sense of belonging
and inclusion. These examples reveal that those with lived experiences best respond to the needs of the
community.

For prisoners, being acknowledged as a community increases their self-esteem, creates shared respect
and tolerance, and provides prisoners with greater agency and responsibility in dealing with their common
problems. They share a unique experience that others, who have not been disempowered and locked in a
cell, cannot understand. Peer support networks enable prisoners to receive help, thereby achieving a safer
and more responsible community, based on mutual understanding.2

Representative Committees exist in most prison systems facilitating discussions with authorities in a
structured way. The prisoner communities they represent have their own standards, values and social rules,
but are restricted in further development by a lack of external communication and support. The view that
building shared values can lead to the creation of norms where respect, tolerance and order are accepted,
was expressed long ago. The 1940 American Sociological Review said: “a wholesome community life in
prison will foster inmate participation which will develop rather than deaden initiative”.3 This will help reduce
violence, reoffending, and feeling of injustice amongst the individuals; while simultaneously increasing
participation, and self-reliance. This increased social responsibility will help them successfully reintegrate
into broader society. Resultantly, offenders are more likely to engage in rehabilitative programs4 which
provide long-term benefits to detainees, correctional staff, and the broader society alike.

Prison management also benefits as prisoners cooperate and work together for shared interests, resulting
in greater communication, cooperation, and safety. Staff work with prisoner representatives who have
responsibility to the community, rather than only with individuals, substantially reducing their management
obligations. Addressing the concerns of prisoners, using trained and trusted representatives at an early
stage, is in the interests of prisoners and staff alike in the effort to create safer environments within prisons.
Assaults on staff and prisoners are reduced where there is a structure to openly talk and resolve matters.
Reductions in suicide and self harm due to trained “listeners” benefit everyone.
2

Julie Repper et al, Peer support workers: Theory and practice (Briefing, June 2013) 4, 8-9.
Norman S.Hayner and Ellis Ash, ‘The Prison As a Community’ (1940) 5(4) American Sociological Association 577,
583.
4
Andrew, Day et al, ‘Assessing the Therapeutic Climate of Prisons’ (2012) 39(2) Criminal Justice and Behavior 156,
165.
3
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Work health and safety protocols within prisons are hindered by prisoner input remaining stunted. Prisoner
Committees with access to services could use links to mainstream resources. These could be education,
health, safety and welfare matters, but could also include legal and complaint mechanisms when the
internal processes haven’t worked.5 An example of a successful program using prisoner skills is the UK
Listeners Scheme. Trustworthy relationships and community support are ensured through a training
programme that enables Listeners to provide face-to-face support that is confidential, non-judgemental and
non-directive.6

Prisoner committees that have functioned effectively for a long period are the Inmate Development
Committees (IDC), Prisoner Advisory Committees (PAC), and Aboriginal Inmate Delegates. They function
to voice concerns and collective interests. The IDC, developed by NSW Corrective Services, is made up of
nominated inmates and mandates diversity within the committee. These prisoners become recognised as
representatives and work to voice shared issues to prison management, resulting in improved health and
safety as well as a shared responsibility. Similarly, the PAC in QLD involves inmates who act as
representatives for their units that meet monthly with staff to raise any issues or requests their fellow
inmates have.

These committees highlight the potential for their functions to be implemented on a larger scale. This paper
proposes that such representatives collaborate to form a network, possibly through the Australian Prisoners
Union (APU) that has been nascent since its creation on 17 July 1999. As a prisoner community
organisation, it could address the needs of its community and voice detainee interests at policy levels
currently not expressed.

The death of David Dungay in Long Bay Prison Hospital in 2015 demonstrates the dire importance of this
work and the missed opportunities to harness the potential benefits. Many elements including medical
issues, isolation, communication, mentoring and the use of force were compounded in his death. Deputy
State Coroner Derek Lee recommended in 2020 that if an Aboriginal Inmate Delegate was engaged, the
situation may have been defused ensuring the safety of both David and staff members.

5

Corrective Services Administrators' Council (CSAC), Guiding Principles for Corrections in Australia Revised 2018
(Guidelines, February 2018) 20.
6
‘Listener Scheme’, Inside Time (Web Page, 1 July 2015) <https://insidetime.org/listener-scheme/>.
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The ratification of OPCAT for Australia provides an opportunity to acknowledge and empower those
Committees through a coordinating community organisation to create a safer, more effective justice system,
properly complying with its international obligations.

What is a community?
Traditionally, a “community” has been defined as a group of interacting people living in a common location
in which people are organised into a group around common values and social cohesion within a shared
geographic location.7
The community can be viewed as a safety net, one which prevents its members from being harmed in any
way. In order to be socially included, offenders need to engage in all aspects of living, including socially,
economically, psychologically and politically.8 Acknowledging prisoners as a community has many
empowering benefits, such as increased self-esteem and self-worth for members, as well as increased
order due to shared values of respect and tolerance which reduces violence, reoffending and injustice to
these individuals. Providing structures to enable prisoners to function as a community and support one
another will have enduring and long term positive impacts.
The prisoner comes from a community and, after serving their required prison sentence, will return to a
community. If they are to be accepted as a law-abiding individual on their return, they must learn in prison
to play the role of a citizen. If the prisoner learns while incarcerated that to fit in with institutional routine,
they must ‘lay low’, this will not aid them upon release. In fact, it will mark them as peculiar and indignant.9
The conventional prison situation is the antithesis of the normal community and does not prepare
individuals for reintegration. Monotonous routine, sex starvation, lack of self-direction, and isolation from
law-abiding culture patterns do not rehabilitate; rather, they demoralise prisoners’ sense of community, and
reduces the societal views of them.
The nature of excluding prisoners from the broader society forms a community in itself, due to their
common experiences as part of a minority group. They tend to be segregated by other individuals and
groups, which weakens their position as a community. Exclusion becomes the common denominator,
which places pressure on prisoner minorities to form networks of support that reflect their needs and
vulnerabilities.10 Recognising prisoners as a community with a collective position and shared values and
7

‘Community’, Cambridge Dictionary (Web Page, 12 April 2021)
<https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/community>.
8
Justice Action, Prisons as Part of the Community (Report, 2009) 3.
9
Norman S Hayner and Ellis Ash, ‘The Prison As a Community’ (10940) 5(4) American Sociological Review 577, 577.
10
Nick De Viggiani, ‘Surviving Prison: Exploring prison social life as a determinant of health’ (2006), 2(2) International
Journal of Prisoner Health 71, 89.
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experiences enables groups to examine and address issues relating to OPCAT, WHS and APU. We believe
that people in prisons must be acknowledged as a community as it is bound by:
●

Shared experiences;

●

Mutual concern and mutual interest; and

●

Common physical features.

The close proximity in which prisoners reside, and their restricted social circle effectively means that people
incarcerated in the same manner who share the same lifestyle are more likely to know and represent each
others’ concerns.
Inmates who desire a favourable reputation amongst their fellow inmates, must adopt the same patterns of
behaviour as the inmate culture. Unfortunately, entrusting the representation of the prisoner community to
individuals who do not have a personal understanding of the real and actual consternation of prisoners,
may inevitably result in failure to account for these concerns.

