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Australia’s remote indigenous communities
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ABSTRACT
Initiatives targeting Indigenous overrepresentation in Australia’s
criminal justice systems have been largely ineffectual. Justice
reinvestment has been touted as a potential panacea. This art-
icle provides a framework for developing justice reinvestment
plans with communities, based on a qualitative research project
focusing on levels of crime and recidivism in two remote
Indigenous communities. The framework is a hybrid design,
informed by a crime analysis, action research, narrative data
analysis and a culturally informed Indigenous research para-
digm. It is argued that justice reinvestment can be successfully
implemented which empowers Indigenous peoples to identify
the causes of crime based on place-based solutions.
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Introduction

Indigenous overrepresentation in Australia’s criminal justice system

Despite the fact that Australia’s first nations peoples constitute only 3% of
the national populace, they make up over a quarter of the country’s prison
population and are more likely to have interactions with the criminal just-
ice system than any other cohort (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS],
2012, 2015). With 78% of incarcerated Indigenous offenders evidencing
prior conviction and a quarter of Indigenous peoples released from prison
in Australia reoffending within six months, a chronic cycle of recidivism
underpins the nations Indigenous overrepresentation problem (Bryant and
Willis, 2008; ABS, 2015). Developing and implementing crime prevention
and offender rehabilitation initiatives that can serve to break the cycle of
perpetual Indigenous overrepresentation in the criminal justice system con-
tinues to be a matter of national priority in Australia.
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In this article, the word Indigenous is used to refer to Australia’s first
nations peoples, made up of over 600 different cultural and language
groups that represent the oldest continuous culture of peoples on earth
(Raphael, Swan & Martinek, 1998). Through forced colonization that com-
menced in 1788, Australia’s first nations people were dispossessed from
their homelands, had their cultures actively dismantled, and were exten-
sively denied basic human rights. Consistent with other countries where
first nations people survive within a dominant colonized society,
Indigenous Australians continue to be adversely impacted by the legacy of
unilateral dispossession and dismantling of the country’s first nations. In
the field of criminal justice, perpetual impacts of colonization recognized as
critically linked to Indigenous overrepresentation include: intergenerational
trauma, racism and discrimination, historic social and cultural destruction
and contemporary social marginalization, and cumulative disadvantage
(Cunneen & Tauri, 2016).
The rate of overrepresentation of Indigenous Australians in the nations

criminal justice system has been increasing since the 1980s, with rapid
escalation noted across the course of the present decade (ABS, 2014, 2015).
However, geographic distribution of Indigenous overrepresentation is not
uniform, with Indigenous offender data revealing exacerbation in remotely
located communities more so than any other location (Hudson, 2013).
Indeed, despite the fact that only 24% of Indigenous Australians live in
remote areas, national data shows the majority of top 10 offender locations
in each state and territory are located in rural and remote areas (Hudson,
2013). Moreover, in Queensland the most chronic and costly offenders are
recognized as residing in remote and very remote locations such as the two
communities where the research was conducted (Allard, Chzanowski and
Stewart, 2012).
Although mapping and analyzing crime trends and recidivism statistics

aides in identifying the extent of offending in such locations, identifying
the factors that underpin and perpetuate marked exacerbation in offending
amongst certain peoples, and developing a service system that can respond
accordingly, is far more complex. In a seminal paper on the topic of reduc-
ing reoffending amongst Indigenous Australian’s prepared for this journal,
Day (2003) outlined in detail the argument that assumptions underpinning
scientific and empirical approaches to identifying “what works” in offender
rehabilitation, are “likely to be seen by those from Indigenous backgrounds
as inappropriate” (p. 4). Prior to and since this time, academics leading the
emerging field of Indigenous criminology have similarly argued that the
central assumption that research regarding “what works” in terms of
rehabilitation for one culture or peoples is generalizable to another, is fun-
damentally flawed (Dudgeon & Pickett, 2000; Cunneen and Tauri, 2016).
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From what works to “what works for whom”

In his article for this journal 15 years ago, Day (2003) drew on the words
of McCleod (2001), to provide an aspirational vision for where future solu-
tions to Indigenous overrepresentation in Australia might lie: “Often the
first steps in initiating change involve not direct action, but creating a
framework for understanding what is happening and how things might be
different” (p. 256).
Since this time, a number of Australian government and research reports

have similarly advocated for alternative responses to addressing offending
and offender rehabilitation amongst Indigenous Australians, with a focus
on the need for specialized approaches for remote Indigenous communities
in particular. For example, both the Doing Time—Time for Doing
(Australian Government, 2011) and Many Ways Forward (Australian
Government, 2004) report concur that coordinated community-based serv-
ices are required to provide well-resourced holistic support to combat
Indigenous overrepresentation. The Many Ways Forward report also specif-
ically advocates for a whole of government place-based response in regional
and remote areas (Australian Government, 2004). This position is sup-
ported in the report Doing Time—Time for Doing, which recommends the
provision of community-specific programs to address the underlying socio-
economic disadvantage contributing to the exacerbation of crime rates in
remote Indigenous communities (Australian Government, 2011).
Equally, Richards, Rosevear, and Gilbert (2011) proposed that focusing

crime prevention programs on matters of concern to individual Indigenous
communities would secure community support and buy-in. Moreover coor-
dinated approaches to developing and supporting the implementation of
localized solutions is recognized as potentially the most effective method of
addressing issues linked to the perpetuation of crime in any given place:

