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About ACTCOSS 
 
ACTCOSS acknowledges that Canberra has been built on the traditional lands of the Ngunnawal 
people. We pay our respects to their elders and recognise the displacement and disadvantage they 
have suffered as a result of European settlement. We celebrate Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
cultures and ongoing contribution to the ACT community.  
 
The ACT Council of Social Service Inc. (ACTCOSS) is the peak representative body for not-for-profit 
community organisations, people living with disadvantage and low-income citizens of the Territory.  
  
ACTCOSS is a member of the nationwide COSS network, made up of each of the state and territory 
Councils and the national body, the Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS). 
 
ACTCOSS’ objectives are a community in which all people have the opportunities and resources 
needed to participate in and benefit from social and economic life and the development of a dynamic, 
collaborative and viable community sector. 
 
The membership of the Council includes the majority of community based service providers in the social 
welfare area, a range of community associations and networks, self-help and consumer groups and 
interested individuals. 
 
ACTCOSS receives funding from the Community Services Program (CSP) which is funded by the ACT 
Government. 
 
ACTCOSS advises that this document may be publicly distributed, including by placing a copy on our 
website. 
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Introduction  
ACTCOSS welcomes the opportunity to comment on The Inquiry into the Youth 
Justice System (known as the Bimberi review) as conducted by the Children and 
Young People Commissioner. The Council has a strong interest in the provision of 
corrective services and has provided input into a number of reviews, both of the adult 
and juveniles systems, over the last decade.  
 
Recently ACTCOSS provided a submission to the Alexander Maconochie Centre 
Review (September 2010) which comments on a number of aspects of the 
operations of the AMC, as well as a submission on consultations Towards a 
Diversionary Framework (April 2011) which focuses on issues around how to divert 
young people from the criminal justice system. Both of these submissions are 
available at www.actcoss.org.au 
 
This submission is informed by the broad role ACTCOSS has across the community 
sector. It is apparent there are strong synergies relating to operations of the AMC 
and Bimberi. The Commissioner’s inquiry, while focused on the provision of services 
and supports through Bimberi, offers a unique opportunity to progress throughcare at 
a whole of government level, for the improved outcomes of young people.  
 
Continued high numbers of (young) people who are incarcerated is of great concern.  

Participation in the criminal justice system has severe long term 
consequences for the person, their families and communities. The effects of 
incarceration are longstanding, and include missed opportunities to develop 
skills, further education and difficulty in attaining appropriate employment well 
after the period of imprisonment. The consequences are intergenerational 
and can lead to prolonged social exclusion and recidivism.1

 
Research examining a cohort of juveniles appearing before the NSW Children’s 
Court over an 8 year period to 2003 found that “most juveniles appearing in court 
reoffend”2 and this research is consistent with international findings. While ‘age-
crime’ surveys show that “most people ‘grow out’ of offending.”3 research undertaken 
in Canada found that “contact with the juvenile justice system increased the cohort’s 
odds of adult judicial intervention by a factor of seven.”4 The need to ensure effective 
throughcare programs, so that young people are supported away from the adult 
correctional system, is clear.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                       
 
1 ACTCOSS, Submission into the High Levels of Involvement of Indigenous Juveniles and 
Young Adults in the Criminal Justice System 2010 p. 7 
2 S. Chen et al “The transition from juvenile to adult criminal careers” Crime & Justice Bulletin 
No. 86, 2005 p. 10 
3 Dr K. Richards “What makes juvenile offenders different from adult offenders?” Trends & 
Issues in crime and criminal justice No. 409, 2011 p. 2 
4 Ibid, p. 7 
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Throughcare at Bimberi 
Throughcare is the “continuity of services and supports that assisted prisioners to 
make successful transition of out prison and into community.”5 Throughcare covers 
the “whole process of prisoners being prepared for release, transition back into the 
community, and supports as required to maximise their likelihood of establishing 
themselves and not reoffending.”6  
 
One community organisation has provided a success story where they worked with a 
young person and were able to support the young person overcome offending 
behaviour by assisting them to gain paid employment in an area of interest. This is a 
simple example demonstrating that by asking a young person what it is they want, 
offering encouragement and supporting them to obtain it; young people can be 
successfully assisted to make positive life changes. 
 
The issues in regards to throughcare resonate with throughcare issues at the AMC. 
ACTCOSS has been concerned appropriate throughcare is not occurring at the AMC 
or Bimberi. The need for throughcare has been highlighted several times previously:   

Many similar issues were raised around the operation and development of [Bimberi 
Youth Justice Centre], as have been discussed in relation to the planning and 
operation of the AMC. In particular emphasis on the importance of ensuring that 
young people in the BYJC have appropriate access to services and organisations to 
support them is crucial. As in the AMC, commitment is required to the implementation 
of strategies and policies supporting continuity of care during detention and post 
release.7

 

Communication and Engagement 
Throughout consultations youth workers stated difficulties around continuing to work 
with young people once they entered Bimberi. They reported concerns with 
communication relating to all parties involved in supporting the young person. Youth 
workers reported they often had extensive knowledge in regards to their client’s 
situation and needs and had a good rapport with them. However, once the young 
person became involved with the criminal justice system difficulties with 
communication became evident. 
 
