YOU DO THE CRIME
YOU DO THE TIME

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
experiences of prison life and afterwards

June 2007






YOU DO THE CRIME YOU DO THE TIME

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander experiences of prison
life and afterwards
by the people who feely gave their stories



First published in 2007 by Winnunga Nimmityjah Aboriginal Health Service
63 Boolimba Crescent

NARRABUNDAH ACT 2604

WwWw.winnunga.org.au

Copyright © Winnunga Nimmityjah Aboriginal Health Service, 2007

Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private study, research, criticism or review, as
permitted under the Copyright Act, no part of this publication may be reproduced without the
written permission of the publisher.

ISBN No: 978-0-9803945-1-1

Original research funded by Healthpact, ACT Government
2007 Report at http://www.winnunga.org.au



This Community Report is based on the Winnunga Prison Health
Report “You Do the Crime, You Do the Time’. The authors are the
people who freely gave their stories. The Community Report is
dedicated to them.



Note: The terms ‘Aboriginal’ and ‘Indigenous’ refer to the many different peoples and language groups
who were living in Australia at the time of European settlement, including the Aboriginal peoples of the
continent and the Torres Strait Islander people. This report’s use of the term “Aboriginal’ also includes the

Torres Strait Islander people.



The Community Report

This Community Report talks about the findings and recommendations of the 2007
Winnunga Prison Health Study Report to the ACT Government which developed a
holistic health service for the new Alexander Maconochie Centre in the ACT which
will open in mid 2008.

The report’s findings and recommendations came from:

00 Interviews with 22 Aboriginal ex-prisoners, 17 family members of prisoners
and ex-prisoners, and 39 representatives of support organisations in the
ACT/Queanbeyan metropolitan area,

00 Winnunga Nimmityjah Aboriginal Health Service experience in delivering
health services over the last eight years to the Belconnen Remand Centres,
and Goulburn and Cooma Prisons, and

00 Australian and overseas writings on Aboriginal and Indigenous prison
health.



Artist: Robert Bryant

Winnunga Aboriginal Health Worker’s Poem

| just went to see my brother,

the one they got in gaol.

He doesn’t look quite the same.

What will | tell his mother?

He told me of a friend he had

that died the other day.

He told me of the bastard screws

that had to have their way.

They dragged him around the Courtyard.
They kicked him as he fought and cried.
They strung him up that evening,

and told us all he died.

But we all know what happened,

that dark and storming night,

how my brother screamed and screamed,
and woke as all in fright.

Be free you gentle coloured soul

for you died without a reason,

and you’ll be just another case

for the fuckin’ Royal Commission.



The Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths
in Custody

The 1989 Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody was a joint
undertaking by the Commonwealth, the States and the Northern Territory. It was in
response to concern that Aboriginal deaths in custody happened too often and public
explanations were not believable.

The Royal Commission found that Aboriginal people are grossly over-represented
in custody. This is the reason for the unacceptable number of deaths in custody. The
greatest contributing factor is the disadvantaged and unequal position of Aboriginal
people socially, economically and culturally in Australian society.

‘Aboriginal people go to gaol because they are taken away
from family, ‘stolen’, put into Boys’ Homes, not fostered out,

then into prison. No crimes done at all’
(ACT Community Member).




Some Findings from the Study
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All governments have supported the Royal Commission’s recommendations
about alternatives to imprisonment and diversion from police custody.

There is still a low rate of summons, people being refused bail, and receiving
sentences.

The Aboriginal imprisonment rate has increased since the Royal Commission.
Aboriginal people are incarcerated 12 times the rate of non-Aboriginal people.

Seventy-nine (79) per cent of Aboriginal prisoners are aged between 20 and 39
years. When they reach their forties they begin to think about their responsibilities
to their children and staying out of gaol.

The average length of imprisonment is 4.8 months.
Aboriginal people go to gaol for:

Offensive behaviour
Assault

Driving offences
Property-related offences
Breach of bonds
Contempt of court

Most people interviewed in the study said drugs and alcohol were the reason for
being in gaol.



Some Findings from the Study
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Family visits, telephone conversations and letters are the means of communication
with relatives in gaol. Families struggle economically traveling to interstate
gaols for visits, staying in overnight accommodation, and helping their relatives
in gaol with enough money to use the telephone to keep in touch.

People interviewed in the study said that these services should be included in the

new ACT gaol:

A needle and syringe program, HIV and hepatitis C testing, fast response to methadone
requirements in prison, drug and alcohol programs and counseling, and drug detoxification
treatment.