Crime is most effectively prevented when criminal justice and social policies work
concurrently with locally or community organized partnerships to create safer cities.
Policy development at government, NGO (nongovernment organization) and other
agency levels must focus on how to create this environment collectively. (Bahn, 2011,
pp. 261–262)

In achieving this aim, the importance of self-determination through
enhanced community control around developing and implementing crime
prevention strategies, has been emphasized alongside the provision for a
more equitable allocation of resources. For example, Beresford (2012) pro-
poses that disrupting the cycle of overrepresentation in any given location
requires money to be diverted away from punitive measures, such as pris-
ons, and directed back towards diversionary and rehabilitative programs
that will provide positive outcomes for whole communities. A justice
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reinvestment approach has been widely touted as a potential solution to
achieving this aim.

Justice reinvestment: A logical and pragmatic solution

A recent study into Australian prisons estimates it costs $109,500
(Australian dollars) per year to keep an individual in prison, placing
Australia as the fifth highest country in the world in terms of expenditure
on prisons (Busnell, 2017). It is extensively recognized that prisons have
limited success for rehabilitating Indigenous offenders (Brown, 2010). Thus,
there have been numerous calls to explore alternative strategies for reduc-
ing crime at the community level by addressing the factors that contribute
to offenders entering and remaining in the criminal justice system. Indeed,
the numerous government and research reports cited in the previous sec-
tion of this article argue that community-based programs that adopt self-
determinant approaches to addressing crime, are likely to be far more
effective in terms of reducing high levels of crime and recidivism in any
given community.
Justice reinvestment is an approach to Indigenous crime prevention and

offender rehabilitation that is widely recognized as having the potential to
overcome the shortcomings of mainstream models (Schwartz, Brown and
Cunneen, 2017; Schwartz and Cunneen, 2014; Calma, 2009). Justice
reinvestment offers a place-based approach to addressing justice and social
level drivers of offending and incarceration, by focusing on rehabilitative
approaches that respond to the precipitants of exacerbated crime specific to
any given community (Allison and Cunneen, 2018). The major premise of
justice reinvestment is the redirection of funds that are centrally adminis-
tered by government agencies (e.g., Justice Departments) to local commun-
ities, which are aware of the variable causes of crime in their location and
therefore most able to identify and influence crime prevention and rehabili-
tative solutions (Fox, Albertson, & Warburton, 2011). Furthermore, justice
reinvestment has been successfully trialed in overseas jurisdictions, includ-
ing the United States and United Kingdom and has been recognized as a
contemporary, evidence-based response to the high economic, social, and
personal costs of incarceration (Allison and Cunneen, 2018).

Justice reinvestment in Australia

In analyzing the potential benefits of justice reinvestment in the Australian
context, Schwartz and Cunneen (2014) emphasized its potential applicabil-
ity to addressing the country’s Indigenous overrepresentation problem.
They contend that justice reinvestment empowers the tailoring of justice
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responses to target the distinct needs of communities with perpetually high
incarceration and recidivism rates. Through a tailored, fit for purpose
approach, it is argued that justice reinvestment can address deep socio-
historic drivers of crime in any given place, whilst also affording
Indigenous peoples enhanced human rights outcomes. Thus, it could be
argued that in addition to addressing crime on a local level, justice
reinvestment has the potential to positively contribute to Indigenous recon-
ciliation on a broader national scale.
This resonates with the position of Calma, who asserted that applying

policies of localism to addressing Indigenous overrepresentation in
Australia through justice reinvestment would be a more appropriate and
effective solution than mainstream methods, as justice reinvestment
approaches: “Focus more on individuals as part of their neighbourhood,
seeing their behaviour as part of a pattern and seeking solutions that [pro-
vide] improvements to both individuals and the community” (Calma, 2009,
p. 28).
Allison and Cunneen (2018) identified an additional secondary benefit of

justice reinvestment which aligns with current government policies aimed
at addressing marginalization and social exclusion. Indeed, justice reinvest-
ment offers an approach that addresses social inequality through the pro-
cess of empowering and transforming disadvantaged communities.
Similarly, in reviewing the promise of justice reinvestment in Australia,
Wood (2014) suggested relocating a proportion of funds from correctional
to community programs, would assist in addressing the social costs of pris-
ons on broader community functioning.
Although justice reinvestment has been broadly touted as a potential

panacea to Australia’s Indigenous overrepresentation problem, there is
nonetheless other commentators who critique the potential of justice
reinvestment to effectively address mass incarceration and exacerbated
recidivism amongst Indigenous Australians. The potential challenges associ-
ated with developing and implementing justice reinvestment have been
highlighted, particularly in remote Indigenous contexts, where overrepre-
sentation in the criminal justice system is most chronically exacerbated. For
example, Hudson argues that remoteness may have implications for ease of
statistical data and crime mapping, as well as programmatic resourcing and
service delivery (Hudson, 2013). Hudson also questions whether justice
reinvestment programs are any different from existing programs in remote
Indigenous communities, many of which have not been evaluated to ascer-
tain their success in reducing the continuing high incarceration and recid-
ivism rates. Hudson concludes that new initiatives like justice reinvestment
“involve a relatively high degree of risk as there is no guarantee on the out-
come” (Hudson, 2013, p. 17).
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Furthermore, there is considerable debate about how the model should
be adapted for the Australian context and particularly for remote
Indigenous communities. This position is highlighted in a report on justice
reinvestment by the Australian Senate Legal and Constitutional Affairs
References Committee (2013), which states: “The committee is conscious
that the direct implementation of an approach from the United States is
problematic and indeed, may fail if not appropriately adapted to Australian
conditions” (p. 60).
In supporting the proposal to adopt justice reinvestment, the Australian