Benefits of Community Acknowledgment
Management Benefit
The prison workforce management benefits from workers cooperating under a joint interest, as this
encourages effective communication and cooperation, and ensures safe interactions between individuals.
This cooperation allows management to focus on the groups rather than each individual, which can also
provide advance notice for potential rioting or rowdy behaviour. The quality of relationships is reciprocal.
Respecting prisoners as a community fosters relationships between management and prisoners and
creates a positive environment.11
A good employment environment includes physical surroundings and cultural norms that promote health
and positive role models. These factors are integral to successful prison work, rehabilitation for offenders,
and improving levels of public health which will benefit prison staff, prisoners, their families, and the wider
community.12

11

Prison Reform Trust, ‘Prisoners reforming prisons’ (Report, 2019)
<http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/Prisoners%20reforming%20prisons%20FINAL.pdf>.
12
World Health Organisation, Prisons and Health (2014) 185 (‘Prisons and Health’).
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Safe custody and good order in prisons, as well as an atmosphere of respect and decency in adequate
surroundings, are fundamental to good health.13 OHS is often applied for the lowest common denominator
in industry. In prisons, that denominator can be lower than in any other industry.14
Research conducted by Civil Liberties Australia (CLA) identifies the police/prison industry as one of the
most dangerous places to work in NSW.15 A total of 48 deaths in custody and police operations occurred in
2018 but these figures are not considered by SafeWork NSW. CLA argues that more analysis is needed
into the conditions that allowed these deaths to occur. Reflecting on the Coroners reports, there are
arguments that failures in correctional and police safe systems of work resulted in fatality. The benefit of
reporting these deaths to WorkSafe NSW would allow better monitoring of the system, and an identification
of the potential failures. Additionally, it would assist in creating links between direct and non-direct
consequences for prison workers for factors such as mental health.

Work Health & Safety
There is a legal obligation to provide adequate standards of safety and security that protect the interests of
both detainees and prison staff. Detainees themselves see the risks and should be involved in dealing with
them through a delegate assigned to the role.
Guiding Principles for Corrections in Australia
The Guiding Principles for Corrections in Australia (‘the Principles’) are a statement of national intent
articulating a set of goals for correctional facilities to achieve in its practices, policies, and performance
standards.16 The principles reflect the social expectations of Australian correctional services in outcomes
regarding safety, security, wellbeing, rehabilitation and reintegration
Entitlement to Work and Living Standards
The purpose of the WHS is to protect the health, safety and welfare of employees, volunteers and other
people who are at, or in contract with a workplace and it should be a universal standard across industries,
including prisoners that are currently excluded from WHS ACT 2011 No.10 Parts 5.

13

Ibid.
Kevin Jones, ‘Prisoners are another world when implementing workplace safety’ (Blog post, 3 June 2010)
<https://safetyatworkblog.com/2010/06/03/prisons-are-another-world-when-implementing-workplace-safety/ >.
15
Bill Rowlings, ‘Police-prison ‘industry’ most dangerous workplace in NSW?’ Civil Liberties Australia (Web Page, 3
January 2020) <https://www.cla.asn.au/News/police-prison-industry-most-dangerous-workplace-in-nsw/>.
16
Corrective Services Administrators' Council, Guiding Principles for Corrections in Australia (2018), <
file:///Users/justiceaction/Downloads/guiding-principles-for-corrections-in-australia-revised-2018.pdf >.
14

8

The Workplace Health and Safety (or Occupational Health and Safety, OHS) for prisoners and staff inside
prisons, systematically identifies and addresses the OHS risks:17
1) Identifies hazards in the workplace
2) Assesses the risks the hazard poses to the workplace
3) Introduce actions or controls to eliminate or reduce the risk
4) Monitor these actions or controls to ensure the risk has been addressed
The safety and security of prisoners and offenders is maintained with particular consideration towards the
most vulnerable individuals:
●

Prisoners and offenders who present an ‘extreme or unacceptable risk’ to the public’s safety are
managed under regimes which reflect the magnitude of the potential harm to the community.

●

Appropriate measures are taken to ensure there are no injuries or unnatural deaths

●

Risk factors and cultural and historical information are considered when assessing and responding
to offenders at-risk of self harm or suicide

Standards of Work:
All accidents or incidents within a Department of Corrective Services (DCS) site must be reported within 48
hours. It is legally required to report incidents which involve: loss of life or serious injury, an individual taking
7 or more days off work or is unable to complete usual duties because of an injury, damage to potentially
dangerous items, injury to non-workers that occured within the worksite. Injury management within a prison
workplace includes: providing first aid, treating injured workers and providing a medical certificate, referring
individuals to a psychiatrist if there is a psychological injury.
There are no safe lifting weight limits for workers in NSW, so a risk assessment should be undertaken if
objects weigh more than 16-20kgs. Workers must have frequent changes of posture to avoid muscular
fatigue from staying still for long periods of time, i.e. sitting in front of a computer.
Standards of Behaviour:
Prisoners and offenders are safe from bullying, intimidation and victimisation, under Guiding Principle 3.1.3
of Corrections Australia.18 The OHS Department has a ‘Managing Work-related Bullying and Harassment’
policy, which includes information and procedures, as well as guidelines on identifying harassment and
bullying in comparison to what is considered a ‘lawful action’. These issues may be dealt under the
Grievance Management policy, however, more serious allegations are dealt with under the ‘Management of
Professional Conduct’ policy.

17
18

NSW Department of Corrective Services, Employee Occupational Health and Safety Handbook (2006).
Corrective Services Administrators' Council (CSAC) (n 2) 15.
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Prisoners and offenders are supported to address their primary health, mental health and social care needs
through facilitated access to appropriate services.19

SafeWork NSW
The safe and healthy workplace should be a realistic goal for all employers. It is crucial that prison systems
have safe systems of work in order to identify risk and mitigate it through contingency plans.
Individuals that are temporary working visa holders, a permanent resident, or an Australian citizen, are
covered by work health and safety laws (Work Health and Safety Regulation (2017), Work Health and
Safety Act (2011)) (‘WHS’).20 These laws apply to every workplace, including those within the prison
system.
The rights evolving from these laws include:
●

the right to be shown how to work safely

●

‘the right to appropriate safety equipment

●

the right to speak up about work conditions

●

the right to say no to unsafe work

●

the right to be consulted about safety in the workplace

●

the right to workers compensation

●

the right to a fair and just workplace

●

the right to fair pay and conditions.’21

Specific health and safety obligations and responsibilities are applicable including:
●

‘taking reasonable care of yourself

●

not doing anything that would affect the health and safety of others at work

●

following any reasonable health and safety instructions from your employer’.22

As mentioned earlier, prison management has a vital role in ensuring that staff and prisoners alike feel safe
in their work environment. Successful prison management ensures safe custody and good order within an
environment of mutual respect and decency. Inarguably, the prison community is quite different to other
front-line public services, described as being both hazardous and stressful.23 Accordingly, staff and inmate
training regarding entitlements and duties under the aforementioned WHS acts are fundamental to a safe
workplace.
19

Ibid 20.
Work Health and Safety Act 2011 (NSW); Work Health and Safety Regulation 2017 (NSW).
21
‘Worker rights and responsibilities’ SafeWork (Web Page)
<https://www.safework.nsw.gov.au/safety-starts-here/safety-support/your-rights-and-responsibilities-for-health-and-saf
ety/worker-health-and-safety-rights-and-responsibilities>.
22
Ibid.
23
Prisons and Health (n 11) 185.
20
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Section 20(2) of the Work Health and Safety Act 2011 outlines the duty of persons conducting businesses
or undertakings involving management or control of workplaces:
The person with management or control of a workplace must ensure, so far as is reasonably practicable, that
the workplace, the means of entering and exiting the workplace and anything arising from the workplace are
without risks to the health and safety of any person.24

