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The Youth Justice Crisis: Cages over Care 

 

“Prime Minister, I strongly believe that you should come to Ashley Youth Detention Centre 

so that you can hear our voices in person … It will break your heart.” 

- 15-year-old male, Ashley Youth Detention Center (Tasmania) 

For many children in Australia, first contact with the justice system does not come through 

protection or care - it comes through arrest. Before they receive therapy, they receive a 

charge. Before they are offered help, they are handcuffed. Children who should be in 

classrooms or playgrounds are instead surrounded by flashing lights, locked doors, and voices 

that call them criminals before asking them why they are hurting. 

What begins as a cry for help becomes a criminal record. A ten-year-old in distress is treated 

as a problem to be managed, not a child to be comforted. These are children who have 

already been failed - by fractured families, underfunded schools, and systems that mistake 

poverty for neglect. Before they ever “broke the law,” they were broken by it. 

“We’re still sons, brothers, friends. Some of us are artists, some are cooks, some want to 

work with cars, some write music. But when we’re locked up, people stop seeing us as 

human. 

- 15-20-year-old males, Cobham Youth Detention Centre (New South Wales) 

 

Children should never have to convince the world that they are human. 

 

As Australia’s Youth Delegate to the United Nations,1 I have travelled across the country, 

into the very shadows of our nation's youth detention centers, residential care homes, and 

remote communities, collecting handwritten letters and testimonies from the young people 

 
1 UN Youth Australia, “Youth Representative Program,” UN Youth Australia, accessed November 16, 2025, 

https://unyouth.org.au/youth-representation/. 
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our systems most often forget. These voices - a small cross-section of which are preserved in 

the Appendix of this submission - are not just isolated anecdotes; they are a damning 

indictment of a system that punishes trauma, deepens inequality, and neglects the 

fundamental humanity of those it confines. 

The ultimate measure of a society is how it treats its most vulnerable children. Across more 

than 5000 consultations during the 2025 National Listening Tour, one truth resounds: 

Australia’s youth justice system fails to protect, support, or restore. It punishes trauma, 

deepens inequality, and neglects the humanity of those it confines. 

This submission calls for the establishment of enforceable national minimum standards to 

bring Australia into alignment with its international obligations - and its moral duty to protect 

every child. 

“No kid in here knows when they will get out.” 

- 15-year-old female, Bimberi Youth Justice Centre (Australian Capital Territory) 

These words were not spoken in anger, but in exhaustion. A fifteen-year-old girl, barely old 

enough to hold a learner’s permit, was already learning what indefinite confinement feels 

like. The uncertainty of release is itself a form of punishment - a slow erosion of hope. 

As Youth Representative, I was entrusted with testimonies that lay bare the cost of political 

inaction. These are not isolated anecdotes; they are evidence. Each story is an indictment of 

the systems that have turned care into control and protection into punishment. 

Across Australia, young people are united in what they want: a justice system that listens, 

heals, and restores - one that recognises their pain not as a threat, but as a call for help. 

Systemic Failures: International Law, Trauma, and 

Inhumanity 

“They stripped me in my cell. The moment they pulled my pants down - that’s when I 

stopped feeling like a human.” 

 - 14-year-old male, Ashley Youth Detention Centre (Tasmania) 

As Australia’s Youth Delegate to the United Nations, I have already stood before the General 

Assembly and spoken plainly: Australia is failing to meet the human-rights obligations it 

promised the world it would uphold. We have ratified the most fundamental international 

treaties guaranteeing every child dignity, safety, health, and protection from inhumane 

treatment - yet these rights are violated daily inside youth detention centres across our 

country. 

The international community is not criticising Australia in the abstract. Their concerns are 

grounded in documented realities - realities I carried with me into the General Assembly 
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chamber. They reflect a nation that punishes children long before it ever protects them, a 

nation where vulnerability is criminalised instead of supported. 

Australia’s youth justice practices place us in active breach of international law. Although 

we are bound by the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), the Convention Against 

Torture (CAT), and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), 

children - some as young as ten - continue to be held in punitive, unsafe, and at times solitary 

confinement. These conditions violate the very treaties we claim to champion. 

The United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child has, for years, called on Australia 

to raise the minimum age of criminal responsibility, abolish solitary confinement, and ensure 

that detention is used only as a last resort. Despite this, across states and territories, children - 

disproportionately First Nations children - remain behind bars in conditions that fail to meet 

even the most basic international standards. 

My message to the General Assembly was clear: young Australians are not asking the world 

to protect Australia’s reputation. They are asking Australia to reclaim its conscience. We 

want a country willing to confront the truth of its failings and reform with courage - a country 

that refuses to hide its wounded children in concrete cells and instead chooses to invest in 

their healing and their future. 

For us, justice is not defined by arrests or convictions, but by the number of young lives 

restored. 

Bringing Australia back into compliance with its international human-rights obligations is not 

a matter of political preference - it is a legal requirement and a moral necessity. Doing so 

would not only restore our credibility on the global stage but also rebuild trust at home: trust 

that our laws exist to protect children, not to break them. And trust that no child is beyond 

redemption. 

To illustrate the scale of Australia’s non-compliance, the following table outlines key 

breaches of international law related to the treatment and incarceration of children. 
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Breaches of International Law  

 

Issue  What’s Happening  Example from 

Consultations  

International Law/Treaty 

Breached  

Incarceration at 

Age 10 and 

Deprivation of 

Rights in 

Custody 

Children as young as ten 

are detained, often in 

isolation for extended 

periods, with little or no 

access to education, legal 

representation, or family 

contact.2 

A sixteen-year-old in 

Queensland was allegedly 

held for nineteen days in an 

adult police watch house 

with no daylight and no 

change of clothes for six 

days. Young people in 

Cleveland Youth Detention 

Centre in Western Australia 

reported five consecutive 

days without time outside 

due to staffing shortages. 

United Nations Convention on 

the Rights of the Child3 – Article 

37(b): Detention only as a last 

resort, for the shortest 

appropriate time. United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the 

Child – Article 37(c): Humane 

and age-appropriate treatment. 

United Nations Convention on 

the Rights of the Child – General 

Comment No. 24: Recommends 

the minimum age of criminal 

responsibility be at least 

fourteen. 

Adult 

Sentencing of 

Children 

(Queensland 

“Adult Crime, 

Adult Time”) 

Children are sentenced 

under adult criminal 

frameworks, with 

mandatory minimum 

sentences that remove 

the focus on 

Law changes mean that if a 

child commits one of thirteen 

listed offences, the adult 

sentencing range applies. For 

these offences, a magistrate 

can sentence a child to up to 

3 years’ probation or 

United Nations Convention on 

the Rights of the Child – Article 

40(1): Justice must reflect the 

child’s age and promote 

reintegration. International 

Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights5 – Article 10(3): Juvenile 

 
2Australian Institute of Family Studies, Minimum Age of Criminal Responsibility in Australia, last modified 

May 2023, Children as young as ten are detained, often in isolation for extended periods, with little or no access 

to education, legal representation, or family contact. 
3 United Nations, Convention on the Rights of the Child, adopted November 20, 1989, ratified by Australia 

December 17, 1990. 
5 United Nations, International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), adopted December 16, 1966, 

ratified by Australia August 13, 1980. 
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rehabilitation and restrict 

judicial discretion.4 

detention, while a judge can 

impose the same maximum 

penalty as for an adult, 

including life detention. 

Courts must pair restorative 

justice with another sentence 

for significant offences, 

though pre-sentence 

restorative processes are still 

allowed. Mandatory 

sentences for adults also 

apply to children for these 

offences. 

offenders must be treated in 

accordance with their age. 

Denial of 

Adequate 

Education in 

Youth Detention 

Centres 

Education provision is 

minimal, with some 

young people receiving 

only two hours of 

schooling a day, far short 

of the recommended 

five. 

Young people in Bimberi 

Youth Detention Centre 

(ACT) noted that even where 

education is meant to be 

provided, “two hours at 

most” was the reality, with 

little consistency or 

therapeutic support. 

United Nations Convention on 

the Rights of the Child – Article 

28: Right to education. 

Re-introduction 

of spit hoods 

into youth 

detention in the 

Despite international 

criticism, spit hoods 

have been reintroduced 

in Northern Territory 

youth detention 

facilities.6  These 

Young people and advocates 

described the practice as 

retraumatising for children 

already living with histories 

of violence and disability. 