Consultation feedback posits there is inadequate effective communication between 
government departments and non government agencies. One example of this was 
provided in regards to case conferences conducted by government departments, 
where even though youth services had been working with the young person and had 
extensive knowledge of the young person’s circumstances, they had not been invited 
to attend the case conference. Another concerning issue is youth workers reported 
young people who find themselves in this position are often not consulted as to who 
they want to attend their case conferences. This experience is disempowering for the 
young person and can lead to the young person agreeing to fulfil particular 
requirements, even though the agreed requirements may be difficult or unrealistic to 
be actioned. An example of this is a young person may agree to an appointment at a 
location, which they cannot get to due to transport limitations. A case conference with 
a number of adults and one young person can be an intimidating experience for the 

                                       
 
5 Community Integration Governance Group Submission to the AMC Review 2010 p. 2 
6 Ibid p. 2 
7 ACTCOSS, Prioritising People: A person centred approach, ACTCOSS Budget Submission 
2009-10 2009, p. 59 
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young person, hence a worker who has an existing good rapport with the individual, 
may be of great benefit.  
 
Youth workers reported often finding out a young person they had been working with 
was incarcerated from third parties - family or friends of the young person. They 
reported attempts to make contact with the young person once detained in Bimberi, 
extremely difficult. 
 
The difficulties experienced by community service organisations in accessing or 
maintaining contact with young people once they have entered Bimberi is not 
dissimilar to the experiences of organisations working with individuals at the AMC. 
The reasons as to why organisations have difficulty gaining access to either the AMC 
or Bimberi may vary, however it would seem a major aspect of this is an inadequate 
communication strategy between stakeholders. 
 

Exit and Post-release 
Another pattern of behaviour reported by youth workers is the exiting of detention by 
the young person. Often the young person will exit Bimberi with limited structure or 
supports in place. They will often not make any meaningful contact with support 
services until an encroaching crisis, at which time they are more likely to make 
contact with the original youth service which supported them prior to incarceration. 
This pattern along with inadequate throughcare (including exit planning) for young 
offenders means youth workers cannot offer the young person effective continuous 
support before, during and after detention.  
 
Stakeholders reported obvious gaps in throughcare arrangements delivered at 
Bimberi. A good assessment of needs when the young person entered Bimberi 
followed by a further assessment upon exiting the institution was viewed as critical. 
Throughout all planning sessions the young person concerned needs to be included 
and be part of the planning process.  
 
The need for young people to physically report to Youth Justice Office as part of their 
parole conditions has been reported as often problematic. Young people have to 
report once a week or as otherwise directed by the court to the Youth Justice Office. 
This can be difficult for the young person as often complex situations and transport 
limitations can prevent the visit from taking place and sets the young person up to 
fail. In contrast, an outreach model implemented at the AMC for reporting 
requirements after release from prison, has resulted in up to 60 per cent less 
breaches than those reported previously amongst the targeted Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander population. This initiative is collaboratively delivered between ACT 
Corrections and a community organisation. A probation and parole officer works 
together with a community agency worker, and negotiates with the client a suitable 
meeting place and time for reporting. Through this framework of engagement not 
only are reporting requirements adequately met, but an opportunity for support in 
other areas is also created.  
 

Why are some young people incarcerated? 
Discussion as to the meaning of the word ‘rehabilitation’ has been engaged in over 
several years. Youth workers have voiced the way in which ‘rehabilitation’ has been 
used when referring to young people implied there was something wrong with the 
young person, and lack of understanding around presenting behaviour and 
underlying causes of offending behaviour were often not considered. Youth workers 
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were concerned the young person was not consulted as to what they thought 
rehabilitation was or how it could be measured.  

Labelling and stigmatisation are widely considered to play a role in the formation of 
young people’s offending trajectories – whether young people persist with, or desist 
from, crime. Avoiding labelling and stigmatisation is therefore a key principle of 
juvenile justice intervention in Australia.8

 
Youth workers have raised concern regarding direct feedback received from a 
number of young people whom had been detained at Bimberi, where many young 
people reported their stay at Bimberi was a form of respite. It was a place where they 
could go and have free accommodation and food, and often viewed as respite from 
their families. Youth workers have reported some young people are ‘groomed’ into 
crime from a young age by guardians, parents or associates, and it is seen as their 
responsibility, by family members to bring an income into the household.  
 