Social Justice Commissioner highlighted that to be effective, the approach
must be buttressed by policies of localism, which aim to devolve power
away from centralized government responses to empowerment at the grass-
roots community level.
Similarly, Schwartz (2010) noted: “Due to the focus on local ownership,

all justice reinvestment initiatives depend on the commitment, participation
and support of communities in which they are implemented” (p. 11).
In response to this observation, it is noted that few studies exist that

actually document how the principles of justice reinvestment could be
adapted to facilitate remote Indigenous communities to take ownership
and “buy in” to developing and implementing alternative community-
based solutions to crime. The current article attempts to fill this void by
providing a framework for developing justice reinvestment plans with
communities, based on analysis of the outcomes and the methodological
process associated with researching the causes and potential solutions to
chronic levels of crime and recidivism in two remote Indigenous
communities.

Building a framework for developing justice reinvestment plans with remote
indigenous communities

The framework outlined in the following sections of this article had its gen-
esis in an applied two-year qualitative research project. The project
was conducted as a component of the Australian federal government’s
“Breaking the Cycle” initiative and was implemented across two remote com-
munities in Far North Queensland, Doomadgee and Mornington Island.
The outcomes of this research project are extensively outlined in the

Australian Government commissioned research report, Keeping On
Country—Recidivism Research Report, authored by Dawes (2016) and the
associated peer reviewed paper, Keeping On Country: Understanding and
Responding to Crime and Recidivism in Remote Indigenous Communities
authored by the collective research team (Dawes, Davidson, Walden, &
Isaacs, 2017). In building the framework for developing justice
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reinvestment in remote Indigenous communities, the authors were also
extensively guided by recommendations and discussion contained within
the numerous aforementioned government agency reports, as well as key
texts and literature pertaining to the evolution of justice reinvestment in
the Australian context, Indigenous research paradigms and decolonizing
research approaches more broadly.
Although the development of the framework was based on the “real

world” experience of developing justice reinvestment strategies with two
remote Indigenous communities, in the absence of evaluation, the frame-
work is acknowledged as evidence-informed and aspirational rather than
empirically based. Nonetheless, due to the nature of development, it is
argued that the framework offers a contextually and research informed
approach to identifying what place-based services, programs and rehabilita-
tion initiatives are appropriate to put forward as a justice reinvestment
plan for any given remote Indigenous community in Australia.

The proposed framework

The proposed justice reinvestment framework involves three interrelated
stages, which are based on a distillation of the assumptions of justice
reinvestment broadly, as well as contemporary policy and program design
principles. The three stages of the justice reinvestment framework proposed
are summarized next.

Stage 1: Mapping crime and social data to identify needs

Crime and social data sets are overlaid and analyzed in combination, to
provide a profile of crime and social disadvantage in any given neighbor-
hood. High crime rates specific to neighborhoods or community areas, are
considered alongside data relating to cumulative disadvantage specific to
that place.
Offense and offender data should cascade to provide an indication of

offending trends, including dominant offense types, and an indication as to
where returning prisoners are likely to be located upon release from prison.
Offender data should also be used to map the numbers of people subject to
formal justice system supervision upon reentering any given community.
Combining crime and social data sets enables identification of broad

based community needs and potential policy options for service delivery
targets within the community of focus. The aim is to map and analyze this
data in parallel to identify potential service targets for the justice reinvest-
ment plan. It is argued that these targets represent community specific
needs, which if addressed through a justice reinvestment plan, offer a more
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effective means of reducing crime in that location than large scale main-
stream justice responses that have a well-established record of perpetuating
overrepresentation.
A researcher with the necessary skills and capabilities should oversee

mapping of crime and social data. However, data gathered and mapped
through this process should be actively shared with community members
in order to empower local understandings of crime and cumulative disad-
vantage in that place and engage informed narratives as to potential place-
based solutions.

