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In recent weeks I had published in the Canberra Times an opinion
piece about the failure of Australia to deal with the scandalous
over-representation of Aboriginal people in prisons across
Australia but most particularly here in the ACT.
I have included a copy of what I had to say in this newsletter.
At the heart of the continuing increase in the rates of
Indigenous incarceration and the resultant scourge of deaths of
Aboriginal people in custody is, of course, the failure of
governments to implement or take seriously the
recommendations of the Royal Commission into Aboriginal
Deaths in Custody.
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While it was pleasing to see the issue of Black Deaths in Custody recently gain some
public and media attention I am concerned at the lack of any sustained attention to the
issue. My concern is particularly focussed on the situation here in the ACT where we
have the highest rate of age standardised Indigenous incarceration in Australia, with the
Productivity Commission revealing in its latest report on imprisonment in Australia that
there has been a 279% increase in the number of Aboriginal people in prison in the ACT
in the last nine years. The average increase across Australia is about 50%.
It was in light of the existence of data such as this and the correlation between
incarceration rates and Aboriginal deaths in custody that so many people came out in
protest some weeks ago.
I was bemused, however, that the protests in the ACT were held in the forecourt of
Parliament House. The Commonwealth Government is not responsible for the
administration of justice or corrective services. It was not the Commonwealth
Government that generated an increase of 279% in the number of Aboriginal people
imprisoned in the AMC, including what may also be the greatest increase in the
proportion of Aboriginal women imprisoned in Australia. It was not the Commonwealth
Government that has tolerated an Aboriginal recidivism rate of 90%.
It was, of course, the ACT Government.
In light of the apparent misunderstanding about responsibility for the appalling levels of
Indigenous incarceration in Canberra I have called on the members of the Federal
Aboriginal Caucus, led by Senator Patrick Dodson, Linda Burney, Malarndirri McCarthy
and Ken Wyatt to ensure that their colleagues in the ACT Government begin to take this
issue seriously and to address their failings.
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I have in similar vein approached the ACT’s five federal representatives with a request that
they also counsel the ACT Government to address its egregious failure to respond to the
needs of the Aboriginal community of Canberra.
I urge all Canberrans to maintain their commitment to ensuring the ACT Government
address the causes of Indigenous disadvantage and Indigenous incarceration and that it
focus its actions and protest in that regard on the ACT Legislative Assembly and its
members.

‘...between
May and June
2020 The
Program
provided over
780 hours of
support to
Elders in our
community.’

A big thank you to everyone who has supported the work of Winnunga AHCS
through generous donations. Your contributions do not go unnoticed
and greatly assist! All donations over $2.00 continue to be tax deductible.

Winnunga AHCS Elders COVID Program
Winnunga AHCS received funding from the Institute of Urban Indigenous Health (IUIH) for a
six month period to deliver additional COVID support to Elders who are not receiving aged
care services by another agency. The Program commenced in May 2020 and works with up
to 100 clients. The Winnunga AHCS Social Health Team delivers the Program in a culturally
safe and appropriate way, providing eligible clients with:
* Individual Links to Community
* Providing and Delivering Meals
* Regular Welfare Checks
* Referrals to Clinicians and Specialists
We are pleased to report between May and June 2020 The Program provided over 780
hours of support to Elders in our community.

Social Health Team Workers (left to
right): Richard, Craig, Chris and
Thomas getting ready to deliver
pre-cooked meals to Elders.

Fact: The Institute for Urban Indigenous Health (IUIH) leads the planning, development and delivery
of comprehensive primary health care services to the Indigenous population of South East Queensland.
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‘The
proportion of
people who
had seen a
general
practitioner
or specialist in
the last
twelve
months was
highest in the
ACT.’

National Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Health Survey 2018-19 Reveals
Variable Outcomes in the ACT
The latest Australian Bureau of Statistics report on the health status of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia reveals mixed outcomes.
In relation to the major risk factors, for example, while there was a decrease across
Australia in the proportion of Aboriginal people smoking from 41% in 2012 to 37% in 2018,
while admittedly a stubbornly slow rate of reduction, there was a worrying increase in the
proportion of children under the age of 14 who were overweight or obese from 30% in
2012 to 37% in 2018.
A brief summary of some of the major findings from the report which include interstate
comparisons warrant deeper analysis but identify areas of possible concern for the ACT.
For example:
Chronic Conditions - More than four in ten (46%) people reported one or more selected
chronic conditions. Among the States and Territories, the proportion of people with one or
more selected chronic conditions was highest for people living in Tasmania (59%) and the
ACT (57%), and lowest in the NT (32%).
Mental Health - More than two in 10 (24%) people aged two years and over reported
having a mental or behavioral condition. Among the States and Territories, the proportion
of people with a mental or behavioral condition was highest for people living in the ACT
(40%) and lowest in the NT (10%).
Ear Disease and Hearing Problems - More than one in ten people (14%) reported having
ear disease or hearing problems. Among the States and Territories, the proportion of
people with ear disease or hearing problems was highest for people living in the ACT (21%).
Consultation with General Practitioners or Specialists - The proportion of people who had
seen a general practitioner or specialist in the last twelve months was highest in the ACT
(94%).
While the survey provides a valuable insight into the health status of Aboriginal peoples in
Australia and inter jurisdictional comparisons it does not, of course, compare outcomes
with those of non - Aboriginal people. A comparison which would be very sobering.

Fact: A copy of the Survey can be found at
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/4715.0
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Here, There are Dragons
A book, written by a detainee at the AMC,
during and about his observations and
experience as a detainee has been published.

‘...Witness J,
whose name
has been
suppressed...
was tried in
secret and
was required
to serve his
sentence in
the AMC
under an
assumed
name.’

The books author, Witness J, whose name has
been suppressed by the Commonwealth was
tried in secret and was required to serve his
sentence in the AMC under an assumed name.
During his incarceration Witness J launched
legal action against the ACT Government, in
the person of the Director-General for Justice
and Community Safety, for confiscating the
manuscript of his book and infringing his
human rights. No member of the ACT
Government, most pertinently not a single
Minister, was apparently told that the ACT was
being sued or that Witness J existed, even
though the Government was represented by
the ACT Government Solicitor and briefed
counsel to defend it against the charges. And
yes, yes, we know that the Pope is a Catholic.
The book is an interesting and at times quite fascinating read. The following is one small
extract which gives a flavour of the book. We will publish further extracts in future editions
of the Winnunga News.
‘It’s been a fascinating journey to learn what constitutes contraband in the jail, and on the
scale of sensible to ridiculous, the list varies widely. Sugar is out - one can make alcohol with
it, and so is anything spicy like chilli powder or pepper, which can be weaponised by
detainees and thrown in someone’s eyes. Covert quantities of pepper and secretly grown
chilly plant in the garden is the limit to the contraband items I’m aware of. It’s absurd that
we cannot have these items when drugs, syringes and tattoo guns seem to flow unimpeded
through the jail. We also cannot grow potatoes for the same reason we cannot possess
sugar, but we can and do buy them in large quantities for cooking. It’s a crazy contradiction
but one of many. Of course as we cook for ourselves, a knife is needed, and our kitchen
comes equipped with a large butchers knife chained to the counter.’
In August 2019, Witness J, a decorated Duntroon graduate and former military and civilian
intelligence officer, was publicly outed as Australia’s first recorded secret prisoner. He was
arrested, remanded, tried and imprisoned under unprecedented levels of secrecy, and after
spending his first month in solitary confinement, spent the remainder of his 455 day sentence in
the Alexander Maconochie Centre’s notorious sexual-offender wing, despite not being a
sexual-offender himself.