First Nations leaders noted 

United Nations Convention on 

the Rights of the Child - Article 

37(a): Protection from torture or 

other cruel, inhuman, or 

degrading treatment 

 
4 Youth Action, “Adult Crime, Adult Time Laws,” accessed September 21, 2025, Children are sentenced under 

adult criminal frameworks, with mandatory minimum sentences that remove the focus on rehabilitation and 

restrict judicial discretion. 
6 Australian Lawyers for Human Rights, “NT Spit Hoods,” last modified March 2022, 17 December 2015, 

Australia endorsed. 
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Northern 

Territory 

devices, which cover the 

head and restrict 

breathing and 

movement, are 

degrading, dangerous, 

and have been linked to 

deaths in custody. They 

amount to cruel, 

inhuman, and degrading 

treatment.7 

that this practice 

disproportionately targets 

First Nations youth, who 

make up approximately 95% 

of those incarcerated in the 

NT.8 

Optional Protocol to the 

Convention Against Torture - 

Article 16: Obligation to prevent 

cruel, inhuman, or degrading 

treatment. 

International Covenant on Civil 

and Political Rights Article 7: No 

one shall be subjected to torture 

or to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment. 

United Nations Standard 

Minimum Rules for the 

Treatment of Prisoners (Mandela 

Rules) - Rule 43 prohibits 

instruments of restraint that are 

inherently degrading. 

Denial of Basic 

Health Needs in 

Youth Detention 

Centres 

Young people in youth 

detention centres have 

reported being denied 

access to essential 

healthcare, including 

feminine hygiene 

products and prescribed 

medication for chronic 

conditions such as 

endometriosis. These 

practices amount to 

Reports from Bimberi Youth 

Detention Centre (ACT) and 

Brisbane Youth Detention 

Centre (QLD) described girls 

going without sanitary 

products, leaving them 

humiliated and isolated. 

Others spoke about the 

refusal of staff to provide 

pain management or 

United Nations Convention on 

the Rights of the Child – Article 

24: Right to the highest 

attainable standard of health. 

Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Discrimination 

Against Women9 - Article 12: 

Elimination of discrimination in 

access to health care, including 

reproductive health. 

 
7 Australian Lawyers for Human Rights, “NT Spit Hoods,” last modified March 2022, 17 December 2015, 

Australia endorsed. 
8 North Australian Aboriginal Justice Agency, “Aboriginal Youth in Detention Hits Record High,” accessed 

September 21, 2025, https://alhr.org.au/nt-spit-hoods/. 
9 United Nations, Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), 

adopted December 18, 1979, ratified by Australia July 28, 1983. 
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neglect of basic dignity 

and create long-term 

harm. 

medication for 

endometriosis. 

United Nations Standard 

Minimum Rules for the 

Treatment of Prisoners (Mandela 

Rules)10 - Rule 24: Prisoners 

must enjoy the same standards of 

health care as are available in the 

community. 

Federal 

Government 

Abdication of 

Oversight 

The federal government 

defers responsibility for 

child protection and 

youth justice to states 

and territories, creating 

fragmented and 

inconsistent rights 

protections. 

Queensland locks up the 

most children in Australia 

and has the longest stays in 

police watch houses.11 

Consultation participants 

noted that gaps in federal 

housing policy contribute to 

family breakdown and child 

removal. 

United Nations Convention on 

the Rights of the Child - Article 

4: States must implement the 

Convention to the maximum of 

their available resources. Vienna 

Convention on the Law of 

Treaties12 - Article 26: Treaties 

must be performed in good faith. 

Obstruction of 

United Nations 

Torture 

Subcommittee 

(2023 

Suspension) 

New South Wales and 

Queensland denied 

United Nations 

inspectors’ access to 

various youth detention 

centres and police watch 

houses. This resulted in 

N/A United Nations Convention on 

the Rights of the Child - Article 

12: States must allow access to 

detention by international 

monitors. 

Optional Protocol to the 

Convention Against Torture14 - 

Article 17: Obligation to 

 
10 United Nations General Assembly, United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners 

(the Mandela Rules), adopted December 17, 2015, endorsed by Australia. 
11 Queensland Family and Child Commission, “Who’s Responsible? Youth Justice,” accessed September 21, 

2025, https://www.qfcc.qld.gov.au/sector/monitoring-and-reviewing-systems/young-people-in-youth-

justice/who%27s-responsible. 
12 Australia acceded to the Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties (VCLT) on June 13, 1974. 
14 United Nations, Optional Protocol to the Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading 

Treatment or Punishment (OPCAT), adopted December 18, 2002, ratified by Australia December 21, 2017. 
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the suspension of its 

visit. 

This was one of only 

three such suspensions in 

the world.13 

establish or cooperate with 

national preventive mechanisms. 

Overrepresentat

ion of First 

Nations Youth 

in Care and 

Detention 

Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander children 

are removed from 

families at rates higher 

than during the Stolen 

Generations era, often 

placed in culturally 

inappropriate housing, 

and are overrepresented 

in youth detention.15 

As of June 30, 2024, 44.5% 

of children aged 0 - 17 years 

in out-of-home care across 

Australia were Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander.16 

Housing policies have 

resulted in overcrowding 

breaches that trigger child 

safety reports. Many young 

people transition from care 

directly into youth justice 

systems. 

United Nations Convention on 

the Rights of the Child - Article 

30: Indigenous children’s right to 

culture and identity. Universal 

Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples17 - Articles 7 

- 8, 14: Right not to be subjected 

to forced assimilation; right to 

culturally appropriate education. 

International Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of 

Racial Discrimination18 – Article 

2: Obligation to eliminate racial 

discrimination. 

 

 
13 Australian Human Rights Commission, “Urgent Action Needed Following Termination of UN Inspection,” 

media release, February 20, 2023, https://humanrights.gov.au/about/news/urgent-action-needed-following-

termination-un-inspection. 
15 Humanim, “The Ongoing Removal of Aboriginal Children from Their Families of Origin in Australia,” last 

modified July 2021, https://www.humanium.org/en/the-ongoing-removal-of-aboriginal-children-from-their-

families-of-origin-in-australia/. 
16 Productivity Commission, Closing the Gap Dashboard: Out-of-Home Care, accessed September 21, 2025, 

https://www.pc.gov.au/closing-the-gap-data/dashboard/se/outcome-area12/out-of-home-care 
17 United Nations, United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, adopted September 13, 

2007, A/RES/61/295, https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/declaration-on-the-rights-of-

indigenous-peoples.html. 
18 United Nations General Assembly. International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 

Discrimination. Adopted December 21, 1965. U.N. Doc. A/6014/Rev.1. https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-

mechanisms/instruments/international-convention-elimination-all-forms-racial. 
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Criminalising Childhood: The Age of Shame 

“I committed armed robbery just to eat.” 

 - 16-year-old male, Ashley Youth Detention Centre (Tasmania) 

Many children entering the justice system are not driven by malice, but by desperation.  

Across Australia, we criminalise poverty and trauma long before we offer support. 

Australia’s minimum age of criminal responsibility remains one of the lowest in the world. 

Children as young as ten are arrested, charged, and incarcerated - some before they have even 

learned to write in full sentences. Their so-called “offending” is often a direct response to 

hunger, homelessness, violence, or neglect. For a child stealing food because they have no 

dinner at home, the system responds not with care, but with handcuffs. 

In Queensland, children continue to be sentenced under adult frameworks that disregard 

disability, developmental delay, and the profound effects of trauma.19 Courts often lack the 

tools - and sometimes the willingness - to distinguish between a criminal act and a child’s 

survival behaviour. 

South Australia has walked back previous commitments to raise the age, signalling a broader 

national hesitation to align with international human rights standards.20 This retreat leaves 

vulnerable children trapped in a cycle of punishment instead of receiving early intervention 

and therapeutic support. 

Meanwhile, Victoria has begun shifting toward harsher punitive measures, introducing 

“Adult Time for Violent Crime” laws.21 Under these changes, children as young as fourteen 

can be sentenced as adults in adult courts for certain serious offences. This removes the long-

held legal safeguard that imprisonment should be a “last resort” for children. It dramatically 

increases both the likelihood and duration of incarceration, despite overwhelming evidence 

that harsher penalties push young people deeper into the justice system rather than addressing 

the causes of their behaviour. 