Accordingly, the duties of workers under s 28 is important to note:
While at work, a worker must—
(a) take reasonable care for his or her own health and safety, and
(b) take reasonable care that his or her acts or omissions do not adversely affect the health and safety of
other persons, and
(c) comply, so far as the worker is reasonably able, with any reasonable instruction that is given by the person
conducting the business or undertaking to allow the person to comply with this Act, and
(d) co-operate with any reasonable policy or procedure of the person conducting the business or undertaking
relating to health or safety at the workplace that has been notified to workers.25

Prisoner Community Benefits
In order for prisoners to benefit from taking part in a prisoner community, they must be able to cooperate
and get along with one another. Group cooperation refers to the extent to which community resources and
processes maintain and enhance individual and collective wellbeing. It encourages participation,
self-reliance, and social responsibility, in addition to staying consistent with equity and comprehensiveness.
The majority of the inmate population have significant complaints towards persons of authority. Despite the
most trusted and respected individuals taking up a leadership role, the imposed authority is generally not
deemed positive and is often resented by the prisoner community. In penal institutions as they are today,
the constant hostility between guards and inmates is one of the major obstacles in the reformation of
prisoners. The ever-present dichotomy of ‘cop’ and ‘robber’ explains the widespread lack of sympathetic
and understanding relationships between guards and inmates. Hence, the most important link that
prisoners have with the outside world, their contact with guards, yields little social profit.26 Prisoner
communities may most likely rely on the equality and balancing of individual roles within their segregated
group.
24

Work Health and Safety Act 2011 (NSW) s 20(2) (‘WHSA’).
Ibid s 28.
26
Justice Action, ‘Prisoners as Part of the Community’ (Occasional Paper, 2009)
25
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Group cooperation may provide a group with a diverse sense of identity through their lived experience. It
allows for the emergence of a ‘sustainable community’ which recognises and supports people’s evolving
sense of wellbeing. This type of community promotes a sense of: belonging, place, self-worth, safety and
connection, which are crucial to improving detainees’ experiences.
Unfortunately, tensions can build within a prison due to boredom and a lack of opportunities for
development. These tensions can be exhibited through bullying, rape or drug use, which can make prison
an unsafe environment for prisoners and staff. Prison authorities have a rigid stance on the bullying of
vulnerable people, with the Judicial Commission of NSW considering rape a defenceless act.27 The Minister
for Corrections Michael Yabsley, has stated that, “Rape in prison is inevitable, and provides a useful
deterrent factor to those thinking of offending.”28 Within the prisoner community, if inmates discover
evidence of sexual offending within prison, this constitutes a breach of their trust and respect on the
perpetrator's behalf, causing social rejection from the community of inmates. These standards form the
basis for community cohesion and the workplace, increasing safety as a result.
Prisoner health needs to be addressed to reduce deaths in custody and decrease the potential for mental
health problems to arise within isolation. Fortunately for inmates, there are various prison programs that
can provide them with a voice. Peer support helps people share common concerns and draw on their
experience to offer emotional and practical support to individuals suffering mental illness. This is most
beneficial when delivered by those with lived experience of detention due to mutual understanding of the
issues faced by prisoners. The UK Listeners Scheme is a form of peer support which ensures emotional
support is provided within a prisoner community. This scheme had high success, with over half of
participating prisoners feeling satisfaction after their treatment.
On face value, prison education programs provide prisoners with the knowledge and skills to become
functioning members of society post-prison. However, current educational programs in prisons have
become largely stereotyped replicas of the conventional educational organization. They are neither adapted
to the prison situation, nor are they designed to prepare the convict adequately for the role of law-abiding
citizen.
In addition to prisoner programs, this population should be provided with sports and leisurely activities,
opportunities to contact communities outside of prison, and professional expertise such as conversational
skills and lessons on tolerance. Teaching prisoners professional skills for future employment will help bring
order within a usually disorderly environment. There is an increasing need for a wholesome community life

27

Judicial Commission of New South Wales. ‘Sentencing Bench Book’ (Bench Book, September 2006) 9631-2.
Ugur Nedim, ‘Sexual Assault in Prison’, Sydney Criminal Lawyers (Web Page, 11 July 2016)
<https://www.sydneycriminallawyers.com.au/blog/sexual-assault-in-prison/>.
28
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in prison that will encourage inmate participation, and develop rather than deaden their initiative.29
Pre-parole/pre-release classes that facilitate frank and realistic discussions on the causes of failure in social
relations and business, employment, and the competitive nature of modern industrial society, would provide
a valuable first step in the right direction.
Further, specific programs with the aim of building and developing post-release skills that encourage
inmates community participation would be beneficial. Learning about health issues through participation in
classes to attain certifications in mental and physical health treatments provides life skills. Promoting
mutual education between inmates would enable and empower prisoners to share languages, run classes
and build literacy skills together. Assistance in gaining other formal qualifications, for example, a Working
with Children Check, would be useful for employability. As well as provisions of information such as how to
join unions to protect their rights post-release.
Education and development are crucial for both rehabilitation and reintegration and mutual learning can
foster a sense of community and social cohesion. It is believed that with a stronger community, social
issues such as harm and disarray can be prevented, providing all prisoners with opportunities for a better
quality of life.30

Community control of values and standard services
The community plays a crucial role in establishing the values of a society. As a community, prisoners should
be empowered to control the values and services in the prison environment, which will have positive
implications on the order and health of both prisoners and staff. The WHO European health policy
framework, Health 2020, aims to improve public health and reduce health inequalities. It considers that
social values such as human rights and equity are the key to good governance for health. This also applies
to prison health, with no compromise. When a state deprives people of their liberty, it must guarantee their
right to health and provide them with the best possible care. A great number of efforts are being made to
improve the health of prisoners in our Region. However, many Member States still do not fully meet their
responsibility to protect the health of their prisoners. An expert group advising the Regional Office on the
organization of prison health concluded that:
●

‘The management and coordination of all relevant agencies and resources contributing to the health
and well-being of prisoners is a whole-of-government responsibility;

29

Hayner and Ash (n 3) 583.
Alan Black and Philip Hughes, The identification and analysis of indicators of community strength and outcomes
(Occasional Paper No. 3, June 2001) 13, 44.
30
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●

Health ministries should provide and be accountable for health care services in prisons, and
advocate healthy prison conditions.’31

When inmates experienced social cohesion and mutual support (which refers to inmates’ care for each
other), and felt safe in a more positive social climate, Day, Casey, Vess and Huisy32 found the more ready
they were to engage in offender rehabilitation programs.33 Fostering a sense of community in which
prisoners support one another enables individuals to develop and maintain social relationships, which can
help in a successful reintegration into broader society.
Shared values lead to the creation of norms which enforce order. Values such as respect and tolerance
reduce violence and increase order within prisons which improves safe management for prison staff.
Prison Standards aim to address the quality and safety of the healthcare provided to people in Australian
prisons. Given that people in custody in Australia come from some of the more vulnerable population
groups, and have high levels of morbidity, health services within prisons provide healthcare in a unique and
challenging environment.34
Caring for and supporting one another fosters a sense of community and social cohesion. Acknowledging
prisoners as a community recognises that they are entitled to representation and should be empowered
within prisons to improve the safe order of prisons and the health of prisoners.

