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Strategies and policies intended to reduce crime and re-offending must incorporate the causes of crime and re-offending.  In addition to behavioural or psychological causal explanations, the high levels of disadvantage experienced by those who commit crime- and are caught, must be taken into account. This disadvantage -characterised by unemployment, poverty, low levels of educational achievement, homelessness or residing in areas of locational disadvantage, problematic drug and alcohol use, and the experience of intergenerational violence and abuse- is the norm for many people inside prison and is particularly acute in some communities. Aboriginal people, people with mental illness, and people with intellectual disability are over-represented as both victims and offenders in the NSW criminal justice system.  Particular attention must be paid to these groups when designing policies that aim to ensure that all members of the community have the opportunity to enjoy the social and economic benefits the state of NSW has to offer. 

The NSW State Plan offers some excellent strategies for reducing crime rates, reducing re-offending and increasing harmonious communities.  It also outlines the important need for embedding policies of early intervention into government services in order to address disadvantage. The reduction of crime and the creation and maintenance of safer communities are clearly priorities for the NSW State Government.  The Beyond Bars Alliance shares these priorities. There are however some gaps in the state plan with regard to strategies that explicitly link the experience of disadvantage and the over-representation of certain groups in criminal justice settings.  There is a growing body of research demonstrating the value of early intervention strategies (particularly with regard to early childhood education) in diverting people from backgrounds of disadvantage away from the criminal justice system.  In striving for safe and harmonious communities, addressing disadvantage, and utilising the success of early intervention should be explicit priorities.

The strategies in the state plan aimed specifically at reducing rates of crime are based primarily on increasing the capacity of police. The exception to this is the strategy under consideration relating to domestic violence.  It is usefully suggested in the state plan that it is necessary to explore the causes of domestic violence in order to design strategies to reduce its incidence.  The Beyond Bars Alliance believes that similar attention should be paid to the causes of other forms of crime also (including property and violent crimes) when designing long-term crime reduction strategies. Although increasing police visibility and capacity are important short term strategies, these do not address the causes of crime, and are not likely to have any long term benefit with regard to community safety. 

The State Plan tackles the challenge of reducing re-offending with a number of useful strategies including diverting, supporting and treating people with mental illness, funding case management and support packages for people with disabilities in contact with the criminal justice system, and utilising existing diversionary programs such as circle sentencing, conferencing programs and drug and alcohol treatment programs (Magistrates Early Referral into Treatment). The importance of post-release support with regard to Juvenile offenders is noted in the state plan.  It is stated ‘When a young person leaves custody and is not supported, the circumstances that led to their offending have not altered (such as homelessness, alcohol abuse, family dysfunction) the risk of re-offending is extremely high’.  The Beyond Bars Alliance believes this to also be the case with adult offenders.  

Community support for people exiting prisons in NSW is severely under-funded, constituting less that 0.1% of the Corrective Services budget.  Despite these very small budgets, the programs run by community groups have had astounding success at keeping high-risk offenders from returning to custody.  The provision of post-release support is key factor in reducing recidivism and preventing re-offending- this is particularly the case with regard to securing stable accommodation, connecting with family and community, obtaining employment and receiving support with drug and alcohol related problems. The Beyond Bars Alliance welcomes the State Government’s plan to ‘provide more tailored support to help offenders reintegrate into the community’ but believes there is the need for an increased budgetary commitment in this area in order to increase the ability of post-release community agencies to continue this important work.  The strategies in the State Plan that are focused on increasing Corrective Services monitoring of high risk offenders might reduce the likelihood of re-offending for this group in the short term but it is unlikely to address the causes of re-offending or the overall recidivism rate.

Providing solid post-release, or post-court support for people to assist them from becoming entangled further in the criminal justice system are important strategies in reducing crime and reducing re-offending.  Equally- if not more important- in the quest to build harmonious communities, are strategies and policies that are targeted at children and communities who are at risk of contact with the criminal justice.  These policies, provided they are based on principles of empowerment (rather than the sometimes overly punitive approach gaining popularity in some policies governing families at risk) can be extremely effective.  There is enough research now to demonstrate that a cluster of disadvantageous circumstances can greatly increase the likelihood of somebody committing crime.  It is the responsibility of the state to intervene in these circumstances prior to this occurring.  There are a number of crucial early intervention strategies that are listed in the State Plan including early intervention in early childhood education, early intervention for at risk children, and early intervention for people with intellectual disability and mental illness. Although these strategies are situated in the ‘fairness and opportunity’ section of the State Plan, the Beyond Bars Alliance believes that these approaches would be just as well situated within the section entitled ‘Rights, Respect and Responsibility’. These measures are probably the most successful crime prevention measures available to the NSW State Government, and should be formulated as such in the design of future policy.  The responsibility to reduce crime and build safer communities is not simply the domain of those agencies charged with overseeing the administration of the criminal justice system (NSW Police, Corrective Services and Juvenile Justice).  In order to implement solid, successful and long-term policies, it is necessary to broaden the scope of what we understand to be crime prevention.