In contrast, the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) has taken a modest but meaningful step 

forward by lifting the minimum age to fourteen.22 Yet even there, implementation gaps and 

 
19 Youth Action, “Adult Crime, Adult Time Laws,” accessed September 21, 2025, Children are sentenced under 

adult criminal frameworks, with mandatory minimum sentences that remove the focus on rehabilitation and 

restrict judicial discretion. 
20 South Australian Council of Social Service (SACOSS), “Joint Media Release: SA Government Must Raise 

the Age to at Least 14,” SACOSS, accessed November 16, 2025, https://sacoss.org.au/joint-media-release-sa-

government-must-raise-the-age-to-at-least-14/. 
21 Victorian Government, “Adult Time for Violent Crime,” Premier of Victoria, November 12, 2025, 

https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/adult-time-violent-crime. 
22 Australian Capital Territory Government, “Raising the Age of Criminal Responsibility,” ACT Government, 

Law & Justice – Law Reforms, accessed November 16, 2025, https://www.act.gov.au/law-and-justice/law-

reforms/raising-the-age-of-criminal-responsibility. 
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inadequate service resourcing mean many children - particularly those with disabilities, those 

in out-of-home care, and those experiencing homelessness - still fall through the cracks. 

Across jurisdictions, the pattern is unmistakable: Australia responds to children’s unmet 

needs with punishment, not support. It criminalises their distress, their poverty, their 

disabilities, and their attempts to survive. Until we choose to address the structural conditions 

driving children into the system - rather than intensifying the system itself - stories like that 

of the 16-year-old boy who robbed simply to eat will continue to define our national shame. 

Criminalising Disability and Disadvantage  

 

“They locked up 14-year-olds with disabilities for 23 hours a day – then wonder why they 

broke.” 

- 17-year-old female, Albany, Western Australia 

 

Across the nation, children with neuro-disabilities, hearing loss, and mental health conditions 

continue to be punished for behaviours that stem directly from those very impairments. 

Instead of receiving therapeutic support, they are met with force, restraint, and disciplinary 

measures that deepen trauma and reinforce disadvantage. 

When I spoke to one family, they described their younger male sibling, being thrown to the 

floor by police for “not following commands” he simply could not hear. He is deaf. What 

officers interpreted as defiance was in fact a disability, they neither recognised nor 

accommodated. His story is not an outlier - it is emblematic of a system that responds to 

vulnerability with punishment rather than understanding. 

Nowhere is this clearer than in Western Australia, where an estimated 90 per cent of children 

detained at Banksia Hill Detention Centre live with severe neurodisabilities.23 Chronic 

staffing shortages mean many spend nearly an entire day in isolation, deprived of education, 

connection, and stimulation. The United Nations has deemed this prolonged solitary 

confinement a form of torture, yet it remains routine practice for some of the most vulnerable 

children in the state.24 

These conditions expose a fundamental failure: our youth justice system criminalises trauma 

and disability instead of addressing them. Behaviours linked to autism, ADHD, fetal alcohol 

spectrum disorder, anxiety, or hearing impairments are misinterpreted as wilful misconduct, 

triggering punitive responses that only worsen the underlying issues. 

 
23 Nicolas Perpitch, “Nine out of 10 Banksia Hill Youth Detainees Have Severe Brain Impairment,” ABC News, 

February 14, 2018, accessed November 16, 2025, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-02-14/majority-banksia-

hill-detainees-have-mental-impairment/9435364. 
24 Nicolas Perpitch, “Australia Must End Solitary Confinement of Children, UN Committee against Torture 

Says,” The Guardian, November 28, 2022, accessed November 16, 2025, 

https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2022/nov/28/australia-must-end-solitary-confinement-of-children-

un-committee-against-torture-says. 
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When a child’s symptoms are treated as crimes, the state abdicates its most basic duty of care. 

A humane system would recognise these behaviours as signs of unmet need and respond with 

specialist support, trauma-informed practice, and community-based intervention - not force, 

isolation, or incarceration. 

Until we confront this reality, we will continue to punish children not for who they are, but 

for the ways society has failed to understand and support them. 

 

Denial of Dignity and Basic Rights 
 

“Bimberi Health doesn’t listen to or help with female problems like endometriosis. They 

refuse to give heat packs or adequate medication.” 

- 15-year-old female, Bimberi Youth Justice Centre (ACT) 

Inside youth detention, dignity is not a given - it is carefully measured out, withheld, or 

granted at the discretion of the system. Across multiple facilities, young people consistently 

describe conditions marked by prolonged lockdowns, severely limited access to education, 

and routine neglect of even their most basic physical and mental health needs. 

At the Bimberi Youth Justice Centre, for example, several girls reported being refused 

adequate pain relief for chronic and recurring medical conditions. Others recounted spending 

as many as seventeen hours each day confined to their cells, emerging only briefly for limited 

recreation and receiving no more than two hours of formal schooling. 

These are not the conditions of a therapeutic or rehabilitative environment. They are 

conditions of deprivation - conditions that compound trauma rather than alleviate it. 

The withholding of menstrual hygiene products, essential medication for chronic pain, or 

timely mental health support cannot be dismissed as mere administrative oversight. It 

represents a profound moral failure. Such practices violate basic standards of care that 

Australia has pledged to uphold, breaching not only domestic child-welfare guidelines but 

also the nation’s obligations under the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the 

Convention Against Torture. 

“Life is better in a cell with a bed and food as opposed to the streets.” 

- 16-year-old male, Brisbane, Queensland 

When survival is only guaranteed behind bars, we have failed as a society. 

 

Structural Pipelines of Harm 
 

“Growing up in a low-income household with our fathers not being there – we try to find 

joy outside but we end up finding it in the wrong places.” 
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-19-year-old male, Melbourne, Victoria 

 

“When I was a young teen, I didn’t have much support or family to help lead me in the 

right path, so I started hanging around the wrong crowd … it’s what I saw growing up.” 

- 18-year-old male, Kurlana Tapa Youth Justice Centre (South Australia) 

Youth incarceration does not begin in a courtroom. It begins in homes without safety nets, 

schools without inclusion, and systems that mistake struggle for delinquency. 

Across Australia, three interconnected pipelines drive child incarceration: 

(1) The Care-to-Prison Pipeline: Children removed from their families due to alleged safety 

concerns often enter a system that fails to provide stability, healing, or culturally grounded 

care. Instead, many - particularly Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children - are placed 

in environments marked by frequent placement changes, institutionalisation, and heightened 

surveillance. Misinterpretations of poverty or cultural child-rearing practices as “neglect” 

disproportionately funnel Indigenous children into statutory care. With limited therapeutic 

support and a system that responds to trauma with punitive measures, these children face a 

dramatically increased risk of criminalisation for behaviours that are symptomatic of their 

distress. Over time, the child-protection system becomes less a haven and more an on-ramp to 

youth detention. 

 

(2) The School-to-Prison Pipeline: Across Australia, disabled students, First Nations 

students, and those from socio-economically marginalised backgrounds encounter schooling 

environments that prioritise compliance over inclusion. Behaviours linked to disability, 

trauma, or cultural misunderstanding are frequently reframed as defiance, leading to 

disproportionate suspensions, exclusions, and “informal” removals from school. Once 

removed, many young people find themselves with no alternative education pathways, 

inadequate support services, and long periods of disengagement that heighten vulnerability to 

police intervention. In effect, schools that lack adequate resourcing, cultural capability, or 

disability-inclusive frameworks function not as places of learning but as early sorting 

mechanisms into the justice system. 

 

(3) Geographic Injustice: For children living in remote and regional communities - 

particularly Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities - the justice system often 

operates at a vast physical and cultural distance. Young people may be detained in facilities 

hundreds or even thousands of kilometres from their families, Elders, and Country, severing 

critical connections that support identity, wellbeing, and rehabilitation. Contact with legal 

representation is frequently mediated through unstable phone or video links, with limited 

opportunity for meaningful engagement or advocacy. Cultural programs and language-

specific services are often scarce or entirely absent. The sheer remoteness, combined with 

systemic underinvestment in community-based alternatives, means that detention becomes 

the default response rather than a last resort. 
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In the Northern Territory, punitive bail laws and the reintroduction of spit hoods have 

entrenched cycles of harm.25 Many children are flown across vast distances, separated from 

kinship systems and cultural identity, due to the closing of local holding facilities. The result 

is predictable: trauma compounds, and trust erodes. 