Peer Support
One of the most compelling reasons for the acknowledgment of prison communities is the prospect of
access to comprehensive peer support networks. Peer support is defined as “offering and receiving help,
based on shared understanding, respect, and mutual empowerment between people in similar situations”35.
People share common concerns and draw on their experience to offer emotional and practical support to
individuals suffering mental illness. Support is most beneficial when delivered by those with lived
experience of detention. This mutual understanding of the issues faced by prisoners is crucial to delivering
effective guidance and support.
According to Suicide Prevention Australia’s Position Statement on Supporting Suicide Attempt Survivors:

31

Prisons and Health (n 11) 4.
Andrew Day et al (n 6) 165.
33
Ibid 162.
34
Standards for health services in Australian prisons (RACGP Standards, April 2011) 23-4.
35
Julie Repper et al (n 4) 1.
32
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“People with common experiences have always benefited from sharing and supporting each other.
Peer support in the area of mental health, for example, has recently gained significant attention;
being shown to be an important factor in people’s recovery. There is now substantial international
evidence that the quality of life of those experiencing mental illness can be substantially enhanced
when peer support is an integral part of their treatment and/or interventions.”36
The Black Dog Institute recognises community campaigns as a strategy to prevent suicides. One of the
recommendations which they have included in An ‘Evidence-Based Systems Approach to Suicide
Prevention’ is incorporating lived experience, which benefits communities by allowing others to serve as
recovery role models and mentors as well as reducing stigma and discrimination37.
Peer workers are most often employed in admitted settings, public community mental health services,
community managed organisations (CMOs), and disability services to provide peer support and advocacy
to people experiencing mental health issues (consumer peer workers) or their carers (carer peer workers).
They are specifically employed for the expertise developed from their personal lived experience of mental
illness and recovery or their experience as a mental health carer.

Communities where Peer Support is acknowledged
The following are some examples of Peer Support models that are useful for considering a similar model for
prison communities.

a) School Buddy System
School Peer Support, also referred to as the ‘Buddy System’, is a framework that acknowledges the
community of the student body. It is a program that involves being paired with another student.38 The
purpose of a buddy program is to support a smooth transition for students starting school. Schools report
that the programs promote social and support networks for individuals beginning school and promote a
sense of community and belonging within the school environment. The Buddy System approach is pivotal in
supporting students in promoting a sense of friendship, safety, belonging, and protection, while also
building a sense of responsibility, satisfaction, and pride.39 Dockett and Perry (2001, 2005, 2008) found
numerous evidence that buddy programs successfully support a smooth transition in the first year of school
for children.40 Ellis (2003) in her Submission to the Senate Inquiry into Cyber-safety suggested that the
36

Felton et. al (1995) cited in Suicide Prevention Australia (2009) Position Statement Supporting Suicide Attempt
Survivors. Available from: https://www.suicidepreventionaust.org/content/supporting-suicide-attempt-survivors
37
The NHMRC Centre for Research Excellicence in Suicide Prevention, An evidence-based system approach to
suicide prevention: guidance on planning, commissioning and monitoring (2016).
38
Scull, Janet, and Susanne Garvis. "Transition: A positive start to school." (2015).
39
Tzani-Pepelasi, Calli, et al. "Peer support at schools: the buddy approach as a prevention and intervention strategy
for school bullying." International journal of bullying prevention 1.2 (2019): 111-123.
40
Dockett, S., & Perry, B. (2001). Starting school: Effective transitions. Early Childhood Research & Practice, 3(2),
Retrieved from http://ecrp.uiuc.edu/v3n2/dockett.html;
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Peer Support Program is effective in increasing communications and social skills, enhancing optimistic
thinking and resilience as well as a willingness to both provide and receive support from their
peers.41Subsequently, it was found that young people actually preferred their peers to adults as a source of
support and assistance.42 This ultimately is the crux of the inmate committee proposal.

b) Mental Health Consumer Peer Workers
Mental Health Consumer Peer Workers represent the community of people who are currently experiencing,
or have experienced, various forms of mental illness. They apply their personal lived experience of mental
illness and recovery in supporting consumers who are employed on the basis of their personal lived
experience of mental illness and recovery. The NSW Mental Health Commission identified issues with the
workplace conditions of consumer peer workers, which may affect their ability to work with clients. These
include providing relevant training and supervision, clarification of their role, career paths.43 This Peer
Support system recognises the capacity of each individual to contribute to the wider community by sharing
their unique lived experiences with mental illness. It also provides peer workers the opportunity to develop
their personal and professional skills through training programs.
The NSW Mental Health Consumer Workers’ Committee highlights the importance for an integrated
collaborative approach to care which encourages all staff to share information with their colleagues
including Consumer Workers to be recognised. As mental health care and support requires a variety of
services and support, everyone identified as important to the consumer including Consumer Workers must
be involved in their care and acknowledged as an equal member of a treating team. It is essential that
information is shared between clinicians and consumer workers involved in aiding a person’s recovery to
ensure the safety of consumers and others, enhance the care provided, and to maximise the outcomes for
consumers.44
Primary Health Networks (PHNs) can support better outcomes in mental health by promoting and
supporting the employment of peer workers as part of multi-disciplinary teams providing person centred
support and recovery-oriented and trauma informed care.
In the short-term, PHNs will be expected to:

Dockett, S., & Perry, B. (2005). 'A buddy doesn't let kids get hurt in the playground': Starting school with buddies.
International Journal of Transitions in Childhood, 1, 22-34.;
Dockett, S., & Perry, B. (2008). Starting school: A community endeavor. Childhood Education, 84(5), 274.
41
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●

Develop an understanding of peer work policies and programs, employment conditions (including
salaries and wages), and models of practice and standards relevant to their respective state/territory
government agency and/or community mental health organisation

●

Provide input to the development of the peer workforce and the equitable employment of peer
workers in the region.

In the longer term, PHNs will be expected to:
●

Support models of practice that incorporate peer workers as specialised members of
multidisciplinary teams providing person-centred, recovery-oriented and trauma-informed stepped
care in mental health and suicide prevention services

●

Promote training, peer supervision and career development for peer workers in partnership with
relevant community mental health organisations, state/territory government agencies, and local
consumer and carer networks.