Fact: The book can be purchased in kindle format online at
https://www.amazon.com.au/dp/B0886FGK75/ref=rdr_kindle_ext_tmb
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We Need You In This Fight For The Long Haul
Canberra Times, 24 June 2020, Opinion By Julie Tongs
The recent focus on the rate of Indigenous
incarceration and the scourge of Black deaths in
custody is very welcome.
It is, however, disheartening that it required the death
of a black man in the USA, and the resulting
widespread riots in that country, to jolt Australia from
its customary inertia on the issue. It is almost as if
Australians have been politely waiting for permission
Why did it take so long for this cause to take hold in Australia?
to be outraged.
Picture: Shutterstock

I have been actively involved for more than three
decades, in other words since well before the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody, in seeking to
have this issue addressed. The royal commission sought to do that and made a total of 339 targeted
recommendations.
While the recommendations have notionally been accepted by all governments in Australia, they have not, in the
main, been implemented. To the extent that it is claimed that individual recommendations have been adopted,
the claimed implementation is usually tokenistic or simply untrue.
That there have been 432 Aboriginal deaths in custody since the royal commission is stark evidence of the abject
failure of states and territories to take its report or the issue seriously. Sadly, two of the most recent of those
deaths were of Steven Freeman and Jonathan Hogan, young Aboriginal men born and raised in Canberra. They
were us.
In her report on the inquest into the death of Jonathan Hogan, NSW Deputy Coroner Harriet Grahame noted
that Jonathan's death was symbolic of Australia's failure to grasp the "shockingly disproportionate" rates of
Indigenous imprisonment. She said: "Quite simply, more young Aboriginal citizens like Jonathan must be
diverted away from the criminal justice system if we are to reduce the number of Aboriginal deaths in custody."
She also noted: "His death is properly understood in its context of social injustice and dispossession."
In a similar vein, Senator Patrick Dodson, in a speech in the Senate on June 10, said: "Thirty years have passed
[since the royal commission] and we have not addressed the underlying issues that give rise to people being
taken into custody and consequently dying in custody. So the social factors of health, housing, education and
employment have not been addressed in a manner to relieve this awful blight on this nation's history."
Senator Dodson concluded with a plea for this issue to be made a top priority. He said: "For too long there have
been nice words and good intentions, but lack of action and commitment."
Senator Dodson's censure is as relevant to the situation in the ACT as in any other jurisdiction in Australia. The
Productivity Commission's Report on Government Services 2020 reveals that the ACT continues to have the
highest ratio of age-standardised rates of Aboriginal incarceration, and the second-highest crude rates of
Aboriginal incarceration, in Australia. The Productivity Commission reveals that the Aboriginal prison population
in the ACT has increased in the period from 2009-10 to 2018-19 by 279 per cent. This rate of increase in
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We Need You In This Fight For The Long Haul
(Cont’d)
Aboriginal incarceration is the highest in Australia, almost as twice as high as the second-highest rate of increase,
and five times higher than the average across all jurisdictions.
To add to this catalogue of shame, the number of Aboriginal women currently imprisoned in the ACT is five times
higher that it was five years ago.
As Senator Dodson said, in order to address the disproportionate incarceration of Aboriginal people in Australia
the utmost priority has to be given to addressing the scandalous gap in outcomes and opportunities for
Aboriginal peoples in areas as fundamental as health, housing, education and employment.
So what then does a quick audit of progress in the ACT in relation to these issues tell us? Firstly, on the basis of
the admittedly limited information available, as many as 35 per cent of Aboriginal children in Canberra live in
poverty.
A quick audit would also reveal, as mentioned above, that the ACT locks up, on a relative basis, more Aboriginal
people than any other state or territory in Australia. We are the champions. The Closing the Gap Report tabled
by Scott Morrison in February this year advises that, for the first time since targets were set a decade ago, the
ACT did not meet its targets for closing the gap in literacy and numeracy. It also reveals a reduction in 2018-19 in
the proportion of Aboriginal residents in the ACT in employment.
In relation to housing, the ACT is the only state or territory in Australia which does not have an Aboriginal
housing plan or strategy. The health status of Aboriginal residents of Canberra mirrors that of Aboriginal people
across the nation, including in relation to the disproportionately high number of members of the community
with diagnosed mental health and substance use issues. Oh, and the ACT has the second-highest rate of removal
of Aboriginal children from their family and in out-of-home care.
There is a crisis in Australia, led in fact by the ACT, in the imprisonment of Aboriginal peoples. It is unarguably
the most serious human rights issue facing Australia. It demands a genuine commitment from all of us to ensure
that this ugly and festering legacy of the dispossession of the First Nations people of this country is fully and
finally resolved.
To achieve this will require a concerted and sustained effort. As I said, the recent focus on black deaths in
custody is welcome. Excuse my cynicism, but I have seen similar periodic outpourings of conscience and passion
from the non-Aboriginal community over the years, indeed decades, and to be blunt virtually nothing has
changed. After a short while, with conscience salved, the passion and determination simply washes away, to the
relief of governments, but leaving my people bereft, disillusioned and possibly even worse off. If you are not
serious, if you are not in it for the long haul, if your advocacy and activism is time-limited, if you don't think that
black lives matter 365 days of the year, then you do know, don't you, that absolutely nothing will change.
Other, of course, than that, Canberrans can now enjoy Reconciliation Day at the beach.
Julie Tongs, OAM, is chief executive of Winnunga Nimmityjah Aboriginal Health and Community Services.
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How Embarrassing
Exactly three years ago the Minister for Corrections Shane Rattenbury issued a gushing
press release headed ‘ACT TAKING THE LEAD TO ADDRESS FEMALE IMPRISONMENT’. In the
release the Minister said, among other things:
‘The growing rates of female imprisonment is of concern to all jurisdictions, with an 8 per
cent increase nationally in the 12 months to June 2016.