Overrepresentation and Racism in the Criminal Justice 

System  
 

“We might be criminals but we’re still people.” 

-15–20-year-old males, Cobham Youth Detention Centre (NSW) 

 

The overrepresentation of First Nations children is not a tragic coincidence - it is the defining 

feature of youth incarceration in Australia. It is the direct result of colonisation’s unfinished 

business: intergenerational trauma, displacement from Country, and a system that continues 

to police Aboriginal identity rather than protect Aboriginal children. 

In most states and territories, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children make up the vast 

majority of those in detention.26 In South Australia, systemic racism, poverty, and a lack of 

culturally safe services sustain disproportionate incarceration rates. In New South Wales and 

Victoria, African-Australian and Pasifika young people report routine over-policing, racial 

profiling, and surveillance in public spaces. 

For migrant and refugee families, fear of authorities silences reporting of abuse or neglect, 

creating another layer of vulnerability. The pattern is national, but its impact is personal - 

visible in the faces of children who learn early that justice looks different depending on the 

colour of your skin or the suburb you were born in. 

This is not a coincidence; it is consequence. Consequence of colonial laws that still shape 

modern policing. Consequence of underfunded schools and cultural bias in child protection. 

Consequence of a nation yet to reconcile justice with equity. 

Australia cannot claim to honour its commitments under the Closing the Gap framework or 

the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child while its prisons remain filled with the 

children of the very communities it has dispossessed. 

 
25 Australian Lawyers for Human Rights, “NT Spit Hoods,” last modified March 2022, 17 December 2015, 

Australia endorsed. 
26 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, Youth Detention Population in Australia 2024, AIHW, accessed 

November 16, 2025, https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/youth-justice/youth-detention-population-in-australia-

2024/contents/summary/first-nations-young-people-in-detention.  

Australia’s youth justice and incarceration system
Submission 1



 

 14 

The Path to Restoration: Justice Reinvestment and 

Youth Autonomy 

“Why hasn’t the government [provided] more funding to solve youth crime issues… We 

would also like to ask you to involve troubled youths to have a say in what’s happening in 

the world we live in.” 

- 17-year-old female, Ashley Youth Detention Centre (Tasmania) 

Across every jurisdiction, young people are calling for a justice system that protects rather 

than punishes - one built on healing, education, and belonging, not confinement. They are 

asking governments to replace fear with faith: to see them not as statistics or risks, but as 

people with potential. 

They want investment in their futures, not their failures. They want community, culture, and 

care placed at the centre of justice. Because when young people are supported to heal, they 

stop reoffending. When they are trusted to lead, they do. 

Justice reinvestment - redirecting funds from prisons to prevention - is not a radical idea. It is 

a return to common sense. Every dollar spent on incarceration could fund school counsellors, 

community mentors, and therapeutic programs that give children the skills and confidence to 

rebuild their lives. 

In every conversation, one truth echoed: young people do not fear accountability - they fear 

being forgotten. 

 

Evidence for Effective Alternatives 
 

“I hate when school kids come on excursions to watch our court trials. It’s their 

assignments, and our lives.” 

- 18-year-old male, Brisbane Youth Detention Centre, Queensland 

From these stories, it is clear that punishment does not change lives - opportunity does. 

Young people and community organisations consistently call for alternatives that are not only 

humane, but proven to work. United Nations Youth Australia recommends the following 

alternative systems to the existing youth justice and incarceration system, based on our 

findings from our 2025 Listening Tour.  

Across the country, First Nations-led, community-based diversion programs are reducing 

reoffending and restoring hope. Culturally safe bail support and on-Country programs 

reconnect young people with language, elders, and identity. Education and skills programs in 
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detention - from trade workshops to music studios - show what happens when children are 

given purpose rather than punishment. 

In New South Wales, young people describe kitchens and trade centres in detention as 

lifelines - spaces where they can rediscover pride in work, creativity, and self-worth. In 

Victoria, there are calls to expand trade training at Cherry Creek and to reform Working with 

Children Checks, so that those who have served time can mentor others instead of being 

locked out of employment. 

Programs like Backtrack in Armidale show what happens when we invest in people instead of 

prisons.27 Combining mentoring, apprenticeships, and connection to culture, Backtrack has 

transformed lives and communities by proving that compassion, not containment, is what 

stops the cycle of reoffending. 

In the ACT, place-based First Nations programs continue to demonstrate that when support is 

rooted in Country and kinship, healing follows. 

Yet despite decades of royal commissions and inquiries, governments continue to fund 

prisons over prevention. In Queensland, the construction of a new ninety-bed youth prison at 

Woodford contradicts promises of smaller, therapeutic facilities. In the Northern Territory, 

children are still flown hundreds of kilometres from home because local community-based 

alternatives remain underfunded or unavailable. 

Australia does not lack evidence - it lacks courage. The blueprint for change already exists, 

written in the work of community leaders who prove every day that restoration is possible. 

Models of Rehabilitative Services  

The path to reform is not theoretical. It already exists in programs that show what happens 

when we trust young people to lead their own recovery. 

Sisters Inside Inc. (Queensland)28 - An Aboriginal-led organisation advocating for the 

rights of criminalised women and girls, Sisters Inside operates on the belief that no person is 

“good” or “bad” - only shaped by the opportunities and environments around them. Through 

housing, education, and family support, it has rebuilt thousands of lives, proving that dignity 

and justice can coexist. 

The South Sudanese Australian Youth Justice Expert Working Group (Victoria)29 - A 

national network of community leaders and young people with lived experience of the justice 

system who now design pathways out of it. Members conduct “table talks” inside centres like 

Cherry Creek, mentoring peers to set goals and envision a life beyond detention. Their 

authority comes not from credentials, but from survival - and from turning pain into purpose. 

 
27 BackTrack Youth Works, “The BackTrack Story,” BackTrack, https://backtrack.org.au/the-backtrack-story/. 
28 Sisters Inside Inc., "About Sisters Inside," https://sistersinside.com.au/about-sisters-inside/. 
29 Department of Justice and Community Safety Victoria. "South Sudanese Australian Youth Justice Expert 

Working Group." https://www.justice.vic.gov.au/SSAYJ 
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King’s Narrative (Northern Territory)30 - An Aboriginal-led initiative staffed entirely by 

Aboriginal men, offering mentorship, cultural reconnection, and pathways to education and 

employment. By grounding young people in identity and cultural pride, it transforms the 

concept of justice from something imposed to something rebuilt within community. 

These are not pilot programs or experiments. They are proof. They demonstrate that when 

young people are trusted, resourced, and believed in, they flourish. They remind us that 

justice is achieved by rebuilding a person, not breaking them. 

These programs prove that when young people are trusted, resourced, and believed in, they 

flourish. They remind us that justice is achieved by rebuilding a person, not breaking them. 

  

Recommendations  

This submission also puts forward recommendations directed at state, territory, and federal 

governments, grounded in what young people themselves have shared with me - from inside 

youth detention centres, from community programs, and from the margins of the system. 

Their voices form the backbone of these proposals, calling for action that is not only 

evidence-based but experience-led - informed by those who have lived the consequences of 

current policies and who continue to hope for a justice system rooted in care, accountability, 

and humanity. Many of these recommendations align with others proposed by relevant bodies 

- such as the Australian Human Rights Commission - particularly the recent “Help way 

Earlier” report produced by the National Children’s Commissioner, Anne Hollonds, in May 

2025.31   

Federal Recommendations 

  

Conditional Federal Funding for Child Rights Compliance (s 96)  

Action: Leverage Section 96 of the Australian Constitution to attach conditions to federal 

funding for states and territories, ensuring compliance with the Convention on the Rights of 

the Child (CRC) and the Convention Against Torture (CAT). Federal transfers should be 

contingent on raising the minimum age of criminal responsibility and implementing non-

custodial alternatives for children. 

Lead: Treasury; Attorney-General’s Department 

Partners: Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC), National Children’s 

Commissioner, UN Committee on the Rights of the Child 

Measure of Success: Number of states/territories adopting reforms; reduction in child 

incarceration rates; compliance reports with CRC and CAT obligations. 

 

 
30 King’s Narrative, “Homepage,” https://www.kingsnarrative.com.au/. 
31 Australian Human Rights Commission, “Help Way Earlier! How Australia Can Transform Child Justice to 

Improve Safety and Wellbeing” (May 23, 2025). 
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Help Way Earlier! Recommendation Alignment  

• Recommendation 4 calls for embedding the Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(CRC) across Australian law and policy. The use of s 96 conditional funding would 

operationalise this by tying Commonwealth financial power to child-rights 

compliance. 