Links between young people and care orders 
There are strong links between young people who have been in care to young people 
who are in the juvenile justice system. As reported by the Australian Institute of 
Criminology links with care orders and likelihood of transitioning to the adult justice 
system. 

By September 2002, 91 per cent of the juveniles who had been 
subject to a care and protection order, as well as a supervised justice order, had 
progressed to the adult corrections system with 67 per cent having served at least 
one term of imprisonment.9

 
Given this link between young people in care and offending behaviours it is important 
for young people in care, and in particular young people transitioning out of care, be 
provided with plans which will support them adequately. In November 2010 
ACTCOSS completed a submission Maximising Potential: improving life transitions 
for young people in care. The document details the some of the issues for young 
people in care. The submission can be found at www.actcoss.org.au
 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young peoples 
The Department of Disability, Housing and Community Services paper on the 
development of a diversionary framework states: 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people are over-represented in 
both community supervision and detention in the ACT.10

 
On 31 March 2011 it was reported there were 28 young people in Bimberi.11 Out of 
the 28, 14 (50 per cent) identified as Aboriginal. In 2008-09, 1.3 per cent of 
Canberrans were of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander decent.12

 

                                       
 
8 Dr K. Richards “What makes juvenile offenders different from adult offenders?” Trends & 
Issues in crime and criminal justice No. 409, 2011 p. 6 
9 Australian Institute of Criminology, Youth Justice: Criminal Trajectories 2003, p. 2. 
10 Department of Disability, Housing and Community Services Discussion Paper – Towards A 
Diversionary Framework for the ACT 2011, p. 53 
11 ACTCOSS Submission on Discussion Paper ‘Towards a diversionary framework for the 
ACT’ 2011 p. 5 
12 ACT Chief Minister’s Department Indigenous Expenditure Report – Questions and Answers 
2011 p. 2 
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Diversionary programs for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young peoples and 
their families need to be designed in a culturally appropriate way. This sentiment has 
been echoed by youth workers, who have stressed the importance to work where 
appropriate with the entire family, not just the young person in isolation. This 
approach has had some good reported outcomes and links in with good practice 
holistic program delivery. The consideration of family needs to be broad to recognise 
the range of close and supportive relationships a child or young person may have 
with people outside of their biological family.  
 
It is imperative Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities are consulted in the 
design of programs in order to ensure programs are going to be appropriate. If robust 
consultation and design is undertaken programs would significantly reduce levels of 
young Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples incarcerated and provide them 
with opportunities for rehabilitation.13

 

Programs 
Stakeholders reported currently there is very little structure at Bimberi (i.e. case 
planning, programs) and no clear routines for young offenders to follow. This lack of 
structure contributes to young people ‘second guessing’ what it is they are required 
to do and what programs are available at certain times. It may in addition contribute 
to feelings of boredom.  
 
Currently the programs offered for young people at Bimberi are limited. Stakeholders 
agreed both government and non government agencies could be involved in effective 
program delivery. It is important young people are consulted as to what they want 
and what would be meaningful and useful to them. This is paralleled with reports 
concerning the AMC. 

According to reports from WAP and the Community Coalition on Corrections, whose 
members have direct contact with prisoners, accessing these programs is difficult. 
The range of programs displayed on the corrective services website are not all being 
delivered to prisoners in the AMC. 
 
Consultation feedback to ACTCOSS articulates prisoners do not have access to all 
programs and on most days they have nothing to do. Some of the programs offered 
run for a short period of time with no follow on program or education.14

 
The Federal Government’s Youth Guarantee aims to retain all students in education 
until they at least achieve a Year 10 Certificate, and then remain in education, 
training or employment until the age of 17. How this guarantee is met or supported 
while a young person is at Bimberi needs consideration. It is important for interesting, 
educational programs to be implemented within Bimberi. Young people should be 
consulted and engaged in the process of program development, along with the 
appropriate stakeholders.  
 

Literacy 
Youth workers report many young people who enter Bimberi have low literacy levels. 
The reason for this is varied. Any young person who is regularly absent from school 
at a young age will have their literacy impacted on negatively. Some young people 
                                       
 
13 ACTCOSS Submission to the Inquiry into the High Levels of Involvement of Indigenous 
Juveniles and Young Adults in the Criminal Justice System 2010 
14 ACTCOSS Submission on the Alexander Maconochie Centre Review 2010, p. 9 
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may additionally have learning or other disabilities which can also affect literacy 
skills. These elements (combined with others) can have a psychological affect on the 
young person and their approach to learning.  