Stage 2: Action research to identify the causes of crime and develop
preventative and rehabilitative solutions

Community consultation and engagement is the most critical component
of developing a justice reinvestment plan for any given location. This step
is oriented around identifying the causes of crime from the perspective of
community members, as well as identifying, and wherever possible trialing,
effective place-based solutions.
It is argued that action research represents a suitable and effective meth-

odology to achieve this aim. The rationale for using action research is to
gather and analyze data, and develop place-based solutions for inclusion in
a justice reinvestment plan that relates to the participatory, value-based,
democratic practice implicit to the approach. Moreover a central tenant of
action research is effectively contributing to social change through examin-
ing specific problems in the context in which they occur. It is beyond the
scope of the current article to detail the evidence base pertaining to the
suitability of action research, however this topic is extensively examined in
the extended research paper that describes this project (Dawes et. al.,
2017). In addition to outlining the case as to the suitability of action
research for developing justice reinvestment plans, this article also demon-
strates how an action research methodology can be applied in a way that is
congruent with Indigenous ontology and epistemology and informed by
the axiology and research agenda of Indigenous communities themselves
(Dawes et. al., 2017). Therefore as was observed in this study, in the case
of Indigenous communities, the action research approach to identifying
local solutions to crime, has the potential to overcome community fear
regarding research being done on rather than with Indigenous peoples.

Stage 3: Evaluation

The final step of the framework involves evaluating justice reinvestment
initiatives to ascertain their success in addressing the incidence of crime in
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any given location. This stage is critical in terms of producing measurable
outcomes that gauge whether the justice reinvestment plan should continue
in its current format, or whether modification or new initiatives are
required (Calma, 2009).
Historically, programs aimed at addressing the overrepresentation of

Indigenous people in the criminal justice system have not been effectively
evaluated. Particularly striking is the marked absence of research pertaining
to contextual viewpoints informing evaluation of programs in any given
place. Indeed in Australia, the observation of Day (2003) in this journal 15
years ago still stands, in that there continues to be: “No way of evaluating
the likely effectiveness of any rehabilitation programs for Indigenous
offenders. We simply do not know whether existing mainstream
rehabilitation programs are effective or ineffective with Indigenous
offenders” (p.12).
The authors contend that in order to address this gap, it is critical that

evaluation studies examine the effectiveness of programs or initiatives tar-
geting Indigenous crime and overrepresentation through an Indigenous
research paradigm, with methodology grounded in Indigenous ontology
and epistemology and informed by the axiology of Indigenous communities
themselves. We therefore argue that the evaluation framework for any just-
ice reinvestment plan should be individually tailored in partnership with
the communities themselves, as a component of initial implementation of
the justice reinvestment plan (i.e., alongside the roll out of initiatives).
Whilst this necessarily precludes a wholly prescribed approach, we argue

that a community informed evaluation framework would typically apply a
cultural and contextual lens to examining a common set of outcome ele-
ments, comprising of:

1. An analysis of community “buy-in” to the justice reinvestment plan and
the implementation of programs and initiatives outlined in the plan;

2. Uptake and participation in programs and initiatives, including analysis
of: programmatic referrals and engagement; flexibility and responsive-
ness of engagement and reengagement; programmatic drop-out; pro-
grammatic completion;

3. Impact of programs and initiatives, including analysis of: crime, incar-
ceration and recidivism statistics; and, qualitative information pertaining
to individual desistence from crime; quantitative and qualitative analysis
of any change to the social and economic drivers associated with crime
(as identified through stages one and two).

In order to ensure locally informed evaluation measures are captured,
community perceptions in relation to the following core elements should
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also be integrated into an agreed evaluation framework for the justice
reinvestment programs and initiatives, prior to their implementation:

1. What will success look like?
2. How will the community know a program/initiative is taking the right

approach to addressing the particular outcomes target?
3. How will we identify what should change about a program or how we

might improve it?
4. How will we identify gaps in the justice reinvestment plan, or other

programs and initiatives we could introduce to strengthen the program?

In order to truly contextualize evaluation and capture the potential
broader social outcomes of the justice reinvestment plan we argue that
ethnographic analysis will be equally as important as quantitative analysis
of crime, recidivism and incarceration data.

Applying the framework to develop justice reinvestment plans for two
remote indigenous communities

In citing Allen (2007), Fox et al. (2011) emphasized, “Justice reinvestment
starts from a universal criminological truth, that people in prison are not
drawn in equal numbers from all neighbourhoods” (p. 122).
The argument in favor of establishing justice reinvestment in Australia’s

remote Indigenous communities is compelling. The remainder of this art-
icle will provide an integrated case study demonstrating the application of
the first two stages of the framework outlined above to develop justice
reinvestment plans across two such communities, namely, Doomadgee and
Mornington Island, located in the isolated region known as the Gulf of
Carpentaria, in Far North Queensland.
Detailed background pertaining to these communities can be found in

the two extended research papers related to this study (Dawes, 2016; Dawes
et. al., 2017). In summary, residents of these two communities, are incar-
cerated at a rate amongst the highest per capita of any given neighborhood
in Australia. Moreover data indicates a link between social disadvantage
and high rates of criminal offending. Suffice to say the rationale for estab-
lishing justice reinvestment plans in these two communities is undeniable.
The following section outlines the development of a justice reinvestment
plan for these communities through a stage focused discussion.