• Recommendation 20 (raise the minimum age of criminal responsibility to 14) is the 

primary reform that conditional grants could mandate. 

• Recommendation 22 (full and accelerated OPCAT implementation) and 

Recommendation 21 (national minimum detention standards) would be strengthened 

through federal leverage on states and territories. 

• Recommendation 5 (place-based, integrated child and family services) and 

Recommendation 14 (Aboriginal-led service systems) would be incentivised where 

states tie funding to community-based alternatives and reduced child incarceration. 

Section 96 funding conditions would therefore be the most powerful Commonwealth lever to 

ensure state compliance with the CRC, CAT, and the national report’s recommendations. 

Enlivening the External Affairs Power (s 51(xxix)) 

Action: Invoke the Commonwealth’s External Affairs Power under section 51(xxix) to 

require states and territories to meet national child-rights standards as a condition of receiving 

federal funding. This approach would prevent fragmented rights protections by ensuring that 

federal financial support is tied to compliance with the Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(CRC) and the Convention Against Torture (CAT). 

Condition: States and territories must commit to raising the minimum age of criminal 

responsibility to at least 14 and implementing non-custodial, therapeutic responses for 

children. 

Lead: Attorney-General’s Department; Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet 

Partners: Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC), National Children’s 

Commissioner, UN Committee on the Rights of the Child 

Measure of Success: National adoption of minimum age reforms; increased use of 

therapeutic, non-custodial measures; demonstrable alignment with CRC and CAT 

requirements; strengthened national consistency in rights protections as supported by the 

Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties. 

 

Help Way Earlier! Recommendation Alignment 

• Recommendation 4 urges incorporation of the CRC into Australian law, ideally 

through a National Children’s Act or Human Rights Act framework. Using s 51(xxix) 

is a constitutionally viable way to achieve this without requiring uniform state 

legislation. 

• Recommendation 20 (raise the age to 14) and Recommendation 19 (ban solitary 

confinement and harmful detention practices) are areas where federal intervention is 

justified under international obligations. 

• Recommendation 21 (national standards and monitoring) would be strengthened by 

federal legislative leadership anchored in the CRC and OPCAT. 
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• Recommendation 23 (child rights impact assessments) would gain legal force if 

required under federal legislation grounded in treaty obligations. 

 

 

Social Reinvestment Funds 

Action: Establish a National Social Reinvestment Framework to encourage states to ring-

fence custodial budgets for community diversion (modelled on Social Reinvestment Western 

Australia)32. 

Lead: Council of Australian Governments (COAG)/Treasury 

Partners: Social Reinvestment Western Australia, Office of the Inspector of Custodial 

Services (OICS), state justice departments 

Measure of Success: Percentage of custodial budget reallocated; number of community 

programs funded. 

 

Help Way Earlier! Recommendation Alignment  

• Recommendation 5 emphasises integrated, place-based, holistic services that address 

structural drivers of contact with the justice system; social reinvestment is designed to 

do exactly this. 

• Recommendation 12 (expand evidence-based diversion) and Recommendation 13 

(expand restorative justice conferencing) rely on stable community funding - which 

reinvestment frameworks provide. 

• Recommendation 14 calls for Aboriginal community-controlled service growth; 

reinvestment mechanisms allow federal and state budgets to be redirected toward 

these organisations. 

• Recommendation 24 (embed lived experience) is a core principle of social 

reinvestment models, particularly the WA model. 

State and Territory Recommendations  

Australian Capital Territory  

  

ACT Youth Justice Reform 

Action: Establish a comprehensive Youth Justice Reform Package in the ACT to accompany 

the raised age of criminal responsibility. This should include investment in culturally safe 

diversion programs (particularly First Nations-led), expansion of bail support and 

community-based alternatives, and enforceable minimum standards for detention conditions 

covering education, health care (including female health needs), and time out of cell. 

Lead: ACT Government (Justice and Community Safety Directorate; Education Directorate; 

Health Directorate) 

Partners: Winnunga Nimmityjah Aboriginal Health and Community Services, ACT Human 

Rights Commission, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Elected Body, community legal 

centres, youth advocacy organisations 

 
32 “About Us,” Social Reinvestment WA, accessed August 30, 2025, https://www.socialreinvestmentwa.org.au/. 
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Measure of Success: Reduction in remand and detention rates; hours of daily education 

delivered in Bimberi; increased access to appropriate health care (including for female 

detainees); number of young people diverted to community programs; reduced rates of 

recidivism on release 

  

Help Way Earlier! Recommendation Alignment  

• Recommendation 20 (raise age and review of doli incapax) 

• Recommendations 12 - 13 (expand diversion programs and restorative justice 

conferencing nationally). 

• Recommendation 21 (nationally consistent monitoring standards for detention) and 

Recommendation 19 (prohibit solitary confinement and harsh isolation). 

• Recommendation 5 and Recommendation 14, which call for place-based, 

community-controlled, integrated services aligned with the Closing the Gap 

framework. 

 

ACT Youth Housing Support for Young People Exiting Detention 

Action: Establish a targeted housing support strategy for young people exiting detention in 

the ACT. This should include transitional accommodation linked with wraparound services, 

long-term affordable housing pathways, and specific culturally safe housing options for First 

Nations youth. The strategy must prioritise stability, prevent homelessness, and address 

barriers such as discrimination in the rental market and gaps in post-release support. 

Lead: ACT Government (Housing Directorate; Justice and Community Safety Directorate; 

Community Services Directorate) 

Partners: Winnunga Nimmityjah Aboriginal Health and Community Services, Young 

Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) Canberra, ACT Human Rights Commission, 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Elected Body, community housing providers, youth 

advocacy organisations, lived experience advisory groups 

Measure of Success: Reduction in homelessness rates among young people exiting 

detention; number of young people transitioned into stable long-term housing; uptake of 

culturally safe housing programs by First Nations youth; reduced rates of recidivism linked to 

housing insecurity; increased self-reported wellbeing and community connection among 

participants. 

 

Help Way Earlier! Recommendation Alignment  

• Recommendation 5 (integrated, place-based services) 

• Recommendation 24 (involving lived experience in co-design of supports). 

• Recommendation 14 (place-based Aboriginal-led service design). 

• Recommendation 12 (expand evidence-based diversion and reintegration programs). 
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New South Wales 

 

Raise Age of Criminal Responsibility and Therapeutic Models 

Action: Raise minimum criminal responsibility age to 14; fund restorative justice and 

diversion programs including BackTrack (Armidale). 

Lead: Attorney General & Ministry for Police and Justice 

Partners: BackTrack, Aboriginal Legal Service New South Wales/ Australian Capital 

Territory, youth justice NGOs 

Measure of Success: Reduced youth remand numbers; lower recidivism rates. 

 

Help Way Earlier! Recommendation Alignment 

• Recommendation 20: Raise the age to 14. 

• Recommendations 12 - 13: Strengthen diversion and restore conferencing as a core 

justice pathway. 

Recommendation 5 and Recommendation 14: Recommend community-led, evidence-

based services.  

 

Legislate NSW Youth Strategy 

Action: Enact statutory NSW Youth Strategy with co-design and independent oversight. 

Lead: NSW Department of Communities & Justice 

Partners: Youth Action (NSW), CREATE Foundation, Aboriginal/community-controlled 

organisations 

Measure of Success: Annual progress report; youth participation metrics. 

 

Help Way Earlier! Recommendation Alignment 

• Recommendation 4 (incorporate the CRC through a National Children’s Act or 

Human Rights Act mechanisms) by embedding child-rights accountability at state 

level. 

• Recommendation 23 (Child Rights Impact Assessments) through mandated 

assessment of laws and policies. 

• Recommendation 21 encourages oversight bodies to monitor services consistently 

across jurisdictions. 

 

Northern Territory  

 

Raise Age of Criminal Responsibility to 14 and Implement Royal Commission 

Recommendations 

Action: Amend legislation and implement 3-year roadmap; fund community-led alternatives 

(Bush Mob, Children’s Ground, CAAMA). 

