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Introduction and acknowledgments 
Before I begin, I want to acknowledge the traditional owners of the 

land on which we meet and to pay my respects to their Elders, past 

and present. I also want to thank the Board and incredible staff of 

VACRO for inviting me to join you tonight.  

 

This organisation is, of course, one of the oldest charitable 

organisations in Victoria. For well over a century, VACRO and its 

former guises have championed the care and support of individuals 

and families impacted by the criminal justice system.  

 

Both of its time and ahead of its time – VACRO was born of the 

recognition emerging in the late 19th century that poverty and 

disenfranchisement were a significant contributor to crime. In fact, 

when we stop to think for a moment how tangible this manifestation 

was in some ways, such as the existence of ‘debtors’ gaols’, it’s 

sobering to realise how far we may have strayed from recognition of 

this connection.  
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Entrenching disadvantage 

I don’t need to tell this audience about the punitive approach to law 

and order which seems to prevail in policy circles today. This is 

despite a wealth of evidence which tells us that, by and large (with 

the exception of a few bad buggers), the majority of people in our 

prisons are there because of a history of profound disadvantage.  

 

Most of these are not sexual or serious violent offenders, but even 

where they are, the majority have been subject to some form of 

childhood trauma; or exposed to family violence – yet we have a 

compassion bypass once they start to break the law, our response 

often entrenching rather than preventing further offending.  

 

Meanwhile, as a recent Ombudsman’s report tells us, few of the 

people in Victoria’s prisons have completed secondary school, while 

the majority come from only six of the state’s suburbs. Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander incarceration rates continue to soar; while the 

rates of mental illness and Acquired Brain Injury in our prison 

populations have turned our prisons into the 21st century’s asylums.  
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This suggests that we’ve not come as far from the institutionalisation 

of poverty as we might have assumed – that, instead, we’re 

allocating more energy and resources and calling it a different name.  

 

You work every day with this reality. VACRO and organisations like it 

see the gulf between the political response to crime and what people 

need in order to stop committing it. You see their need for a sense of 

belonging, for stable and positive relationships. You see how complex 

it is – not just to reintegrate offenders, which is supposedly the 

system’s aim – but to integrate those who may never have been a 

functioning part of the community in the first place. You see, too, 

how the management of risk and the supervision which is so vital in 

some cases, can be so destructive in others – removing all sense of 

hope or possibility of imagining an identity beyond that of ‘offender’.  

 

Getting smarter, not tougher 

As the Ombudsman has explained, the punitive response is not 

making us safer as a community. Instead, it’s creating more hardened 

offenders as we churn them through the system. We have to get 

smarter about our response.  



4 
 

We have to acknowledge the harm that incarceration and 

marginalisation cause – not just to the individuals involved but to 

subsequent generations. We also have to get smarter about 

identifying, containing and potentially rehabilitating higher risk 

offenders. Certainly, it will be interesting to watch as the Harper 

Review’s recommendations are (hopefully) implemented and VACRO 

is currently digesting a report from the CIJ about how it might 

prepare for these reforms.  

 

Overall, it’s vital that we have the guts to take the smart road. One of 

the great secrets of politics, however, is that the smart road is 

actually the tough one – the ‘lock ‘em up and throw away the key 

approach’ is the easy one, the lazy one, the cop out. It’s the one 

concerned with election cycles and media damage control – and, 

believe me, it’s very tempting for politicians to stray onto this path.  

 

Organisations like VACRO and the CIJ – like all of those with whom 

we collaborate – need to make it easier for government to take this 

smarter road. We need to offer the evidence and arguments for 

more innovative ways to deconstruct the poverty to prison pipeline.  

 



5 
 

Therapeutic justice 

Unsurprisingly, I believe one of these ways is through therapeutic 

justice – using contact with the criminal justice system as a positive 

intervention in people’s lives, leveraging the authority of the court, 

and the participation of services to address the contributing factors 

which propel people into crime.  

 

Case management 

Where people are already in the system, we can learn from these 

therapeutic court approaches. This does not just mean, however, 

throwing the odd counselling session at them for what appears to be 

their most pressing problem and hoping it all works out.  