‘Exactly three
years ago the
Minister for
Corrections
Shane
Rattenbury
issued a
gushing press
release...’

As a result of my motion, the corrective Services Administrators Council will prepare
research on the increased rates of female offending and imprisonment and make
recommendations on how to address this.
The ACT is a small jurisdiction but leads the way in corrective services…
I’m proud of the programs, services and support that we provide to women detained in the
AMC…
I’m proud that ACT Corrective Services will be leading the way in tackling this challenging
issue.’
Three years later and what has changed?
1. The Productivity Commission revealed in the Report on Government Services 2020 that
the ACT has the highest age standardised rate of Aboriginal men and women in prison in
Australia.
2. The ACT has the highest continuing increase in the Aboriginal prison population in
Australia with an increase of 279% in the last decade which is over 200% higher than the
average across Australia.
3. The ACT has the highest Aboriginal recidivism rate in Australia.
4. The number of Aboriginal women currently in the AMC is about five times higher than it
was five years ago. There is anecdotal evidence that Aboriginal women currently comprise
70% of all women in the AMC. Aboriginal women represent 1.7% of women in Canberra.
The ACT Inspector of Corrections, Mr Neil McAllister, in his first report as Inspector
excoriated the ACT Government for its treatment of women in the AMC and made a raft of
recommendations to improve their situation. The Government has refused to accept or act
on any of the major recommendations in that report and the criticisms made by the
Inspector have simply been ignored.
It may of course be that when the Minister said in his press release three years ago about
women in prison that ‘The ACT leads the way in corrective services’ what he meant was
that ACT Corrective Services leads the way in the number of women it locks up.

Fact: ACT Corrective Services’ Vision: To be recognised as a leader in the provision of effective corrective service
which positively changes lives, reduce re-offending and prevent future victims.
(http://cs.act.gov.au/act_corrective_services)
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When Silence is Not Golden
The silence from the ACT Government on progress in the implementation of the
recommendations of the Our Booris Our Way review into the care and protection of
Aboriginal children in the ACT is of increasing concern.

‘...conclusion
that members
of the
Aboriginal
community
will draw
from the
Government’s
tardiness is
that it simply
does not
particularly
care about
the welfare of
Aboriginal
children.’