Stage 1: Mapping crime and social data to identify needs

To identify needs through crime and social data mapping, the research
team drew on two key sources, the Queensland Police Service (2015) and

10 G. DESMOND DAWES AND A. DAVIDSON



the Dropping off the Edge Report (2007; 2015), a study examining location
based disadvantage in Australia. An information sharing agreement was
established with the Queensland Police Service, who provided regional
and district crime statistics, whilst the publicly available Dropping off the
Edge Report provided reporting of social disadvantage against 21 key
indicators. Figure 1 provides a graphical representation of the mapping of
this combined crime and social data, whilst Figure 2 maps localized
offender data.
Social data for the state of Queensland identified the communities of

Doomadgee and Mornington Island experience the most extreme forms of
cumulative disadvantage. Moreover, a comparison of this data between
2007 and 2014, demonstrated rising disadvantage. The social indicators
noted as highly exacerbated included: young adults not engaged in employ-
ment or study; reduced opportunities for long term unemployment;
unemployment; prison admissions; criminal convictions and low-fam-
ily income.
Statewide offender data revealed that the Mt Isa local government area

(which includes the communities of Mornington Island and Doomadgee)
was the fourth highest Indigenous prisoner location in the state. Localized
offender data revealed Mornington Island offenders were primarily ages
20–29, whilst Doomadgee had a far greater spread of offender age from
10–39, with 10–20-year-olds marginally dominant.

Figure 1. Data Mapping for Doomadgee and Mornington Island (2009–2013)- Offense Focus.
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Local crime data revealed that in Doomadgee there had been an
overall increase in offenses against the person and also noted that the
number of assaults with domestic violence indicators had risen over the
same period. On Mornington Island an increase in property crime
and recorded liquor offenses was observed, as well as a concurrent trend
in breach of domestic violence orders alongside a slight decrease in
overall assaults.
The combined mapping output documented in Figures 1 and 2, and the

observational narrative outlined, were used as the springboard for commu-
nity engagement and discussion regarding the needs and potential targets
for justice reinvestment.

Stage 2: Action research to identify crime prevention and
rehabilitative solutions

Methodology
A project team of both Indigenous and non-Indigenous specialists collect-
ively established an action research methodology, which was both closely
aligned with principles of justice reinvestment and decolonizing Indigenous
research paradigms. Detailed background pertaining to the evidence base
underpinning the design of the research methodology can be found in the
research paper authored by this team, entitled: Keeping On Country:
Understanding and Responding to Crime and Recidivism in Remote
Indigenous Communities (Dawes et. al, 2017).

Figure 2. Data Mapping for Doomadgee and Mornington Island (2009–2013)- Offender Focus.
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The methodological design put community members at the forefront of
the research process through engagement that sought to identify social
problems from the communities’ perspective and identify pragmatic “grass
roots” solutions. A participatory framework was adopted whereby commu-
nity people worked as co-researchers alongside the research team. This
ensured community perspectives were embedded in reflexive identification
of the complex issues contributing to criminal behavior and potential prag-
matic solutions.
The methodology examined the underlying causes of crime and recidiv-

ism through narrative and collaborative processes that accounted for the
experience and insight of three primary cohorts, namely: individual
offenders, family members of offenders and community agencies respon-
sible for supporting offenders. Data collection targeted these three cohorts
and was analyzed through the contextually informed lens of the
local Indigenous researchers and participants at numerous rolling
consultations.
Initiatives and strategies proposed were trialing immediately wherever

possible, both to provide a timeliness to bringing about change and to
strengthen the evidence case for the solutions proposed at the conclusion
of the undertaking. These outcomes enhanced community buy-in to the
research itself, as well as the impetus for change and interest in being
involved in the implementation of solutions.

Community engagement and recruitment of participants
The research team arranged regular community information sessions and
rolling consultations that engaged the community around the aims and
perceived outcomes of the research. Updates were provided around pro-
gress and data collection, and community input was sought in relation to
methodological design, interpretation of data and the outcomes of the
research (i.e., the justice reinvestment plan). These meetings and consult-
ation were held throughout the two-year research cycle, with the research
methodology and analysis of results iteratively altered to reflect the partici-
patory nature of the approach.
The two Indigenous researchers facilitated the recruitment of the former

offenders and families of offenders. The project coordinator was responsible
for recruiting the third cohort of participants, employees of government
and nongovernment organizations that delivered services to individuals
who had offended. These organizations included health care organizations,
parole officers, health and well- being personnel and small business
employers. The times and places for interviews was flexible to accommo-
date maximum participation.
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Data collection
Semistructured qualitative interview questions were developed informed by
rolling consultations with community reference groups such as the men’s
and women’s groups, Indigenous elders and Indigenous corporations at
each site. The non-Indigenous researchers worked collaboratively with the
two Indigenous researchers to develop the interview questions for each
cohort to ensure they were culturally appropriate and community
informed. In addition, the non-Indigenous member of the research team
participated in cultural awareness and orientation training to ensure that
the rights and sensitivities of the research participants were understood
and respected.
Three cohorts of interview subjects were selected based on the follow-

ing criteria:

1. Recidivist offenders who had previously been placed in detention or
prison, and committed crimes while under the influence of alcohol or
illegal substances;

2. Family members of recidivist offenders (as per criteria outlined
above); and

3. Employees of agencies within the community who worked with
offenders on their return to the community postprison.

In addition to structured interviews, in excess of sixty field interviews
were conducted with individuals who were reluctant to be involved in a
structured interview process, but were happy to have their input recorded
in the researchers’ field journals. Anecdotal interviews were also conducted
within prison settings due to restrictions placed on the use of record-
ing devices.