Lead: NT Government (Territory Families) 

Australia’s youth justice and incarceration system
Submission 1



 

 21 

Partners: Bush Mob, Children’s Ground, CAAMA, Tangentyere Council, Australian Red 

Cross 

Measure of Success: % reduction in juvenile detention; number of children diverted to 

community programs. 

 

Help Way Earlier! Recommendation Alignment 

• Recommendation 20 (raise age to 14 and eliminate criminalisation of young 

children). 

• Recommendations 12 - 14: Expand community-led diversion, particularly 

Aboriginal-led therapeutic programs such as Bush Mob and Children’s Ground. 

 

End Relocation of Children to Distant Detention 

Action: Stop flying children from Central Australia to distant facilities; invest in local 

therapeutic detention alternatives. 

Lead: Territory Families, Correctional Services 

Partners: Tangentyere Council, local Aboriginal community-controlled organisations 

Measure of Success: Percentage of youth held within home communities. 

Help Way Earlier! Recommendation Alignment 

• Recommendations 5 and 14: Place-based, culturally grounded supports close to 

community. 

• Recommendation 21: Ensure detention standards - including wellbeing and cultural 

connection - are consistently monitored and upheld. 

 

Funding Reforms of Rehabilitation Programs 

Action: Remove 16-week funding cap for organisations like Bush Mob; shift to multi-year 

operational funding – to emphasise need for long-term rehabilitation programs 

Lead: Territory Families; philanthropy partnerships 

Partners: Rehabilitation programs such as Bush Mob 

Measure of Success: Participant retention; facility upgrades. 

 

Help Way Earlier! Recommendation Alignment 

• Recommendation 5: Long-term, integrated services. 

• Recommendation 12: Evidence-based diversion with adequate duration and 

continuity. 

• Recommendation 24: Co-design with lived experience. 
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Queensland  

 

Raise Age of Criminal Responsibility to 14 

Action: Immediate legislative reform; expand diversion programs (Transition to Success, 

Youth Empowered towards Independence, Deadly Inspiring Youth Doing Good). 

Lead: Queensland Department of Child Safety, Youth and Women; Attorney-General 

Partners: Youth Affairs Network Queensland (YANQ), Transition to Success, Deadly 

Inspiring Youth Doing Good 

Measure of Success: Reduced youth detention committals; increased diversion placements. 

 

Help Way Earlier! Recommendation Alignment 

• Recommendation 20: Raise the age to 14. 

• Recommendations 12 - 13: Diversion and restorative initiatives such as Transition to 

Success and Deadly Inspiring Youth Doing Good. 

 

End Adult Watchhouse Use for Children 

Action: Statutory prohibition; resource specialist youth custody alternatives. 

Lead: Queensland Police Service and Department of Justice 

Partners: Youth justice non-governmental organisations 

Measure of Success: 0% of children held in adult watchhouses. 

 

Help Way Earlier! Recommendation Alignment 

• Recommendation 19: Prohibit solitary confinement and harmful detention practices 

(adult watchhouses breach this directly). 

• Recommendation 21: Establish national minimum detention standards and 

independent monitoring. 

• Recommendation 22: Accelerate OPCAT implementation, which would prevent such 

practices. 

South Australia 

 

Raise Age to 14; Repeal Public Precinct Policing Powers 

Action: Legislative reform; resource restorative justice programs. 

Lead: Attorney-General’s Office & South Australian Police 

Partners: Restorative Justice SA, legal aid services 

Measure of Success: Juvenile detention rates; restorative program participation. 

 

Help Way Earlier! Recommendation Alignment 

Australia’s youth justice and incarceration system
Submission 1



 

 23 

• Recommendation 20: Raising the age to 14. 

• Recommendations 12 - 13: Justice conferencing and diversion - contrasted with 

punitive policing discretion. 

• Recommendation 23: Child Rights Impact Assessments, which SA policing powers 

currently fail. 

Tasmania 

 

Fund Youth Activities in Detention and Community Engagement 

Action: Fund recreational, mentoring, and training programs in detention and community 

diversion. 

Lead: Department of Justice 

Partners: Youth services, local Aboriginal programs 

Measure of Success: Program participation; reduced reoffending rates. 

 

Help Way Earlier! Recommendation Alignment 

• Recommendation 12: Community-based diversion supports. 

• Recommendations 5 and 14: Place-based, culturally informed program delivery. 

• Recommendation 21: Improved detention standards, including education, wellbeing, 

and activity-based rehabilitation. 

Victoria 

 

Raise Age to 14 and Expand Restorative Alternatives 

Action: Legislative reform and funding for HomeBase-style community alternatives 

Lead: Department of Justice & Community Safety 

Partners: HomeBase, Aboriginal Legal Service Victoria 

Measure of Success: Reduced youth detention rates; completion of restorative programs. 

 

Help Way Earlier! Recommendation Alignment 

• Recommendation 20: Raising the age to 14. 

• Recommendations 12 - 13: Restorative programs and diversion, such as HomeBase. 

• Recommendation 21: Improving conditions and oversight of youth justice centres. 

 

Western Australia  

 

Trauma-Informed Alternatives & Home Stretch Western Australia Scale-Up 

Action: Invest in community-based therapeutic alternatives to detention; expand Home 

Stretch Western Australia for care leavers to age 25. 

Lead: Department of Communities 
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Partners: Home Stretch Western Australia, CREATE Foundation, Aboriginal community 

organisations 

Measure of Success: Reduced youth custody rates; improved housing outcomes for care 

leavers. 

Help Way Earlier! Recommendation Alignment 

• Recommendations 12 - 14: Diversion and culturally safe, place-based services, 

especially for Aboriginal young people. 

• Recommendation 5 (integrated, cross-system supports) and Recommendation 24 

(co-design with lived experience). 

 

A Request to Be a Witness 

I would be honoured to appear as a witness to present these findings and recommendations. 

My participation, I hope, would help ensure that the Committee has direct access to the 

voices, experiences, and evidence that too often remain hidden from public scrutiny. In 

particular:  

(1) A Public Testimony of Letters:  

I seek the opportunity to publicly, on the record, read out the many handwritten letters I 

collected directly from young people in detention across the country - some as young as ten 

years old. Alongside their written testimonies, I would also document my own direct, 

physical interactions with my peers in detention - the moments of fear, resilience, humour, 

and exhaustion I witnessed while sitting with them in their cells, classrooms, and common 

areas. Bringing this human texture into the room is essential: it allows the Committee and the 

Australian public to see these children not as case files or statistics, but as real people living 

through the consequences of our policy failures. 

In addition to this human evidence, I would also provide my own analysis, informed by my 

role as Australia’s Youth Delegate to the United Nations, on the international law breaches 

reflected in these testimonies. These brave, unfiltered words - paired with both lived reality 

and rigorous international legal analysis - must be heard to fully understand the human stakes 

of youth detention in Australia. 

(2) A Private Sitting with Detained Youth:  

I request that the Committee facilitate a private, closed-door sitting with myself, accompanied 

by a small group of young people I have met in detention, ideally from the Bimberi Youth 

Justice Centre if the hearing is in the ACT. This private hearing is essential to protect the 

privacy, dignity, and safety of the young people, allowing them to speak freely and honestly 

without fear of retribution. 

Australia’s youth justice and incarceration system
Submission 1



 

 25 

Conclusion  

Australia’s youth have already illuminated the truth. Their voices are not mere testimony; 

they are a cry against systemic betrayal. These children, already bearing the immense weight 

of structural failure, poverty, and inherited trauma, are being punished - again and again - for 

the very issues society failed to fix. Their brave, unfiltered, and unforgettable words deliver a 

clear, scorching demand that strikes at the nation’s conscience. 

This is the unavoidable moral mandate: 

We must tear down this justice system built on damage and despair, which criminalizes 

vulnerability, and build one rooted in dignity, protection, and profound, sustained healing. 

We must immediately cease defaulting to the cruel cycles of punishment that crush young 

lives and instead provide the genuine, immediate support necessary to break the chains of 

disadvantage. The goal is simple, non-negotiable, and urgent: to ensure every child, 

irrespective of the burdens placed upon them, is guaranteed the security they were owed and 

can finally achieve their fundamental human right to freedom. 

The time for debate is over. The silence ends now. The duty to act is absolute, and the 

nation demands justice for its children. 

 

 

Satara Uthayakumaran  

2025 Australian Youth Delegate to the United Nations.
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"'iO't j"1s't v(cr.'t "-l't.
1 
vt. /4"'e... 