Australian research suggests that the psychological barriers can be particularly 
significant, and in many cases may be greater than is evident at first sight. For many, 
there needs to be a slow and gradual process of re-engagement with learning 
situations, and time to develop a positive identity as a learner. People in these 
circumstances need non-threatening first step learning which allows them to have 
positive learning experiences and time to develop confidence in their capacity to 
learn.15

 
Taking the first steps to learning can affect people’s aims and aspirations, their ability 
to deal with issues affecting their lives, and their social activities. They have a greater 
capacity to engage with the wider community – for example with their children’s 
schools, negotiating with 
government departments, banks, health services providers, and widening their 
horizons in the kinds of social or recreational activities they engage in. For some, 
initial successes encourage them to take up other educational opportunities, or to find 
employment.16

 
Consultations have revealed the importance of addressing issues around low literacy 
levels in the AMC. At a June 2010 forum held by WAP and Women’s Services ACT, 
facilitated by the Ministerial Advisory Council on Women (MACW) it was reported 
prisoners did not have a good understanding of procedures, expectations, or their 
rights as they entered the prison. This has been a topic of discussion for other forums 
including the Community Coalition on Corrections. Much of the information provided 
to prisoners is via written materials such as pamphlets, and many prisoners do not 
have adequate literacy skills to gain information required through this medium.  

Another issue of concern raised at the… forum was prisoners having blood taken 
from them and they didn’t know why. The issue of low literacy levels means people 
entering prison are going to have difficulty understanding their rights and as a result 
they will have problems understanding and negotiating processes and therefore not 
be able to consent to such things as giving blood. This is a violation of human 
rights.17

 

Minority Groups at Bimberi 

Women 
Although small numbers of females enter the criminal justice system as opposed to 
numbers of males, it is important to differentiate and offer women of all ages 
appropriate services and programs whilst incarcerated, including appropriate through 
care options. It is often not appropriate to deliver mixed gender programs due to life 
experiences most women who are incarcerated will have experienced. 
 
Invisible Bars: The stories behind the stats, was jointly written by the ACT Women 
and Prison’s Group and Women’s Centre for Health Matters.18 In this publication a 
total of 18 women with lived prison experience contributed their stories and 

                                       
 
15 ACTCOSS, On the Same Page, Towards Partnerships for Adult Literacy in the ACT 2009, 
p. 23 
16 Ibid, p. 24 
17 ACTCOSS, Submission on the Alexander Maconochie Centre Review 2010 p. 9. 
18 ACT Women and Prisons (Deb Wybron and Kiri Dicker) Invisible Bars: The Stories behind 
the Stats 2009 
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experiences. Informal interviews referred to as conversations were captured and 
themes identified. Some of the themes identified include;  

• intergenerational cycles; 
• culture; 
• childhood trauma (including sub-themes of sexual abuse and abandonment); 
• adulthood trauma (including sub-themes of sexual abuse and domestic 

violence); 
• self-worth (including sub-themes of guilt, shame and fear); 
• social isolation/connectedness; 
• drug and alcohol issues; and 
• psychological health (including a sub-theme of self-harm/suicide). 

 
The lived stories in this publication were collected from adult women, but most of the 
women started experiencing any number of the above noted issues as young 
women, under 18 years of age. As a result these women would have likely been part 
of the youth justice system.  
 

Gender Diverse 
It is important to understand the particular needs or issues for people who are gender 
diverse. There are numerous descriptors for people who are gender diverse. In short 
they are people who do not fit within the usual gender binary. Examples of gender 
diverse people are; people who are born biologically one sex, but identify as the 
opposite gender; people who don’t like to identify as one gender or the other; or they 
may be intersex people, who are often born with undefined sexual organs, or it is not 
discovered until a later time that their chromosomal combination is not matching to 
their outward appearance.  
 
This group of people are highly discriminated against. Laws that define sex and 
gender in Australia often mean that everyday life becomes very difficult for this 
cohort. In relation to Bimberi, it is important for young people with gender diversity to 
be treated with dignity and offered appropriate programs and support. 
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Recommendations 
 
Ensure throughcare planning is effectively implemented and incorporated into 
Bimberi policies and procedures 
 
Ensure effective throughcare plans are in place for young people prior to exiting 
Bimberi 
 
Where established, ensure a youth worker with existing positive rapport with a young 
person is engaged at case conferences 
 
Develop and implement a communication strategy between corrections and 
stakeholders working with young people, as part of the development of a broader 
diversionary framework 
 
Explore alternative models for probation reporting requirements for young people 
prior and following detention 
 
Ensure programs and routines at Bimberi are structured and implemented 
consistently 
 
Maintain education programs and connection at Bimberi to meet the ‘youth 
guarantee’ 
 
Ensure information is provided to detainees in a range of medium, reflective of 
individual literacy skill levels 
 
Regarding the high level of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people 
accessing Bimberi ensure programs support and develop young people in a culturally 
aware way 
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