Offender interviews
A total of 20 individual interviews were conducted (10 at each site), rang-
ing from 40–60min in duration. Interviews were held at an office at the
wellbeing center of each community or at an alternative location nomi-
nated by the interviewee.
Questions targeted psychosocial history, as well as history of drug and

alcohol use. Interviewees were also asked to identify barriers to desisting
from crime after returning from prison. Finally, each respondent was asked
about potential solutions to prevent crime and assist former prisoners to
desist from crime. Whilst questions were targeted across these key areas,
the narrative was free flowing in order to elicit maximum engagement.
A sample of the interview questions included:
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1. Can you tell me about the first time you when you were charged with
a crime?

2. How did you feel when you had to leave your family because you were
sentenced to a term in prison?

3. What could be done in your community to stop people from returning
to prison?

Family member interviews
A total of 20 interviews (10 at each site) between 30 and 60min in dur-
ation were conducted with the partners or parents of recidivist offenders.
These interviews were conducted at each of the Wellbeing Centers to
ensure that the privacy of each person was respected. A sample of the
interview questions included:

1. How is your family affected when your partner returns to prison? (eco-
nomically, socially, personally).

2. How does the household change when your partner returns
from prison?

3. What would you suggest could be done in the community so that the
family is not separated when your partner goes to prison?

Community agency interviews
Individual interviews were conducted with 10 government and nongovern-
ment agencies across both sites. Participants included service managers,
probation and parole officers, youth justice workers, mental health practi-
tioners, employment officers, as well as Indigenous representatives from the
Women’s and Men’s Groups at each location. The sample questions for
these interviews are listed below:

1. What do you think are the greatest challenges for your organization in
assisting former prisoners and their families to reintegrate back to the
communities postprison?

2. How effectively does your organization work with other agencies to
assist people to desist from further offending?

3. How further resources could your agency use to assist former offenders
and their families?

Analysis of data pertaining to the causes and precipitants of crime
and recidivism
At the completion of the data collection interviews were transcribed and
transferred to the NVIVO qualitative data processing computer program,
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which aided in the analysis of data. NVIVO analyzed transcripts to identify
major themes and patterns, which were triangulated against crime and
social mapping data, to identify the precipitants of crime and the challenges
faced by exprisoners when they reenter their communities.
In addition to matrices identifying major themes, this process produced

a series of case studies that highlighted both the diversity and commonality
of experiences of people across both communities. The major themes and
case studies identified were instrumental in guiding the researchers and
community members in building a justice reinvestment plan.
The major themes identified as contributing to crime and impacting

upon prisoner’s successful reintegration back into their communities were:
lack of employment or training opportunities due to the stigma of having a
criminal conviction, breaching parole conditions, perceived harassment by
police, and the resultant negative emotional and economic impacts
on families.
A dominant theme identified as militating against desisting from crime

was the common perception that prison was a normalizing experience or a
rite of passage associated with becoming a man. Interestingly, family mem-
bers and elders identified that whilst this was the perception amongst
young men, in fact the prison experience only served to reduce men’s self-
esteem and their traditional role as providers for their families, as described
by one elder:

A lot of men come back from prison and they don’t have their place in the family.
Like their traditional place. Like they can’t have jobs so they feel like they can’t
provide so it makes them feel hopeless. You see them with their heads down, they
don’t feel like men anymore. (Male exoffender, age 34)

When asked about the greatest hurdles to overcoming the tendency to
persist with offending a common theme was identified in relation to diffi-
culties in finding employment when returning home. Most offenders stated
that they possessed skills from previous work experience as well as certifi-
cates for working with heavy machinery in the mining and construction
industries, which should have potentially positioned them for a place in
well-paid positions within local industries such as mining. However, a
major impediment identified by exoffenders who tried to reconnect with
such employment was the waiting time for positions and on boarding proc-
esses, which produced increased stressors on the individual and increased
the likelihood of relapsing back into crime: “I don’t want to sit on the
island all day with nothing to do and work for small money. … This really
worried me because it’s no good just sitting around all day I need some-
thing to do” (Male exoffender, age 23).
Other exoffenders found reentry to the job market difficult due to institu-

tional barriers attached to their criminal histories. For example, several men
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stated that they had obtained interviews with government institutions such as
schools and hospitals only to find that they could not obtain a Queensland gov-
ernment blue card, required for employees to work in places where young peo-
ple are present. Prison records were also seen as reinforcing stigma for
returned offenders:

Of course, finding a job is one of the first things you look for when you get out of
prison. It’s too hard to get a job in our community because the first thing they’re going
to look at is have you got a criminal history? Sorry no job. (Male exoffender, age 36)

Successful reintegration was seen as frequently undone by breaching
parole conditions soon after their release from prison. Pressure from family
or peers to drink alcohol while on parole was cited as a factor that led to
the breach of parole conditions for a high number of participants.
Individuals were aware of their parole conditions and the outcomes for
breaching parole. However, they admitted to often making the wrong
choices and relapsing back to their former habits under pressure. In add-
ition, it was suggested that family members and friends were often not
aware of these parole conditions and the impact that it had on their
loved ones:

When the family asks you to drink and you say; “I’m on parole.” But the family will
keep going and then it’s up to you. You have to make that choice. You want to
drink and go back to jail? You have to think about it. Are they going to write me
this letter down there while I’m in jail a long time? (Male exoffender, age 21)