I"' yo1,1r Q't.S 1/t. ""'jij bt. f cr1~1~cr.fs ri b1,1't 1/t. I r1., s-6rt rw,fe... 

/Zcr.-1' s ~ f"ri ttorli.. forjd. Wi., I rt. sfl( SO"'iS' bro-lt-._ers' f ,entrls. So""it. of 

"1S er.rt. ~sis I SO""ii.. cr.ri., coo4s I So4-t-rt. 1/cr."'i't 'to "-l'or4 1/1t( cars I So4-t-rt. 1/rlft. 

4-t-r"1SIC.. 6"1't ..,,Zl.h 1/i., I rt. foc-'<ul "'f I flOf/4_ S'tOf SW;,_, "1S A'.S ("1'-"'IA'."'i. /Zty 

s'tof t>de.v,;,_, vt. CA:"'i c(cr."'jt..-

Tlvs ,ta.ct. j';,,ts "1S foou{, " b~ cr.1-it:I" S~1/U'. So4-t-rt. of /,fS "'itJ/U' (cu,/ Vtn 

t(cr.'t jro"'-"'"'j "'f · 6t1't swv,;,,,~ ,;,.., 
1 f ft-..t. scr.""it. ru- (,;,,,;,_,, cr.,..,t:I ii t:ltf~/fdy 1s1-i 

1 
't 

ft-._t. S~""it. cr.s (tAt;,_,. So"'-tt. of "1S slt 1~ roo"'-tS I cr.fo,..,t.1 '(or vcr.y 'too fo"'j. 6"1'f 

ii' S )"1S't '-"'!ort. co .... r,~i.."'-ttn't for "10 rtASO"'i. 

If' s S"'fU' (er.rt! 'to jd er. job O"'ict.. yo1,1 
1 
rt.. o/..t't. If' s (er.ruler for "1S. /11-iuf 

1/(tn yo1,1 f~cr.((y jU 0"1{, -/1-..trt.
1 
S .... o o .... t. ft-._trt. to j"11;1t, yo/..t. /41,t I rt. J"1St 

v<re.clul to 4-t-rcr.kt. ii o .... yo1,1r 01/ ..... Mcr.ybt. -/1-..cr.t S .._,,,1..y So""it. of "1S l.h;t "'f 

co'-"'!,;,_, &er.ck. 

Wt. 1-iu.A "'-Tort. frojrcr.""is -lt-._cr.t t:!01-i 
1 
't j/..ts't kUf "1S b"1sy1 b1,1't ac't1,1a((y Zti, /..tS 

jro1/. /Zt. co""i""itrcJ~( kltc(tn 1/t. ((/t'tl (trt.1 -/1-..t. Pcr.y It Forwcr.ruf 1ro_1rcr.""11 

1/(U'i.. 1/t. ""t(Jtu/e_ '-"'ltAfs for fWf/4_ /4,~l ff 'to~( - -lt-._at jcr.vt. "1S fr'~ /Zcr.'t 

""1~ /..tS fu( t~t. 1/t. 1/trt. t:lo,;,_, So""i~;,_, rj't..;/ for 01-ict.. O"'it. of "1S scr.,~ 

'I{ "-l'as cr. 1/ay of Zef ,;,_, "1S CO"'i,..,ec:/ 1/1{( ~t. co""14-t--r"1"'il'ry'. ,, /Zcr.'t ""rtA,..,f 

So""it:/Z,;,_,. 

/Zt. t,i,W '6-cr.ule. cv.'trt. (ert. (as cr.frtAt:iy c(« .... ;ul (,;,,ts. A v,s,"&;,_, ""it.cl,,a .... ,c. 1/aS 

so ,~rtssuf v,t( 01-it. of ft-..e. boy's 1/or41 (e. o/ftru/ "1~ cr. Job v(l.h Ze. 

jo't 0"1't. /Zcr.-1' s 1/~'t 1/or4s: rt,Jlt( s4,rts, rt,Jlt( ~,t., rt,Jlt( stco .... uf c(a1-icts. 

Wt. vcr.,..,f "'-fort. ""1"1S1c.. Mort. fru~-6~1- P"'-1~'6~ Zt.!rs kUf "'-tcr.1-iy of 01,1r boys 

ca(""'· T(tst. flv;,_,s cr.rl.h 'tj"1st ~b&,is. /Zq rt. ft-..ercr.,y. T(q' re. u 1 ress/01-i. 

T(ey Zti, "1S COfl... 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

□ 

. . . 

. . 

Australia’s youth justice and incarceration system
Submission 1



 

 39 

 

  

39 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . -. . . . . . . . . -. -. -. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . -. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . -. . . -. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
·-···········································-·.·.·.·-·.·-·-·-·-·.·.·-·-·-·-·.·-·-·-·-·-·.·-·-·-·.·-·­. . . . . . . . . - . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . - . . . -. -. - . . . -. . . . . . . - . . . -. . . -. -. - . -. - . - . --. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . - - . . -. . . . . . . -. . . -. . . . . . . . . . . - . . . . . . 

,r]o-•- • • • • ·.·.·.·.·.·-·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.-.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·.·-·-·.·.·.·--.·.·-·.-••• -.·.-••• •••••• . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . - . . . -. . . . . . -. . . -. 
·-·-·.·-· .-.·.·-·-·.·-·-·.·-·-·.·.·-·.·.·.·.·.·-·.·.·.·.·-·-·-·-·-·.·.·-·-·-·.·-· 

• • :·:::::::=:-:-:=:-:=:·:::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::: 
·.·.·.·.·.·.·-·.·.·-·.·.·.·-·.·.·.·-·-·.·.·.·-·.·.·.·-·.·.·-·.·.·.-.·.·.· . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . • . :-:-:-.-:-: :-:-.-... -:-.-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-::::::::::::::: 

Wt. 1/()(1,,'I to "'-Tl)( 1/1~ o~tr w,lfs "-'Tort... Fr,"/4y rr{)(ytr IS 01-tt. of ft._t. oi,(y 

6;,.,ts pf',f{trt>,f et1f1t-1rts co"'-Tt. foj~tr .. Tl..,{)(f l.:,~p( of sft-1ff br~l.:s /4iv., -1/._t. 

j{)("'j "'-Tl~pfsd "-'Tort. ft._{)(,, r,,,,,s4_"-'ft>,t t.Vtr COl,f(p/__ Wt.
1 
pf {,~t. -lo SU "-'Tort. of 

t<.{)(t. 

~o"-'tt. of 1-1s 4,{)(vt, ,4i)H i) 1 p/)'S(ex,~ 1 or jrt,J,,/ "'I' 1~ ~"'-Tts iv4_trt. i,,o oi,,t. 

s~ivul "1S ~1/ -lo tvt. rJL/.. Wt. .,u:/ S"'f'rod b{ort. 1/t. tyt),, jd 4-trt., so 

ivt. /4., 
1 
f t>,p( "'I' 4,ut. {)('r {)(((_ Htfr "1S i,of "'-Tix iv,~ -1/._t. c.,/rO.,., croivp( ,~ "'-e. 

f 'rst' ,,~ 'I J 

Wt. {)(/so su ~iv "',,ft,._,;,.. ~t. S)'Ste."'-T eoii, bt.. ~o"'-Tt. of "1S 1-tt.Vtr stoop({)( e,4,{)(i,,ct, 

ivi/Z "'-t. /4civyen ivt. jo'I. If ~RY ft.v~I.: yo'-'r 
I 
rt. j""rly, fZRY ivoi,, 

1 
f Ztfr yo"1. 

If Plots .. It' ful fru;... ;1,,p( 1/t. 4;i,,o1/ ~trt. {)(rt, SO"'-Tt. S)'Stt.h!S for SO"'-Tt. j"O"'f'S I 

{,~t. "'-t. k'oor1 • Co"'d or ,4borj1~{)(( '-'j{)(( ~uv,~1 b"'f 'f4.RY 
I 
rt. "'"'p(uj::,.,p(uf 

{)(.,pf SO"'-Tt. of "1S1 1/~ {)(rt, {)(/so fo"'-T :,t,;{)(p///()(1,t'"jul 1/01,,t{i:/ t~t. S"'f'rod. 