c) Royal Commission into Victoria’s Mental Health System
The Victorian Royal Commission revealed that the perspectives of people with lived experiences of mental
illness or psychological distress are overlooked.45 The inherent power imbalances in the mental health
system do not value these experiences and make it extremely difficult for people with lived experience to
promote change as a result.
Therefore, many recommendations emphasise the value of those with lived experience of mental illness
and trauma.46 This recognition of the importance of lived experience has significant implications for prisons.
Communities based on shared experiences, such as mental illness or detention, benefit most when
supported by one another. Collaborating with people with lived experience, as recommended by the Royal
Commission, will lead to the development of innovative and successful policy and management.
Peer support is also a key focus of the recommendations, particularly in regards to responding to mental
health crises and developing new approaches to address trauma.47 This acknowledges individuals living
with mental illness as a community and places significant value in their experiences and what can be learnt
from them. Prisoners should similarly be acknowledged as a community and their lived experiences should
be valued in policy development and the monitoring of OPCAT. As a community, prisoners are entitled to
both representation and engagement.
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d) Georgia Peer Mentoring and Forensic Peer Mentoring Program
Georgia has had tremendous success with its Peer Mentoring program and Forensic Peer Mentoring
program since they began in 2015. These groundbreaking programs strengthen the workforce and provide
valuable transition and re-entry support for returning citizens.48
The Peer Mentoring program provides mentoring, peer support, and community-resource linkage to
promote the successful transition of adults with behavioral health diagnoses returning to communities of
their choice following psychiatric in-patient hospitalisation.49 Peer Mentors assist identified adults receiving
psychiatric inpatient care with their transition back into community living. Initially, Peer Mentors meet their
peers in a Georgia Regional Hospital inpatient setting or other venue, and then assist them as they re-enter
various community settings. Peer Mentors may assist with resource linkage, discharge planning, and social
connections.
The Forensic Peer Mentoring program provides support, linkage, and care coordination to promote the
successful community reintegration of adults with behavioral health diagnoses returning to the community
following incarceration.50 Forensic Peer Mentors have had personal lived experience with the criminal
justice system. The Forensic Peer Mentor works with returning citizens/participants who are within 3-18
months of their release date/tentative parole month. They work together onsite within an assigned state
correctional facility, or in a Georgia Day Reporting Center, as well as in the community after release.

e) NSW Users and AIDS Association: Peer Workshop and Education
The NSW Users and AIDS Association (NUAA) supports drug users in the community through educational
events as well as peer support lines.51 During the events, participants gain insights into various key issues
from both professionals and other members of the community, such as ways to reduce the spread of
diseases through needles. The NUAA is also staffed and governed by individuals who use, or have used
drugs. As an extremely successful government-funded program, this demonstrates the capacity and
benefits of community-led support systems.
The Peer and Consumer Forum establishes and acknowledges users and their friends/family as a
community bound by common experiences and facing similar issues. The 2019 forum theme “Peers as
Teachers - what can we learn from our communities?” empowered the community and valued their lived
experiences. The NUAA understands community experiences are key to tackling common issues, such as
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the stigma of drug users in the wider community. Rather than viewing drug users as criminal or not worthy
of support, the NUAA empowers the community with a sense of agency to support one another and
address common problems.52 This ultimately improves the safety of both users and the wider community.
The same principles of parallel learning and support should be implemented in prisons. Prisoners have
collective interests and have formed a unique community through shared experiences as well as living
quarters. Prisoners should not be denied of support and their experiences must be valued, particularly in
regards to the monitoring of torture in detention.

f) Prison Peer2Peer Project (UK)
The Hepatitis C Trust have developed the Prison Peer2Peer Project in the UK to raise awareness of
hepatitis C with the goal to reduce the risk of transmission, change the conversation around hepatitis C and
increase the number of people getting tested and treated.53 Prison-based peer educators are selected
based on their personal experience of hepatitis C, intravenous drug use and time spent in the criminal
justice system. The peer educators are trained to deliver weekly workshops and provide one-to-one support
to their peers accessing health or drug psychosocial support. The workshop is delivered in the format of a
one-hour non-judgemental group session. The peer educators have the option to receive an accredited
qualification, and if they wish can be linked into community peer programs when leaving prison.54

Examples of prisoner communities
a) UK Listeners
The UK Listener Scheme is a compelling example of a prisoner community, which exemplifies the benefits
of acknowledging the shared experiences of individuals in prison. Prison can be a tough environment,
making it hard to trust another person enough to open up and confide in them. This presents a challenge
for any organisation providing emotional support for prisoners. The Samaritans’ Prison Listener Scheme
has overcome this barrier, ensuring emotional support is provided within a safe and respectable prisoner
community. The Scheme is a form of peer support providing a confidential, 24/7 listening service for
prisoners who are struggling to cope, and has been operating in prisons in the UK and Ireland for more
than 20 years.55 Involving prisoners and training them to listen in confidence to fellow prisoners

52

https://www.nuaapeerforum.org.au/
‘The Prison Peer2Peer Project’, The Hepatitis C Trust (Web Page, 2021)
<http://hepctrust.org.uk/services/prison-services/prison-peer2peer-project>.
54
The Hepatitis C Trust, ‘Health and Justice Prison Peer2Peer Project’, Inside Time: the National Newspaper for
Prisoners and Detainees (Web Page, 1 March 2021)
<https://insidetime.org/health-and-justice-prison-peer2peer-project/>.
55
https://gala.gre.ac.uk/id/eprint/7767/1/helenDraft_Listener_report_27_091_doc-finalversion2.pdf
53

19

experiencing psychological and emotional distress, is a powerful scheme which may lead to reductions in
self harm or suicide.
The Listener scheme was introduced in 1991 when there had been a significant rise in the number of
suicides in prisons. Local Samaritans’ branches, in HMP Brixton’s case Central London Samaritans (CLS),
along with prison staff select and train prisoners who have shown an interest in becoming a Listener.
Extensive training is provided through an intensive course as well as ongoing training and back-up.56
The aim of the Listener scheme is to contribute to the alleviation of feelings of distress among prisoners
and to assist in reducing the number of incidents of self-harm and suicide among prisoners.57 Any prisoner
may become a Listener - regardless of their convicted offense.58 The application process to become a
Listener includes a security check conducted by the relevant prison, followed by an in-depth interview with
Samaritan volunteers.59 Approved prisoners complete the Listeners Initial Training (LIT) programme of eight
modules within a span of 3-6 weeks. Such training involves the identification and differentiation between
self-harm and suicidal behaviour, and the skills to respond to such behaviour.60 Additional ‘Ongoing Training
Modules’ are provided to Listeners responding to prisoners engaging in self-harm.61
The emotional support Listeners provide is confidential, non-judgemental, non-directive and is provided
face-to-face. Listeners must not disclose any information a prisoner tells them, including thoughts of suicide
and self-harm. This is in contrast to the support provided by the Samaritans, where much of it is via
telephone or email and therefore anonymous. Further, Samaritans hold regular meetings with Listeners to
debrief about the support they have provided to prisoners and to deliver ongoing training.62 Prisoners who
have become listeners must retain their position for at least six months, to reduce the frequency of changes
to the participating listener members which may inhibit the efficacy of the scheme.63

56

https://www.samaritans.org/how-we-can-help/prisons/listener-scheme/
https://insidetime.org/listener-scheme/
58
http://irep.ntu.ac.uk/id/eprint/33424/1/PhD%20-%20post%20viva%20corrections%20-%20Final%2014.3.18pdf.pdf
57

59

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Michelle-Jaffe/publication/235428506_Peer_support_and_seeking_help_in_priso
n_a_study_of_the_Listener_scheme_in_four_prisons_in_England/links/0fcfd5118d6f034031000000/Peer-support-and
-seeking-help-in-prison-a-study-of-the-Listener-scheme-in-four-prisons-in-England.pdf
60
Ibid.
61
Ibid.
62

https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprisons/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2016/01/Peer-support-findings-paper-fi
nal-draft-1.pdf
63
http://irep.ntu.ac.uk/id/eprint/33424/1/PhD%20-%20post%20viva%20corrections%20-%20Final%2014.3.18pdf.pdf