Dental treatment, health counseling, on-call health care, psychologist/mental health treatment
and counseling, and optical services.

Family contact and family days, financial assistance for phone calls, family visits, and
accommodation while visiting relatives in prison.

Cultural needs - the Marumali Prison Healing Program, training as listeners, art classes, music
and sport/exercise, Elder visits, contact with the Koori community.

Compassionate Winnunga health workers, qualified Winnunga mental health workers, male and
female Winnunga health workers, Winnunga outreach services.

Aboriginal Prison Liaison Officers on 24 hour duty, social justice for prisoners, release to attend
family funerals, and Aboriginal prison staff.

Preparation for release in gaol followed by assisted help on release, such as transport from the
prison to accommodation, employment assistance (contact with employers who will employ ex-
prisoners), assistance with Centrelink, parole commitments, drug and alcohol and mental health
needs, and an Aboriginal-run Bush Farm rehabilitation treatment for families.

“‘I’ve never known of these services inside. | found them outside
and then it was too late’ (ACT Community Member).




A Mother’s Story of Prison

‘Well, first off he’s an addict. Drugs are pretty rife among
my sons - all of them. Not that I’m saying that the drugs
caused him to be this way, because he’s been doing naughty
things for quite some time. But he’s had ongoing matters to
be dealt with, and he had been in Bennelong rehab for three
months in both cases. So all up he would have done the six
months, although it wasn’t the full six months. And then he
reoffended, and | think they decided it was time he went to
gaol. He was one of my boys that went to Quamby. He was
my youngest boy. And he went into Quamby when he was 11.
Well, he was doing quite a few things. But what got him into
Quamby was the fact that he was with another young child
and they actually burnt someone’s house down. I’m not sure
of the circumstances of how it was done. And I think he was
given nine months. And it was a school day so | didn’t know
about it until the Police had him in custody. He was supposed
to have been at school. So that’s when his custodial time
started, from 11 years of age. Well, apart from the Quamby
episode at 11, basically it’s just all been burglary or breaking
and entering’.



Ex-prisoner Experiences - ‘HOW | GOT TO BE IN GAOL’

Ex-prisoners 18 to 25 years

‘I did stupid things: drink driving offences, assault on a police officer with a deadly
weapon with intent to stab. I stole a vehicle and | was in a car chase. My first charge
was when | was 16 years. | was driving in a vehicle with no licence or registration
and a stolen vehicle too. And we did four break and enters and then we were on
the highway going back to go home and there was the Police on patrol pulling
people over for breath tests. We kept driving and | was with me brother boys, me
cousins, and we got chased and then we got charged because we were driving on the
wrong side of the road endangering the public, causing and inflicting harm on other
people’. (Male).

‘Actually | ended up in the Belconnen Remand Centre more on family violence. |
breached my parole and that as well’. (Male).

‘Just taking money out of bank accounts and drugs and clothes. And when | come

out everything just goes wrong. Hanging around with the wrong crew — drugs,
relationships, my kids were taken away. They live with my mum and my sister’.
(Female).

‘Drinking and driving drunk, and assaulted someone’. (Female).

‘All experiences within the prison system and out of it are all different.
And over all these years in all States I’ve found nothing has changed, no
matter whose idea or plan. Aboriginal programs have changed, but only
in thought. It isn’t the Aboriginals running these programs; it’s the white
government bodies that have the last word’ (AcT Community Member).




Ex-Prisoner Experiences - ‘HOW | GOT TO BE IN GAOL’

Ex-prisoners 26 to 35 years

‘I was hanging around with a couple of young cousins who did crime in the ACT and
started off stealing cars and breaking and entering and ended up in the Belconnen
Remand Centre. | was locked up in the Boys’ Home first of all as well, and when
you go from the Boys’ Home to the big house it is a different story’. (Male).

‘I was in Canberra and found a car and found the keys for it and a copper came up
and was chasing us and we ended being caught because the car ran out of petrol’.
(Male).

‘Small things got me into prison. Temptation mainly. If it was there | took it and that
was it — petty theft, in and out, in and out — supporting me habit’. (Male).

‘Used to take drugs and drink a lot and then started thieving around. Got drunk a
lot’. (Male).

‘I did a break and enter and stole a car. Reason was through other people’s influence
and through family stress — drugs and violence in the family’. (Male).