Wt. 1/()(i,'f to ivor4: for So"-'Tdt..,,~1 iv~j{t. 1/t. 
1 
rt. 1~ 4_trt.. Wt. 1/{)(i,t 'to (tAvt. 

iv/~. f'"1rrost... f1{)(ybt, f 1/t. {)((('t.._{)(p/ {)( oi,,t.-oi,, - oi,,t. "'-Tt,J,,'for iv4_t>, 1/t. jot' 0"1'f, 

1/t. Ip{' 4,{)(Vt, {)( f:,e:flu s~f {)(-I sf{)(yl~ 01-t't.. f1 {)(ybt. f "'-Tort. rwrlt. f:,tf;e,;u{' I~ 

l-tS I ivt.
1 
pf (tAri,, to bdtlYt. 1~ ol-trsdvts. 

Wt.
1 
rt. i,ot {)(S4:1~ for t.Vuy/(,;,_,.. Wt.

1 
rt. Jl-tst {)(S4;1~ for c4_{)(..,c.6. For {)( 

rroru "-'t{)(ftrtss. ,4 "'-U'Ctf1sf. J1 d~ .. tr roo"'-T. {4,t. rd1-1rv-. of f,,,.,p,{u(' T,4FE 

rrojl"{)("'-TS. ,4 "'-u-ary pfoj. ,4 bw-,st'{)( COl-tr"St... ,4 s~i {)(t' {)( 1,0l"""r{)(( tfe... 

¼1-1 4_{)(//t, ~t. {'01/U to "-'f()(4;t, -/Z{)('f f'OSS1blt./ {)(1,,:/ for {)((( ~t. 4;1;,ls 1/~ I (( 

CO"'-Tt. ~o~I.., Ztrt. c..f/u- l-tS.. Wt. I rt. i,of fosf C4'1"1St.S. Wt. I rt. yow:, rwrlt. 

try,~ fo f,;.,p,{ 01,,tr 1/{)(Y t,{)(e,4:. ;1..,p,{ 1/t. ,.,w,/ yo1-1r t.._tfr. 

~1~cue/y1 

~ Yo"'"'j Pwrlt. {)(f Cot>Z{)(""')"'vt>,,{t. )1-1s-6u u.1,,lrt. 

15-20 y.o., males, Cobham Youth Detention Centre, New South Wales 
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Mpo1.rntwe/Alice Springs 
North.ern Territorj 
0870 

Th.e kia( in sh.o1.ckles on ov.r atomestic fligh.t got v.s th.inking: 

Deo1.r Prime Minister (Anth.onj Albo1.nese) 
We o1.re two jov.ng leo1.aters from Mpc,1,rl'\twe/Alice Springs. We often flj 
v.p to Do1.rwin for leo1.atersh.ip opportv.nities. We know j0IA tro1.vel for 
j01.tr Job, probo1.blj often getting escorteat onto o1, plc,1,ne with. jov.r 
privo1.te sec.1.tritj. We've seen j01.tng people being escorteat onto pl~nes, 
in sh.o1.ckles c,1,na( h.o1.natcv.ffs. 

We flj with. kiats wh.o o1.re in cv.stoatj. Wh.o o1.re treo1.teat like c,1,nitnc,1,ls. 
Wh.o o1.re being movea( 2000km ol.Wol.j from _h.ome. We o1.re th.e sc,1,me 
o1.ge o1.s th.ese h.o1.natc1.tffea( j0v.ng people. We sit on th.e so1.me plo1.ne, o1. 
few seo1.ts ol.Wol.j. 81.tt we h.o1.ve verj atifferent reo1.sons for stepping onto ( 
th.e to1.rmo1.c. 
Seeing th.ese kia(s being boo1.ratea( on to th.e plo1.ne th.e first time wc,1,s 
sh.ocking. We remember th.e l_eo1.th.er belt o1.ro1.tnat o1. po1.rticv.lo1.r j0v.ng 
person's wc,1,ist - o1, restro1.int atesigneat to keep th.em sh.o1.ck1ea( to th.eir 
secv.ritj g1.to1.rats. Sto1.nating between th.e grown men, th.is 14 jeol.r ola( 
lookea( so smc,1,II c,1,na( v1.tlnero1.ble. It wc,1,s cleo1.r th.o1.t h.e wc,1,s terrifieat. 

It's eol.Sj to forget th.o1.t th.ese j0v.ng atetc,1,in'ees o1.re J1.tst kiats. Th.e Wol.j 
th.e meatio1. to1.lks mc,1,,kes th.em so1.tnat like h.o1.rateneat criminc,1,ls, sometimes 
even atescribing t h.em in inh.v.mc,1,n Wol.jS. Bv.t seeing · th.em in person 
'brings clo1.ritj. Th.ej're not c,1,a(v.lts, th.ej're not inh.1.tmc,1,n. Th.ej o1.re kiats, 
kiats j01.tnger th.o1.n j01.tr own son, th.ej were sc.o1.re~ c,1,na( h.1Amilio1.teat. 
Th.e p1.tblic h.v.milic,1,tion, wh.ere j0v.ng people o1.re essentio1.llj po1.ro1.atea( ,n 
front of o1.irline po1.ssengers neeats to enat. Th.ej sh.01,1.la( not be 
sh.o1.cklea(, nor ch.o1.ineat to prison g1.to1.rats. 

Th.e Common~eo1.lth. Government, j01.tr government, mv.st ro1.ise , th.e o1.ge 
of criminc,1,I responsibilitj nc,1,tionwiate, to fo1.trteen jeo1.rs olat. If th.e 
Commonweo1.lth. Government believes th.o1.t ten-jeol.r-olats neeat to be 
protectea( from socic,1,I meat:o1., th.en th.ej m1,1.st protect ten-~eo1.r-olats 
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from inc~rcer~tion. Th.e st~tistics ~re cle~r. locking ch.ilolren lA.p le~ols 
to tr~lA.m~, olisconnection ~nol Cjcles of reinc~rcer~tion, not 
reh.~bilit~tion. R~ising th.e ~ge is th.e first t~ngible step to blA.iloling ~ 
Sjstem th.~t is JlA.st, ~nol gives jOlA.l'\g offenolers ~ ch.~nce to slA.ccee~, 
not one th.~t f~ils th.em ~t everj st~ge. 

Th.ere is not el'\olA.gh. slA.pport for jOlA.l'\g people. Especi~llj jOlA.l'\g 
Aborigin~I ~nol Torres Str~it I sl~noler people, wh.o h.~ve been 
continlA.OlA.Slj stereotjpeol to serve politic~! ~genol~s .. More flA.noling 
neeols to go tow~rols th.er~pelA.tic progr~ms th.~t slA.pport jOlA.ng 
people's wellbeing. Th.ere neeols to be recognition th.~t th.ese jOlA.ng 
people ~re th.e flA.tlA.re. Th.ej oleserve everj opportlA.nitj th.~t ~l'\j 0th.er 
jOlA.ng person growing lA.p in AlA.str~li~ gets. 

We c~II on both. th.e North.ern T erritorj ~nol Commonwe~lth. 
Governments to slA.pport eollA.c~tion opportlA.nities ~cross th.e North.ern 
Territorj, especi~llj in remote ~nol low socioeconomic ~re~s. Everj 1,. 

~otAng person sh.otAlol h.~ve e'{tA~I ~ccess to h.igh. '{tA~litj eollA.c~tion­
reg~rolless of th.e sch.ool th.ej ~ttenol, th.eir h.erit~ge, h.istorj of 
inc~rcer~tion or th.e slA.btArb th.~t th.ej live in. We ~lso believe th.~t 
~ccess to terti~rj eollA.c~tion sh.otAlol not be limiteol bj cost, tr~nsport 
or geogr~ph.j. Everj jOlAl'\g person sh.otAlol h.~ve th.e opporttAnit~ to 
complete flA.rth.er eoltAc~tion if th.ej ch.oose to. 

, 

Fin~II~, we ~sk jOlA to listen to jOlA.ng people on kej legisl~tive ~nol 
politic~! isstAes th.~t ~ffect th.em, so th.~t policj is olevelopeol with. 
jOlAl'\g people, n·ot JtAst for th.em. Wh.en governments work ~longsiole 
jOlAl'\g people, soltAtions ~re more ~ffective, JtAst ~nol incltAsive. More 
import~ntlj, jOtAng people feel h.e~rol, ~nol ~re more receptive to 
po Ii c j c h.~nges. 

Sincerelj, 
Two jOlAl'\g people wh.o ~re not in ctAstoolj 

\ 
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