20

Findings
Positive results
Inspectors were pleased to see a comprehensive Listener service in place at HMP/YOI Chelmsford (2014),
with findings concluding positive results including; prisoners could speak to Listeners privately, young adults
had full access to Listeners and individual Listener rotas had been established for each prison wing.
The prison environment, cell-confinement and a range of other factors can heighten feelings of distress and
a build-up of feelings. Evidence suggests that prisoners have experienced positive benefits from talking to
Listeners. It was found that prisoners seek to talk to Listeners about their problems because they are
feeling down, low or depressed.64 Interviews with prisoners who have used the Listeners program provided
evidence of the benefits of talking to Listeners, stating that they felt a relief of getting problems off their
chest and felt less burdened by their problems.65 Findings on how prisoners felt after talking to a Listener
showed that over half of prisoners felt a sense of mastery, hope and relief.66
Research found that the program facilitated more positive relationships between Listener volunteers and
prison staff, with the shared goal of making the prison environment more humane and caring. Prisoner
volunteering is perceived positively by prison authorities as it demonstrates compliance and the capacity for
self-management, and may invite the adoption of a reformed, pro-social identity.67 In particular, involvement
with the Listener’s scheme was considered desirable amongst prisoners as a result of its increased
responsibility and greater mobility within the establishment.
A clear positive component of the program is established on the basis that prisoners and Listeners are able
to discuss shared experiences which allow for greater understanding. It is identified that there is greater
care and concern shown by the Listeners because they understand and recognise the frustrations and
emotional difficulties that the prisoners are experiencing.
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Challenges
A pitfall to the Listeners program found that on several occasions there were common issues reported
about the Listener scheme, specifically regarding access for prisoners who had requested support,
particularly at night, during periods of lock up or in segregation units.68 A general lack of trust and
understanding about the Listeners, have been purported to act as barriers to prisoners’ openness to
approach Listeners (Snow, 2000).
Prisoners feedback provided via surveys also suggested that some prisoners were concerned about the
ability to access Listeners at any time:69
●

‘Staff try to avoid getting Listeners to see inmates outside of the core day.’

●

‘I was refused a Listener once (the only time I asked) as staff were “too busy”’.

Despite Listeners being dependent on staff to facilitate access to their caller, many Listeners were proactive
in reaching out to prisoners informally. However, both prisoners and Listeners revealed instances where
they felt staff did not facilitate formalised contact promptly. Delays were most common during night time.
Another comment from a prisoner suggests that perceived access to Listeners is reduced when they are
not visible on all wings.
●

‘The prison has ignored requests from prisoners to have Listeners walking around each wing once
or twice a week. Now half of the eight wings have no Listener presence at all.’

Further challenges emerged through the Listener confidentiality policy. The acquisition of responsibility and
status for Listeners is linked to their power as bearers confidential knowledge. In response to such division
of power within the prison complex, staff have attempted to exert control over the confidential nature of
Listener-prisoner relations.70
As such, the policy of confidentiality that Listeners are expected to adhere to is of paramount concern.
Research suggests that some staff did not support the logic of confidentiality within Listener work, and is
corroborated by Instances where Listeners have been forced into uncomfortable positions where they felt
pressured from staff to disclose the nature of their calls.
●

Prison staff used prisoners’ requests to talk to Listeners as an opportunity to ask them about their
problems. This could be experienced as intrusive by prisoners and inhibit them from seeking future
help from Listeners.
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A few tensions were highlighted between them and prison staff, but this did not appear to be a significant
problem and their individual relationships with the Health Care Department seemed to be based on mutual
respect and trust. It is hoped that research findings will prompt more future research that will enable
Samaritans to monitor the use and impact of Listener support, and ensure that best practice continues to be
developed.

Relevance to OPCAT
Article 3 of the OPCAT requires State Parties to ‘set up, designate or maintain at the domestic level one or
several visiting bodies’ in places where people are deprived of their liberty, known as the national
preventive mechanism (‘NPM’). In the UK, the UK government designated multiple existing independent
bodies to regularly ‘examine conditions of detention, the treatment of detainees, make recommendations,
and comment on existing or draft legislation with the aim of improving treatment and conditions in
detention’.71 This was opted for as opposed to the creation of a new, single body NPM in consideration of
existing bodies that already performed the role envisaged by OPCAT and the different political, legal and
administrative system of the four nations in the UK.
The UK Listeners scheme appears to have no formal committee, operations manual or structure. The
Listeners program operates through a non-government organisation, the Samaritans. The UK Listeners
program lacks the formal organisation offered through the
It was found that in the UK there are no government/formal committees to support programs such as this.
Instead, a multitude of schemes and councils run by non-governmental organisations exist. A report by the
UK Prison Reform Trust indicated the restrictive nature of the Prison Service Order, whereby there is limited
promotion of councils on the grounds of their perceived benefit.72 Accordingly, they are intended to act as
consultation forums, but are not to be regarded as decision making bodies.73 This restriction, however, has
not deterred the creation of said schemes and councils where prisoner satisfaction has undoubtedly
increased.74

Supporting the Listener scheme in prison is not a straightforward task, and it requires that the impact of the
prison environment operation is understood. The research detailed in this report has provided evidence for
a wide range of benefits of the Listener scheme for prisoners, Listeners and prison staff. For example,
based upon research findings, most prisoners who had been involved with the Listeners Scheme spoke
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highly of their experiences and greatly appreciated the support it provided. The Listeners derived a great
deal of satisfaction from their role and thought they also benefited in terms of personal development.75

Australian Prison Listeners Program
Lifeline South-East South Australia chief executive Eve Barratt, introduced the Listener Program in Mount
Gambier Prison in South Australia, to prevent suicide-related incidents. Modelled off the UK Samaritans
Listener scheme, Mount Gambier’s peer-support program involves the recruitment and training of select
prisoners to alleviate distress amongst the most vulnerable prisoners.
Unlike its UK equivalent, the Australian Prison Listeners Scheme considers the unique differences and
sensitivities of First Nations people prisoners. It has been acknowledged previously that language and
cultural barriers prevent minority prisoners from receiving in-prison support.76 As such, training for the
Australian Listeners program caters to Indigenous Australian prisoners, and also ensures that Indigneous
prisoners are not excluded from recruitment.77
Since its inception in 1995, there has only been one suicide at Mount Gambier prison.78

b) Prisoner Advisory Committee (PAC) (QLD)
Dedication to quality of life for the inmates is demonstrated through PAC Meetings. PAC is made up of
several inmates as a representative of their units, who sit at a monthly meeting with staff to discuss any
issues or requests that are raised. Within the PAC Meeting, issues such as microwave use, art supplies, the
purchase and use of personal radios and music players, food available for purchase, etc., were raised by
the inmates.79

c) Inmate Development Committee (IDC) (NSW)
The Inmate Development Committee (IDC) has been developed by Corrective Services NSW to recognise
the right of inmates to discuss and resolve issues with Senior Management. An IDC is an inmate nominated
body and is established in each correctional centre, allowing an open line of dialogue about inmate
services, programs and activities. This program attempts to mitigate issues within the correctional centre
before they arise, creating a safer and open environment for the inmates as well as the staff. The program
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also requires diversity on the committee having inmates from Culturally and Linguistically Diverse
backgrounds and Aboriginal inmates sitting.
Corrective Services NSW recognises the IDC representatives as role models for other inmates. The IDC
creates responsibility for the inmate sitting, which includes communicating and understanding the needs
and issues of other inmates. This alludes/acknowledges to the presences of a community which has
specific needs80. It also highlights the benefits of intra-community support and common values to enhance
safety.
The Inmate Development Committee (IDC) works to address family and community concerns about the
need to improve communication in the areas of health and safety inside prisons. As a structure for personal
and community development, this project focused on health and safety whilst being guided by principles of
respect, non-violence, inclusion, tolerance and flexibility. As a community-led program it addresses the
specific needs and concerns of the prisoners which is not always achieved through external programs. The
IDC functions as a vehicle to voice and address the needs of the prisoner community leading to the
empowerment and cohesion of the community as well as improved health and safety. When acknowledged
as a community and provided agency, prisoners effectively address shared issues and cooperate to
improve conditions for all.

