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Dear Professor Anthony and Professor Bartels  
 

Thank you for your letter of Wednesday, 25 March 2020 calling on Australian Governments to enact 
a number of recommendations to mitigate the spread of COVID-19. I am aware that individuals 
already experiencing ill-health are at an increased risk of severe disease from exposure to COVID-19, 

and I recognise that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities already experience a burden 
of disease much greater than other Australians, and this is of particular concern in a corrections 
environment.  
 

I appreciate the time that you and other criminal justice professionals and academic experts have 
taken in considering the complexities for how the criminal justice system may be impacted and 
suggestions for responding to the ongoing pandemic situation.  

 
As the responsible Minister I have been receiving daily updates from ACTCS on the COVID situation 
and have been in careful and considered dialogue with agencies regarding the need to consider what 

is commonly referred to as early release.  
 
This is not a simple matter, and the highest level of consideration must be given to ensure that any 

such action, if it were to occur, takes into account community safety; likelihood of reoffending; 
health status and services; and vitally also the broader welfare needs of the detainees, who would 
be coming back into a community that has reduced social support services, high unemployment, 

restricted travel and minimal family contact and support.  
 
It is my intention that any further such consideration regarding early release be balanced, targeted 
and designed to be used as instrument of last resort and based on health advice wherever possible.  



 
 

 
Safeguarding the health of detainees, staff and the public has been, and will continue to be , the 
immediate priority for ACTCS throughout this public health emergency. I can assure you that no 

effort is being spared in responding to the risk of COVID-19 and implementing measures to protect 
the AMC, and in particular those detainees most vulnerable to the virus, from any outbreak. 
 
ACTCS continues to work closely with the Health Protection Service and Justice Health Services to 

implement procedures to monitor detainee health and protect vulnerable prisoners, particularly 
older prisoners and those with comorbidities or immunosuppression. Soap is available free of charge 
to all detainees and floor markings are being installed to encourage detainees to practice social 

distancing. AMC staff who are ill or feeling unwell have been directed not to attend work. 
 
Justice Health Services has introduced new procedures for detainees on admission to a correctional 

centre to identify at-risk groups and those with flu-like symptoms. Any detainee with flu-like 
symptoms is immediately isolated and tested for COVID-19.  
 

I can confirm that a number of detainees have been tested (as part of a ‘high risk’ criteria/cohort 
developed by the Australian Government Department of Health). This testing has been accompanied 
by precautionary isolation of symptomatic detainees, and effective precautionary ‘contact tracing’ 

such that cell mates and others, that have been in contact have also been isolated  for short periods 
of time while awaiting either increased symptoms or testing. At this stage, there have been no 
positive test results at the AMC. 
 

I can reassure you that detainees are informed of the status of COVID-19 and of their rights. The 
Alexander Maconochie Centre (AMC) is a Human Rights correctional facility and even in this crisis, 
ACT Corrective Services (ACTCS) continues to ensure that detainees’ rights are respected, and that 

the health and safety of detainees and staff is maintained.   
 
ACTCS have implemented a range of preventative health measures to ensure the health and safety 

of detainees, staff and visitors. These measures include, social distancing, alternative methods of 
conducting visits and increasing sanitation practices to reflect the current health risks.  
 

The ACT Government passed the COVID-19 Emergency Response Bill 2020 (the Bill) recently, which 
temporarily amends a range of legislation to provide for emergency measures in response to 
COVID-19. The Bill is available at https://www.legislation.act.gov.au/. Of particular interest to you 

may be the amendments to the Corrections Management Act 2007 (CMA) and the 
Crimes (Sentence Administration) Act 2005 (CSA).  
 
The CMA has been amended to provide for the Director-General to declare that an emergency exists 

at the AMC related to COVID-19 and take necessary actions to manage the emergency accordingly. 
This declaration must be reviewed every 28 days to ensure that the declaration should remain in 
place. The Bill also extends the length of time the Director-General may grant a full-time detainee 

leave from the AMC from seven to 28 days, or up to three months if the leave is for long-term 
medical treatment on the advice of Justice Health Services. 
 

The Sentence Administration Board (the Board) determine parole applications and penalties for 
breaches of Intensive Corrections Orders under the CSA. The CSA has been amended to enable the 
Board to continue to operate efficiently in this pandemic. One such amendment is the provision for 

only one out of the three Board members to make decisions, within reason, and whe re it is not 
practicable for all members to convene.  



 
 

 
The Bill removes the limit in the CSA on the number of warnings that the Board may give an offender 
for breaching an Intensive Correction Order. This means that offenders may be given warnings for 

breaches rather than incarcerated for a short period of time. The Board may now also hold a hearing 
into a parole application less than seven days after issuing the offender notice under section 27 of 
the CSA to allow for swift decision making in relation to parole . 
 

Other amendments to the CSA enable offenders serving Intensive Correction Orders and Goo d 
Behaviour Orders to not be disadvantaged in relation to fulfilling community service hours during the 
public health emergency.  

  
The ACT Government is reviewing the situation on an ongoing basis and will make changes as 
required in order to maintain the safety of detainees, staff and the community.  

 
I am advised that the Commissioner, ACTCS has also responded in more detail to your letter, 
outlining the actions that ACTCS has taken to date to manage the outbreak. 

 
Once again, thank you for your letter and I trust that this addresses your concerns on the measures 
taken to-date in response to the COVID-19 crisis. 

 
Yours sincerely 
 
 

 
 
Shane Rattenbury MLA 

Minister for Corrections and Justice Health 