 

Instead, it means thorough assessment and identification of all issues 

which have contributed to past offending and might contribute to it 

again. It means addressing trauma and family violence victimisation, 

as well as perpetration so that it can be addressed. It means forming 

a therapeutic alliance with a case manager and crafting thorough pre-

release and transition plans. It means links to housing and access to 

medication. It means making sure we don’t confuse the high needs of 

an offender with high risk and vice versa.  
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Harnessing the strength of community 

We can also learn from these therapeutic courts about the strength 

of community. Harnessing respect for Elders and connection to 

culture, Koori courts have demonstrated the shift which can occur 

when an offender feels accountable to individuals and community, 

rather than just a system.  

 

Acknowledging the crucial differences, there are still lessons which 

we can apply across the wider population. Circles of Support and 

Accountability, for example, demonstrate how powerful it can be 

when an offender feels a part of a network which invests time and 

energy into their integration. Certainly, I know that one of VACRO’s 

counterparts, OARS in South Australia, are having fantastic early 

success with their COSAs over there.  

 

COSAs aren’t the only approach, however. Mentoring schemes such 

as those run by VACRO, as well as the Women’s Advocacy and 

Mentoring scheme are crucial bridges and guides to positive 

behaviours. Recent and vital research into the value of peer mentors 

– being former offenders who now work with current offenders and 

‘walk the talk’ of integration – is also beginning to gain ground.  
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Shifting identity 

There are multiple examples of programs which can start to bridge 

the gulf between incarceration and integration. Many involve care for 

animals or the environment. In fact, research has shown that – rather 

than using work just to punish or occupy an offender – work which 

invests in the care and rehabilitation of endangered animals (whether 

they are at risk of extinction or extermination!) can start to shift an 

offender’s sense of identity and hope.  

 

Similarly, projects which involve offenders in care for and 

rehabilitation of the natural environment (projects which I know 

VACRO has introduced at Corella Place, for example) can lay the first 

step along a very different path.   

 

Meanwhile, programs which link offenders to meaningful 

employment in the community can also start to build a sense of 

belonging and dignity where it did not exist before (making a spent 

convictions scheme another obvious item on the wish list).  
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Education the key  

Most importantly, however – and perhaps I would say this now that I 

work at a University – I believe that education is the key to 

dismantling that pipeline for a substantial number of offenders.  

Evidence tells us, without a doubt, that a lack of engagement in 

education is one of the primary drivers of young people into 

offending. Time and again in Cabinet we were presented with figures 

about the consequences for kids who fall behind. The prospect 

wasn’t always prison, but nor was it ever good.  

 

We must get better, then, at ensuring that kids from disadvantaged 

communities – kids who are already vulnerable – are properly 

engaged and supported at school, to stop them falling into this 

pipeline.  Just as relevantly, however, we must start harnessing the 

power of education for people who are already on their way.  

 

Here I’m not talking about the odd disjointed literacy session. Instead 

I’m talking about assessing someone’s educational level and 

capability once they hit the system and using that opportunity to 

improve this on a sustained and meaningful basis while they’re in the 

state’s care.  
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There is no reason, of course, why this can’t happen for adults as 

well. That is why RMIT is exploring options for supporting offenders 

through the commencement and completion of formal qualifications.  

 

Conclusion 

There are so many options out there and we must keep exploring 

them. Reform may be a tiring and thankless task but, like VACRO, I 

believe there are enough organisations out there who – weary but 

optimistic travellers – are willing to keep banging the drum.  

 

The journey may be two steps forward, one step back in terms of 

progress since the days when VACRO first emerged, but we know a 

lot more now than we did then. We know more about what works 

and what doesn’t, we have more evidence to back us up. As one of 

the oldest charitable organisations in Victoria, especially, VACRO 

knows better than anyone the value of making ourselves new.  

 

You know the value of innovating, of turning the same argument on a 

different angle and offering it up again. I look forward to a long 

friendship as we continue to make this offering together.  