d) Aboriginal Inmate Committee (AIC) and Aboriginal Inmate Delegate
(AID)
Custodial Operations Policy and Procedures (COPP) Section 11.3:
The establishment of the AIC ensures that Aboriginal inmates can make representations about their cultural
needs. The Regional Aboriginal Programs Officer (RAPO) with the assistance of the governor of a
correctional centre are responsible for establishing an AIC and also appointing an AID as secretary of the
AIC.81 Acknowledging the specific needs of Aboriginal inmates as a community is crucial. This has
empowered the community and provided them with agency to deal with problems themselves.

David Dungay
David Dungay Jr, 26, died on December 29, 2015 in Long Bay Hospital Sydney after suffocation as he was
held face down by 6 guards. David was reported to have called out 12 times ‘I can’t breathe’ as nursing
staff and 4 other guards looked on. There is CCTV evidence showing David had been spitting out blood as
he was being transferred to a second cell.82 The disregard for the cries of a dying, vulnerable man provides
Justice Corrective Services,Custodial Operations Policy and Procedures (COPP) Section 9.8: 9.8 Inmate
development committees - Corrective Services NSWhttps://www.correctiveservices.dcj.nsw.gov.au › dcj 16
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insight into the volatile practices of correctional facilities across the country. Deaths caused by this nature
could have been avoided had the information, and possible strategies for reform been implemented across
jurisdiction.
Following this event incident Deputy State Coroner Derek Lee had made two key recommendations in
2020:
Recommendation 6.
I recommend that all necessary steps be taken to make an Aboriginal Welfare Officer or Aboriginal
Inmate Delegate available within Long Bay Hospital to assist where required, in interactions with
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander inmates in the Mental Health Unit and that Corrective Services
New South Wales inform and train officers working in the Mental Health Unit to utilise this process
where appropriate.83
Recommendation 13.
I recommend that CSNSW, through the Special Operations Group, create and implement a revised
use of force training package for Mental Health Unit staff which places greater emphasis (50%
weighting) on de-escalation techniques versus physical control and restraint techniques.84
It is clear that the Aboriginal prisoner community has specific needs and these issues must be addressed
by engaging with prisoners themselves and valuing their experiences as a community. This
acknowledgement and representation through the AIC and AID is extremely significant and should be
implemented on a broader scale, such as prisoner engagement with OPCAT.

e) Australian Prisoners Union (APU)
The APU represents and advances the interests of people detained in prisons and hospitals. Its founding
beliefs are based on the promotion of their human rights. The Union asserts that “[f]undamental human
rights do not end at the prison gate. Society must acknowledge that prisoners are members of our
communities, who will return to those communities after incarceration."85
APU aims to address issues including a lack of legal aid, payment of proper employment entitlements for
work performed within prison, freedom of association for prisoners, an end to invasive searches of visitors
and improved prisoner access to rehabilitation, educational and information resources. APU is also taking a
stand against "the industrialisation of prisons as low-wage sweatshops and centres for private profit". The
Union argues that this "can be opposed by the unionisation of prisoners".
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f) Consumer-Operated Services (COS), QLD
Out of all Australian jurisdictions, Queensland has the most developed peer support approach, called the
Consumer-Operated Services (COS) program which promotes prisoner community. The COS program was
proved successful in its 2013 evaluation, finding that participants were very satisfied with the COS and with
the intentional Peer Support model. Numerous benefits were found for participants who showed recovery
under this program, including; the ability to manage daily life, better relationships, improved ability to
manage emotions, improved social interaction, and reductions in hospitalisations.86

g) Justice Action Mentoring Program
Mentoring is about building a relationship of mutual trust, friendship and support within which help, advice
and assistance can be offered as part of the process. With the assistance of a mentoring program, a
Mentor assists the Mentee to gain the necessary skills, confidence and direction to overcome life’s
obstacles, empowering a Mentee to find and implement their own solutions whilst building a strong,
adaptive support network and finding strength in the prisoner community. It is conducive to creating a safer
community and preventing crime by diverting people from custodial settings and assisting them in gaining
affordable shelter, appropriate health care and personally satisfying, positive activity.
Justice Action has been involved in the development of successful peer mentoring programs for
ex-prisoners for many years. The program has demonstrated that mentoring is a critical part of the
processes of rehabilitation and reintegration of offenders as well as a viable part of our campaign for
alternatives to prison. The program aimed to reduce recidivism rates and increase community participation
through the intensive support of adult offenders at all stages of interaction with the criminal justice system.
The support of ex-prisoners by those with lived experience in the mentoring program ultimately creates a
safer community for all.
The Women in Prison Advocacy Network (WIPAN) is one successful example. These mentors provide
non-judgmental and respectful social support as the mentee navigates their way back into the community,
with 93% of WIPAN mentees staying out of prison after release, compared to 53-57% of the general prison
population.87 These statistics demonstrate the significance of receiving support from a member of the prison
community on rehabilitation.
Breakfree Services is another example where people who had been embroiled in the criminal justice
system were supported by various mentoring and training services. In 2003, JA rented a five bedroom
home in Summer Hill to extend its accommodation and mentoring services to ex-prisoners. Affordable
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housing accommodation is a high priority for ex-prisoners as they try to re-establish themselves in life.
There is also a need for a supportive environment where people can easily access information and feel
encouraged to develop their skills.
Through common experiences of the criminal justice system, prisoners themselves are the best equipped
to support other prisoners. The mentoring program fosters mutual learning and provides benefits to those
involved as well as the wider community. Caring and supporting one another builds and strengthens a
community.

h) Prisoner Empowerment and Development in Africa
Ethiopia
International Cure’s prison and justice assessments in Africa revealed a significant phenomenon in the
structure of all prisons in Ethiopia - the presence of a prisoner’s committee. These committees run
autonomously and operate as a shadow-administration to monitor services such as education, welfare,
health, financial matters, and the management of prison shops.88 The committee is elected by prisoners
and has the capacity to nominate individuals for jobs and carry out disciplinary action, such as collecting
garbage or cleaning. This unique system empowers prisoners while simultaneously enforcing order within
the prison by enabling prisoners to act collectively. Ultimately, where management is insufficient, prisoners
address issues themselves. The prisoner-run Safety and Justice department affords prisoners a unique
amount of responsibility and allows the prison community to function independently.89 As the committee is
formally run and embedded within each prison, it is highly successful and credible. Elements of this
structure should be further examined to assess their applicability to Australian prisons as there is a need for
greater prisoner engagement and acknowledgement of community.