A further contributing factor for returning to prison related to failing to
attend designated appointments with parole officers. While some interview-
ees cited failure to report due to family reasons, others cited that the
reporting regime lacked sufficient flexibility to allow people working at the
nearby mines to attend meetings. This employee explained that his roster
at the mine would not allow him the time to attend a parole meeting,
which put him at risk of returning to prison:

I rang them (parole) and they said, “You are a bit late.” I said I was supposed to
ring you yesterday but when you are down in a pit you can’t use the phone … I
landed back in jail again because I never reported. (Male exoffender, age 56)

The reentry process was frequently described as difficult due to increased
scrutiny by police. Respondents reported that they were often unfairly tar-
geted by police, particularly when they were in public spaces:

You know when you come from jail the policeman he don’t like you so they pick on
you. Even when you are not doing things. You sitting there with family drinking.
For them they say it is not really responsible for me to do what other family doing.
(Male, exoffender age 20)

Interviews with family members and community agencies also identified
a theme of family problems and disruption within families when males
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returned from prison. Interview data highlighted that families suffer from
dislocation when males leave and return to the community, which affects
the social emotional and economic well-being of the family unit. One
agency representative described the effects on young children as:

If it’s a male that goes to jail, the mothers are at home and she’s intoxicated just
every day. The kiddies are there and I feel real sorry for them. They need help and
that’s when Child Safety get involved which totally splinters the family unit. (NGO
manager, age 41)

The participatory research design allowed exoffenders, family members
and community agencies to identify the major obstacles which prevent
individuals from desisting from further crime. The ethnographic data high-
lights that Indigenous communities are very aware of the factors that con-
tribute to recidivism which is a major milestone in the process of
implementing a community response from a justice reinvestment perspec-
tive. The following section illustrates that Indigenous communities also
have potential solutions that have the potential to be implemented through
a justice reinvestment approach.

Analysis of data pertaining to identifying solutions to crime and recidivism
Individuals from each cohort were asked to offer suggestions about the
most appropriate solutions to crime and recidivism for their community.
While there were a number of suggestions for change, the most cogent

solution offered by the offender and family cohorts was the introduction of
reintegration bush-camps. It was proposed by these community members
that individuals who returned from prison should be taken to “on country”
camps situated outside the community, from where they could be assisted
to gradually reintegrate into the community township. The logic behind the
on-country camps was to allow returning prisoners to spend a transitional
period within the vicinity of the township to reengage with traditional cul-
ture and reconnect with cultural expectations aligned with desistence from
crime, and to prepare them for a gradual reentry back into the township
environment. All family members, elders and exoffenders were in agree-
ment that bush camps had the potential to short circuit the recidivism cycle
and assist former offenders to desist from crime through rediscovery and
identification with culture, and strengthening of personal and familial iden-
tity by reconnecting with traditional activities and roles, such as hunting
and fishing, while being mentored by elders.
Overwhelmingly, agency providers recommended that they needed to

work together more closely to support people upon their reentry. Investing
in more community-based support programs was viewed as the most
appropriate strategy. Emphasis was placed on the fact programs were
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needed that did not require offenders to leave the communities and
return to prison, in order to avoid disrupting the lives of their families
and promote building the capacity to function appropriately within
the community.
Agency providers overwhelmingly offered their support for the notion of

on-country bush camp, and identified the additional advantage was the
potential for individuals to receive specific interventions and support from
community-based professionals and agencies prior to reentry into the
township. It was proposed that this could be achieved through access to
programs which assisted former offenders in obtaining skills-based training
in relation to maintaining pro-social behaviors aimed at reducing stress,
addressing anger management, improving emotional regulation and resili-
ency, negotiating interpersonal conflict, communication skills, responsibility
taking and victim empathy.
A number of Elders also saw an added advantage of this model, where

the ‘on country’ bush-camps could also be accessed by young people who
were at risk of being involved in crime, which could be a way of breaking
the cycle of intergenerational crime through reconnection with their cul-
tures values and traditions. One elder stated:

Most of them they just hang around town, doing drugs and that. Most people don’t
take them out bush and that they don’t know their culture, they don’t have respect
for their elders so they just end up in jail.

Family members of former prisoners identified that on country bush-
camps would have the added advantage of ensuring that they could main-
tain contact with their loved ones through periodic visits to the camps.
This would overcome the major obstacle associated with a family member
being removed from the community and having limited contact due the
expense of travel from the community to prisons for families who wished
to visit their loved ones.
In addition, it was proposed the model would provide greater opportuni-

ties for former offenders to establish engagement and receive support from
community-based men’s or women’s groups prior to reentry into the town-
ship. Community service providers identified that the proposed bush-camps
could also provide structured opportunities for inter-agency co-operation
so that effective transitional arrangements could be put in place to address
the risk factors linked to reoffending. For example, exoffenders could learn
skills to make them potentially more job ready while on country, which
would assist in addressing some of the risk factors such as unemployment
that have been identified as contributing to reoffending upon return to
the township.
Finally, community members also viewed bush camps as being poten-

tially beneficial as intervention programs for former offenders who had
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reentered their community, but were showing signs of relapsing into for-
mer destructive behaviors through drug and/or alcohol abuse. It was envis-
aged that people who were identified as being at risk of further offending
could voluntarily reengage with the bush-camp programs until they were
ready to return to the community.