The ACT continues to have the second highest rate in Australia of removal of Aboriginal
children from their families and placement in out of home care. This is a continuing stain on
the ACT Government and the Canberra community which demands a more urgent response
than it is clearly receiving.
With the recent focus on Black Deaths in Custody and Aboriginal incarceration it is
pertinent to note that the ACT’s nation-high rate of removal of Aboriginal children has
almost certainly contributed to the level of contact which Aboriginal peoples in Canberra
have with the criminal justice system and the resultant highest rate of incarceration of
Aboriginal peoples in Australia.
The first tranche of recommendations of the Our Booris review were handed to the ACT
Government over two years ago. While it is acknowledged that the Government has
reportedly sought to enhance the training of staff engaged in the care and protection
system, there is no evidence that it has embraced the thrust of the reforms recommended
by the review committee - namely the vital importance of Aboriginal community
involvement and control in decision making in relation to Aboriginal children in contact
with the care and protection system.
It is difficult to understand why the ACT Government has failed to act on each and every
one of the recommendations from the review. The lack of transparency and urgency risks
the conclusion that members of the Aboriginal community will draw from the
Government’s tardiness is that it simply does not particularly care about the welfare of
Aboriginal children.

Quotes from the report:
The experience of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in contact with the child
protection system in the ACT is one of: a lack of active efforts, poor consistency in
experience and decision making, discrimination, and cultural dislocation.
The Steering Committee have made a total of 28 recommendations to improve the
systemic failures for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children involved with child
protection in the ACT.
We know that the best interests of our children are to grow up with family, knowing our
culture, strong in identity as proud Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.

Fact: A copy fo the final report can be found at
https://www.strongfamilies.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/1457813/Our-Booris-Report-FINALREPORT.pdf
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Winnunga AHCS New Building Progress

The new building is starting to take shape and is something we are very much looking forward to. Thus far there
have been no delays and we are still expecting the works to be completed by the end of this year. The new space
will ensure the services we deliver will remain of high quality and that clients will have greatly improved facilities
throughout the building. Here are some recent photos.

Level 1—dental corridor
Community Studio

Roofing

Main site works—ground floor primary health

Ground floor—counseling rooms

Main site works—reception/atrium
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and cake at either of the two best coffee shops in
Canberra: the Italian Bite in the Belconnen Mall or
Ricardo’s at Jamison. I am also a very keen
gardener and spend much of my time in quiet
contemplation in my garden. Robyn and I are also
blessed with eleven grand-children who are the
great love of our lives and we look forward to
time with them. We also always watch the
Raiders, though that hasn’t been all that
enjoyable the last few weeks.

What is your favourite food?
I like most things that are edible but my favourite
meal would probably be slow cooked lamb.

Name: Jon Stanhope
Position: Senior Advisor to the CEO and Board

Where are you from?
I was born at Gundagai, in the heart of Wiradjuri
country. I have read that ‘Gundagai’ is said to
mean, in Wiradjuri language ‘to cut with a
hand-axe behind the knee.’ I have often wondered
why the Wiradjuri people need a word to describe
this practice. I think Julie Tongs may know but I
have never been game enough to ask. My parents
were from England and while I am proudly
Australian I have a strong emotional attachment to
my ancestral home and traditional lands.

Who is your favourite singer/band?
My favourite singers are Tony Poncet and Adele.
My favourite bands are Queen and Cold Chisel.

What is your favourite song?
My favourite song changes every couple of weeks
but I have asked my family to play the Dire Straits
song Going Home at my funeral (not that I am
planning to pop off any time soon).

What do you like most about working at
Winnunga?
I have been privileged to work at Winnunga for
five years now and am grateful to have had the
opportunity, as a non-Aboriginal person, to be
part of and to do what I can to support what is
unarguably the most important and effective
community controlled organisation in the ACT. I
regard the mass disparity in the life circumstances
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in
Canberra relative to the non-Aboriginal
population as this city’s greatest failing. It shames
us all.

My favourite pet?
I don’t have pets. I do like chooks.

What is your pet hate?
I dislike hypocrisy and dishonesty. I am not a fan
of morning television or reality TV shows. I am
appalled by Donald Trump. I hate the way we in
Australia turn our backs on the marginalised and
the disempowered, most particularly Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people, refugees and
asylum seekers, people with mental illness and
people in prison.

What do you do on the weekends?
The first priority for my wife Robyn and I every
weekend is a long bike ride. We have a disciplined
exercise regime and on the day we do not ride we
will either walk or attend the gym to lift weights.
We reward ourselves post exercise with a coffee
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