Kenya
Founded in 1973, Kituo Cha Sheria is an organisation dedicated to human rights and justice that offers
paralegal training for prisoners in Kenya. The organisation aims to address the lack of legal help available
to many offenders while simultaneously educating and empowering prisoners. The organisation has now
evolved into a multi-faceted legal aid and advocacy group operating in maximum security and women’s
prisons.90 The program has been highly successful and the team has won hundreds of appeals with their
success partly due to their experience of the failings of the criminal justice system. It has been reported that
even offenders who have lawyers are choosing the services of prisoner paralegals instead, which highlights
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the skill and trust within the prisoner community.91 The program fosters cooperation and trust among
prisoners as well as providing education, which has significant benefits for the prisoner community and
wider society.

Historical Forms of Prisoner Union
Missouri Prison Labour Union (MPLU)
Based in the US, the Missouri Prison Labour Union (MPLU) is a non-profit organisation that acts as a
guardian for prisoner’s civil and human rights. This organization views prisons as an extension of a corrupt
system, worsened by lewd behaviour, drug abuse, and economical and political abandonment.92
The MPLU recognises and believes in:
●

The inherent dignity and rights of every human being, and the recognition and adherence to these
rights, as the basis of freedom for all humans

●

All prisoners as human beings as well as political prisoners, whom have a right to be freed from
abuse, oppression, repression, racism, sexism, and slave labour exploitation

●

People having the right to govern their own lives and be freed from wage slavery

●

MPLU’s founding principles of liberty, equality, and solidarity, which are fortified by mutual aid, free
association, and free cooperation

●

The abolition of all prisoners and the death penalty

Preservation of the Rights of Prisoners (PROP) (UK)
A prisoners’ rights movement emerged in the UK during the early 1970s, when the group Preservation of
the Rights of Prisoners (PROP) was formed by prisoners and ex-prisoners to preserve, protect and extend
prisoners rights and to improve prison conditions93. It came as a retaliation to a report released that
recommended a shift in prison regime which striped many entitlements previously held by Prisoners. PROP
drafted a Prisoners’ Charter of Rights which contained 26 rights outlining issues such as participating in the
Union, communication, access to legal support and education. PROP used Strikes and action declarations
to gain media attention to help focus their efforts. PROP continued to operate until the late 1970s but with
the repression of their striking efforts and a lack of support and recognition the movement folded94.
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United Prisoners Union California (US)
The United Prisoners Union (UPU), formerly referred to as the California Prisoners Union (CPU), was
established in 1970 to advance the rights of California prisoners while overturning the presumption that
convicted offenders belonged at the bottom of social order. Since its inception, the UPU has identified goals
to achieve universal sentencing laws, restore civil and human rights to prisoners and negotiate fairer pay
standards.95 Specifically, the UPU organised prisoners and ex-prisoners into collective labour unions in
advocacy of safer working conditions, better medical care and improved visitation regulations. Such
representation of inmate democracy and self-determination has been successful in achieving inmate
bargaining with prison administrators. Unionization can help in the rehabilitation of an inmate while also
benefiting the prison community.96

Bulgarian Prisoners’ Association
The Bulgarian Prisoners Rehabilitation Association (B.P.R.A.) was created in July 2012 by Jock
Palfreeman, an Australian man imprisoned in Bulgaria from 2007-2019. BPRA is a non-government
organisation that directly defends the human rights of prisoners in Bulgaria with the aim to coincide the
operation of Bulgarian prisons with international human rights. Further, it exposes and hinders the systemic
corruption and violations of human rights committed by prison officials and authorities. The advent of this
association marks a huge leap forward regarding prisoners’ rights in Eastern Europe. The BPRA is the first
organisation of its kind to be established in the region and seeks to reduce the difference between prisoner
rights in other E.U. member states and those in Bulgaria. Comprising of prisoners and ex-prisoners only,
through consequential work to reform the criminal justice system the association seeks to combat the
corruption in penitentiary institutions in Bulgaria.

Principles of Prisoner Community
The prisoner community is strengthened by support for one another, common experiences and shared
interests. The community is guided by principles of respect and tolerance which fosters an inclusive and
supportive environment.
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Structures for Community Representation
The formal structure of the Inmate Development Committee (IDC) established by the NSW Corrective
Services Custodial Operations Policy and Procedures (COPP) has the potential to be emulated on a
broader scale97.
Elected representatives
The IDC has elected representatives from every separate living space. Inmates nominate individuals for the
IDC, however, the governor of the correctional center makes the final decision. It is crucial that prisoners
from Culturally and Linguistically Diverse backgrounds and Aboriginal prisoners are represented on the
committee.
Meetings
Meetings take place at least monthly to voice the concerns of prisoners with staff. The agenda is set by the
committee beforehand and minutes are recorded and placed on pod notice boards following the meeting.
The COPP outlines specific deadlines for matters to be addressed by prison staff or Corrective Services
NSW98. The Secretary of the IDC maintains records to ensure accountability and track progress of
requests. Meetings of each pod (living area) also take place to voice particular concerns.

Historical Treatment of Prisoners
As Australians, we pride ourselves on upholding the qualities of freedom, egalitarianism, tolerance and
mutual respect. This cherished ideal of the ‘Australian way of life’ may be properly understood by identifying
our penal history as a triumph of social inclusion.
According to historian and journalist Babette Smith, the Colonial instigation for equal treatment of all
settlers, including convicts, established the foundation of Australia’s egalitarian spirit.99 What exists in place
of this history, Smith contends, is a cultural cringe, which indoctrinates a feeling of shame about our colonial
beginnings. Instead of being taught that mutual respect and equality between convicts and settlers were the
foundations of Australia’s colony, we choose to believe that Australian convicts were a debased group,
remaining outcasts even as free settlers.
What Smith’s research details is that colonists and convicts were always rendered equal, and not only by
equal ration policies imposed by Governor Phillip. More importantly, prisoners were judged by their
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character and not by their background. Freed prisoners who were rendered equal, regardless of their class,
their wealth, or their background, laid the foundations of the Australian colony, just as other settlers did.
There was no distinction between a freed prisoner and a settler, because both groups had an equal claim to
the land, food and services of the new colony.
There has been a sudden disappearance of this ethos within the modern community and government, as
they fail to provide equal opportunities to prisoners once they are released. Australia has changed from a
community that welcomed freed prisoners, to one that rejects them, despite the system remaining the
same. The ‘Australian way of life’ still flourishes as a national ideal, however, it is unknown why we have not
cherished its origins in granting ex-prisoners fair rights, especially with education, employment, good
health-care and shelter.
Over time there have been significant shifts in punitive measures. Views regarding the isolation of prisoners
from each other as a means of punishment have particularly seen change. In the mid 19th century, Port
Arthur’s Separate Prison operated on the belief that physical punishment was no longer effective, opting for
a psychological alternative. The punitive thinking at the time of the construction was that prisoners had to
be silenced in order to be reformed. Constant surveillance and isolation was a key feature of the prison.100
Scholarship now acknowledges that interaction within prison improves rehabilitation in terms of teaching
values of respect and tolerance and maintaining social relationships to assist with reintegration into society.
Learning to tolerate and live with one another is an important skill, even in prison. Accepting prisoners as a
community is of utmost importance to attaining the aforementioned skills.
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