“Thieving and assault through alcohol and drugs’. (Male).

‘Winnunga has and is doing the best they can under the circumstances
and | commend them for it. Winnunga need people for seven days of the
week and open 24 hours a day because not everyone is arrested in the

daytime. And programs like Lifeline don’t do us any good’ (ACT Community
Member).




Ex-prisoner Experiences - ‘I HAVE MADE ANEW START ........ ’

Ex-prisoners 36 to 55 years

‘I have turned over the leaf and made a new start and never looked back. Did not
have any children at the time as a cause to change, but to get in there and see what
goes on it is totally different to out here. In there you can’t go nowhere and there is
rules and regulations and the security’. (Male).

‘Mainly in the last four years of my sentence | was more a mentor of Aboriginal
boys - talking, sit down listening to what they have got to say — just keep them calm
and relaxed. A lot of them talked about suicide. | have been there, done it, it’s not
worth it.

| learned counseling but there were ones | done to try to learn more about my body;,
what effects alcohol and drugs have on my body — kidneys and liver and all that.
And | think, well in a big way gaol saved my life really.

Well I’'m actually in a men’s group. I drive there once a week and rekindle the
spirits. There’s lots of blokes there my age and a bit older, but the young blokes
can go now. What | mean by rekindling the spirit is there’s blokes who have been
molested when they were kids. | mean, | was a nipper myself at the time you know?
And it’s just learning to cope with it and talk about it. It’s been a long time ago but

it’s always there, you know?’ (Male).

‘Been helped. | wish | was helped when as a child’ (acT community
Member).




Ex-prisoner Experiences - ‘I HAVE MADE ANEW START ........ ’

Ex-prisoners 36 to 55 years

‘I work with a High School now. | usually do necklaces out of porcupine quills. |
don’t paint much — I can — I burn in paintings. | put the students through that. They
get a couple of hours out of class. They enjoy it. You would be surprised, they really
lap it up’. (Male).

‘I do volunteer work for ACT Mental Health which also helps me as well. | also
assisted in setting up a therapeutic art group in the ACT. My paintings represent my
‘shame and pain’ that | cannot verbally express. | also teach painting at a Mental
Health Support Group’. (Male).

‘I have counseled me young nephews and all for stealing cars. ‘Don’t get stealing
cars, we could lose you — look at what’s already happened to the family. Look at
those doing crime 12 months down the track. Look at what you boys are doing,
felony and home invasion. What would you do if somebody did home invasion?’
But you can talk to your own like that, aye? And our own people want to stop
closing their ears, take their blinkers off and take the ear plugs out and have a look
around and see what’s going on’. (Female).

“You do the crime, you do the time - everyone understands what
this means, no matter if they haven’t done any crime. Everybody
knows.’ (ACT Community Member).
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THE WINNUNGA MODEL

The Winnunga Prison Health Study developed a Holistic Health Care Prison Model
for Aboriginal people in the Alexander Maconochie Centre. This holistic health care
will be delivered by a Winnunga prison health service team based at Winnunga.

There are three parts to the Model:

1. Inside Gaol—-providesholistic care forinmatesand their familiesand planning
for release. This care builds a strong sense of identity, a safe environment
with community support, and physical and psychological wellbeing inside
gaol and when released.

2. Release from Gaol — provides holistic care in returning to the community
such as collection from gaol, help with accommodation, employment, parole
commitments, and ongoing support for the whole family.

3. Keeping out of Gaol — provides holistic care in supporting families as well
as programs like Healthy for Life, Youths at Risk, Parents’ Programs, Men’s
and Women’s Groups, Life Skills and midwifery care.

Winnunga is part of a network of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal health, community
and justice organizations supporting people to keep out of gaol, when they are in

gaol, and when they are released.

“The Winnunga Model, I only dream and hope for all involved
that it works’ (ACT Community Member).
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Ex-prisoner Experiences - ‘HOW | DID AND DIDN’T COPE IN
GAOL’

‘My contact was shut down for everything. The less the things that worry me, the
less the things that get to me in gaol. All I think about is getting out and picking up
where | left off and that’s it. Back on track as they say’. (Male).

‘I was more shocked than anything else. Then when I got used to it | was right and
| settled down. There was a change every day. It wasn’t the same old thing — like
something would happen. A couple of people would mess it up. In Goulburn it was
scary because there were a lot of new people coming in because it was a transit gaol
and it was unpredictable’. (Male).