Stage 3: Evaluation

Although a justice reinvestment plan was established for each community,
funding for comprehensive implementation has not as yet been forthcom-
ing. As such the evaluation component of the framework remains an aspir-
ational goal and is as yet untested.

Discussion

Despite the absence of dedicated funding and program structure, it is not-
able that a number of initiatives included in the justice reinvestment plans
developed have nonetheless been implemented. Indeed, at the conclusion of
the study, the male Indigenous member of the research team, along with a
number of men included in the original offender interview cohort, estab-
lished a “Keeping on Country” support group (specifically dedicated to
supporting desistence from crime). The group meets weekly and engages in
a monthly on country camp. Similarly, both Indigenous researchers have
reported that as a result of the research study itself there is an enhanced
sense of community recognition that successful reintegration can be aided
by reconnection to country. In support of this claim researchers have noted
that many families now actively take young men back on to country upon
their return from prison. Similarly families will now often actively remove
young men from the township to on country locations when circumstantial
stress escalates risk of reoffending (e.g., difficulties in intimate partner rela-
tionships; commence drinking alcohol or engaging in gambling). More
recently the notional support for on country bush-camps has gained
momentum with a number of families offering to designate their traditional
lands as potential sites for this initiative. While a dedicated reintegration
bush-camp program has yet to be actively established and evaluated, the
groundswell for such an initiative has been maintained.
Other initiatives trialed as a component of establishing the justice

reinvestment plans have also been continued by community agencies des-
pite the absence of funding. For example, family video conferencing visits
first introduced as a proactive solution to family disconnection during peri-
ods of incarceration continue to be provided by community agencies. Also,
the wellbeing centers in each community were able to obtain funding for a

20 G. DESMOND DAWES AND A. DAVIDSON



dedicated transition wellbeing officer, despite the absence of funding for
the broader justice reinvestment plan. We argue that these outcomes dem-
onstrate that even in the worst case scenario that a justice reinvestment
plan developed by the community is not backed with dedicated funding,
the process of developing the plan nonetheless affords many commu-
nity benefits.
Moreover, it is notable that community members and the Indigenous

researchers have suggested that implementing stages one and two of the
framework alone has resulted in emancipatory outcomes. Specifically, it has
been suggested that as a result of the nature of the methodology, commu-
nity members perceived their voices had been elevated. It has been reflected
by community members who have not historically had the opportunity to
express their opinions about their interactions with the criminal justice sys-
tem, that they have finally gained a sense of having “had their say” and
“being heard” (direct quotations from a community Elder).
Despite the stated benefits of employing the proposed framework from

an Indigenous perspective, there are a number of limitations which should
be identified. While there was support for the project from both the
Doomadgee and Mornington Island communities there were difficulties in
recruiting female participants for the offender cohort interviews, which
impeded analysis from a female perspective. Additionally, the male offender
cohort consisted predominantly of men over the age of thirty. A future
study of this kind would therefore benefit from obtaining the perceptions
of younger people to compare their experiences with their older counter-
parts. A further limitation is that it is difficult to generalize whether other
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander communities would “buy into” a justice
reinvestment approach due to the diversity of lived experiences of people
in distinctly different contexts.

Conclusion

The aim of this article has been was to outline and demonstrate application
a framework for developing justice reinvestment plans in remote
Indigenous communities. Through meeting this aim we sought to show
that Indigenous people in remote communities crippled by a cycle of crime
and recidivism, have the ability to develop a justice reinvestment plan and
build community support for the approach.
In addition to demonstrating this is possible, this study also reaffirmed the

fact that existing approaches to dealing with chronic crime through incarcer-
ation incur high economic, social and cultural costs and do little in rehabilitate
people. This study also reiterated that the problem is exacerbated when exof-
fenders return to their communities and fail to be provided with meaningful,
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contextually informed support that addresses endemic social disadvantage,
including unemployment, unsuitable and limited accommodation and appro-
priate therapeutic services. In addition, this study confirmed the process of
reintegration is made more difficult due to the stigmatization of individuals
who are perceived as criminogenic by other community members, as well as
regulatory agencies such as the police.
Justice reinvestment has been championed as an alternative approach

with recognized potential and applicability to remote Indigenous commun-
ities, where overrepresentation continues to paralyze community progress.
This article has attempted to move one step further in progressing the call
for justice reinvestment by responding to the dearth of work demonstrating
that Indigenous communities can be engaged to buy in to a justice
reinvestment approach by adopting an Indigenous research paradigm and
action research based approach to building justice reinvestment plans.
The data obtained from the participants across both sites during the

course of this study supports observations made by prominent Aboriginal
leaders such as Tom Calma, who argued that a justice reinvestment
approach will only work if community people are given the opportunity to
articulate the problems they face and provide pragmatic solutions to the
problem. We argue that in so doing they are also provided with the oppor-
tunity to buy into the solutions as Calma proposes and are compelled to
take ownership of responses to problems such as crime and recidivism
through grassroots self-determination.
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