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The Australian Greens welcome the Senate Inquiry in to Mandatory Sentencing and I am writing on behalf of our organisation with the following submission.

The Greens are strongly committed to abolishing mandatory sentencing as we believe that it unfairly targets the most vulnerable members of our society, and that it is neither a viable nor effective solution to reducing crime.  Furthermore, we believe that mandatory sentencing does not deliver justice, and that true reconciliation between the Indigenous and non-Indigenous members of our community will never be achieved while mandatory sentencing remains a part of our legal system.

We submit the following information in support of our position, which has been taken from 

‘Dollars Without Sense’ – A Review of the Northern Territory’s Mandatory Sentencing Laws, a report prepared for the North Australian Aboriginal Legal Aid Service by John Sheldon and Kirsty Gowans.

Mandatory Sentencing Does Not Reduce Crime

· · Western Australia and the Northern Territory have the highest rates of home burglary and attempted home burglary in Australia.

· · There has been no change in the overall reporting of property crime in the Northern Territory since mandatory sentencing was introduced. 

· · Reports of home burglaries increased between June 1997 and June 1998. 

· · There has been no real change in the number of offenders charged with property offences. 

Mandatory Sentencing Does Not Deter Crime 

· · Northern Territory Correctional Services report that the rate of re-offending has not gone down since mandatory sentencing was introduced. 

· · The majority of offenders who are caught are Aboriginal and committed their offence in a remote Aboriginal community.  North Australian Aboriginal Legal Aid Service criminal lawyers report that most had not heard of mandatory sentencing and did not understand it.  A person cannot be deterred by something they do not know about.

· · The study of North Australian Aboriginal Legal Aid Service (NAALAS) criminal cases found that 63% of offenders were effected by drugs, alcohol or petrol at the time of offending.  A person who is not thinking cannot be deterred by the consequences of his actions. 

Mandatory Sentencing is Expensive 

· · It costs $146.94 a day to imprison an adult. 

· · Juvenile detention increased by 53% in the 1997/98 financial year.  This represents additional spending of nearly $1 million dollars. 

· · Since 1996, the Correctional Services budget has increased by almost $8.5 million dollars.  This is an increase of 26%.

· · Darwin prison has had to undergo major expansion since the introduction of mandatory sentencing laws.  This represents a significant capital cost. 

Mandatory Sentencing is Harmful to the Community

· · All available evidence clearly shows that imprisoning young people at an early stage in their development is damaging.

· · Mandatory sentencing sends young adults to detention for minor offences.  It results in increased contact between people who commit minor offences and more serious criminal elements.

· · Northern Territory Correctional Services says: 'The evidence is clear that the more access juveniles have to the criminal justice system the more frequently and deeply they will penetrate it  ...What happens in many cases is that detainees learn from their fellow inmates how to become more effective in committing crime.' 

· · Mandatory sentencing could well lead to increased criminal activity among some young people.  Mandatory Sentencing is increasing the incarceration of Aboriginal people, women and juveniles 

· · The Territory imprisons almost four times as many of its citizens as any other State or Territory of Australia. 

· · Aboriginal people make up 73% of the Northern Territory's prison population.

· · Between June 1996 and March 1999 adult imprisonment increased by 40%.

· · The number of women in prison in the NT has increased by 485%. 

For more information please refer to www.greens.org.au/bobbrown/mand1.htm 

Thankyou for the opportunity to make a submission to this important inquiry, whose findings we hope will show that mandatory sentencing should immediately be abolished and replaced with something that endeavours to deliver real justice.
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