‘Just coped. I would always get back in a corner and just sit there and hope for the
day the sun come up that | would be released. And that wasn’t that it was written
on a piece of paper saying you are to stay here for your crimes against whatever ...
and when you do maybe we will let you out. | was only young and it was like being
taken out of the closet and thrown into humanity, like into society. And when you
get out into society the whole world is harsh — it is like dropping a little Kitten into a
pan full of pit bulls. I have done broken and enters and fight back at society because
I want my mum to hear’. (Male).

‘I had the brothers in there and a lot of support — cousins’. (Male).

‘It is hard for the first month but after a while you get to know a few of the boys in
there and you make it work sort of thing’. (Male).

‘Missed me family and being back out in the community — couldn’t cope all that
well. Family crises happened a couple of times. And it got me down but I learned to
bring myself back up again. A couple of friends in prison helped’. (Female)

‘When 1 first got in there | wanted to get out. | hated it. I knew my kids were allright
because | spoke to mum and they were going to be in her care all that time. I did not
want to see them in gaol for the whole 3 months because it would have made things
worse. | kept strong’. (Female).
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Ex-prisoner experiences - ‘HOW | DID AND DIDN’T COPE IN
GAOL’

‘I didn’t cope. On the outside you do but inside you don’t because | was a mother at
the time — | had my baby and my little boy was so clinging to me. That has affected
my two oldest children. It has affected my kids you know, but it has taught them a
lesson never to get into trouble with the Police. Particularly in their teenage years.
My youngest child is 15 but has no Police record. For four of my children | have
taught them you are not to ... it is not worth it. In gaol | just told them, don’t talk to
me about family crises’. (Female).

‘When | got locked up I threw myself down the steps because | couldn’t bear being
locked up. You know, | was hitting my head against the wall and hearing voices,
anything. | was stuck in this little cell and they wouldn’t let me out because | was
in drug rehabilitation, suicidal. And no-one still ever come out and seen me. They
knew | was like that’. (Female).

Help with coping in gaol

Some Examples of the Model’s Proposed Help by Winnunga:

Aboriginal Health Workers, Community Elders and mentors’ advocacy and
coordinating holistic care programs. Coordination also provided by the Muuji
Regional Centre for Social and Emotional Wellbeing.

Medical Practitioners and Aboriginal Health Workers’ health promotion and
counseling.

Aboriginal Health Workers’ prison and family liaison.

Psychiatrist and Aboriginal Mental Health Workers’ prison outreach.

Development of prisoners, family and support organizations’ data base.

Some Examples of the Model’s Proposed Help by Other Organizations:
Marumali Healing Program.

Ngangkari Spiritual Healing.

Prisoner Listener Training.

Link-Up family services.

Corrective Services’ leisure, education and vocational training, needle and syringe
prison program, funeral attendance support, Aboriginal Prisoners’ Advocacy Group,
and a complaints process for Aboriginal prisoners.

Centrelink to consider ex-prisoners’ particular needs in obtaining employment.
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Ex-prisoner Experiences - ‘DRUGS, TATTOOING AND BLOOD-
BORNE DISEASES IN GAOL’

“The first time | went to gaol was in 1997-98 for stupid reasons. | was only young
and | ended up catching hep C in gaol. And | disagree about not letting the needle
and syringe program come through. There is heaps more stuff that could be done for
people but they are not doing it’. (Male).

‘As long as it does not affect them immediately they don’t check for HIV or hepatitis
C on release they don’t care. You are stuck in the yard and left to your own device. |
just worked out and tried to stay out of the politics and eat healthy. Not much really
to do. There is no help in there. If there is you’ve got to wait two or three months
before you see anybody anyway and you don’t need it then - you are out. It is a
choice I made to do the seven day pill program in the Belconnen Remand Centre and
within two weeks | was clean, so | did not have any drug dependencies while | was
in Goulburn. And being in Goulburn is just an added pressure. People stand over you
for your methadone, and so it is just not worth it’. (Male).

‘I used to look after the people who used to do tattoos. | used to look after their
tattoo guns of a night time when they had finished of a day time doing tattoos. Not
only that, | used to look after the hash and the marijuana and I used to look after
everybody’s money. Then again they said | could use the tattooing gear if | wanted
to so I did. I looked in the mirror which is a piece of tin, and you are locked up for
14 hours a day, and | just looked in there and did it. Not only that | used to smoke
marijuana’. (Male).
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