
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Submission to the NSW Select 
Committee on Youth Justice 
 

 

 

 

 

March 2026 

 



©Copyright Jesuit Social Services 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We acknowledge the Traditional Custodians of all the lands on which Jesuit Social Services operates and 
pay respect to their Elders past and present. We express our gratitude for their love and care of people, 
community, land and all life.  
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Jesuit Social Services:   

Who we are and what we do 

Jesuit Social Services is a social change organisation. For almost 50 years we have been delivering 
support services and advocating for improved policies, legislation and resources to achieve a just society 
where all people can live to their full potential. We are a national organisation with a significant footprint 
in Victoria, New South Wales and the Northern Territory, where we work with some of the most 
marginalised individuals and communities. 

Research, advocacy and policy are coordinated across all program and major interest areas of Jesuit 
Social Services. Our advocacy is grounded in the knowledge, expertise and experiences of program staff 
and participants, as well as academic research and evidence.  

Our justice and crime prevention work  

Jesuit Social Services has nearly five decades of experience working with young people involved in the 
justice system. Responding to their needs, we have developed a range of innovative programs that are 
delivered each year with hundreds of young people in Victoria and the Northern Territory who have 
contact with the justice system. These include: 

• Restorative justice group conferencing which we have pioneered in Victoria and the Northern 
Territory 

• Youth Justice Community Support Services and Enhanced Bail Support Services - providing 
intensive outreach support programs (including after hours support) for young people in 
Melbourne to support compliance with youth justice orders 

• Ignatius Learning Centre - a Catholic Specialist Secondary School for boys aged 15-17 who have 
involvement with the justice system 

We also deliver programs in violence prevention and early intervention, housing, mental health, 
education, training and employment. All these programs are focused on delivering outcomes for people 
facing significant disadvantage.  

Our work in New South Wales 

Since 2008, Jesuit Social Services has been building on the strengths of Western Sydney communities to 
support them to break out of the cycle of disadvantage. We use a place-based, community development 
approach to support community members to develop local solutions to local problems. We currently 
support the community in the following key ways: 

• Community building – including through the Willmot Community Hub, a thriving community 
centre offering a range of programs to local residents; and Pathways to Participation, through 
which we employ local people and engage a team of local volunteers to provide pathways to 
enhanced community participation, skill building and employment. 

• Social enterprises centred around food security and ecological justice – including the Ignite 
Food Store and a schools program that rescues food from landfill and sells healthy and 
affordable food through canteens at two local primary schools. 

• Partnerships – Jesuit Social Services is a member of the ‘Together in 2770’ collective, a group of 
organisations working across the 2770 postcode in Mount Druitt to create structural and 
systemic change, with a deep focus on community-led advocacy. The collective’s current 
advocacy priorities are public transport, housing and infrastructure.    

Jesuit Social Services is a member of Keeping Women Out Of Prison (KWOOP), an independent coalition 
comprised of individuals and organisations including service providers, philanthropic and not-for-profit 
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organisations, universities and women with lived experience of the criminal legal system. KWOOP’s 
vision is for better outcomes for women and children affected by the criminal legal system. 

The Men’s Project 

Jesuit Social Services established The Men’s Project in 2017 to provide leadership and develop new 
approaches to reducing violence and other harmful behaviours prevalent among boys and men, to keep 
families and communities safe and to improve the wellbeing of men and boys themselves.   

Current priorities for The Men’s Project include drawing on our Man Box and Adolescent Man Box 
research to build a greater understanding of perpetration; developing new prevention and early 
intervention approaches to prevent violence; and supporting people who work with men and boys every 
day (e.g. teachers, sports coaches, social workers) to prevent violence and improve the well-being of 
men and boys.  

In 2025, Jesuit Social Services published The NSW Man Box 2025, using the NSW data from the Man Box 
2024 study to contribute to building the evidence base for the primary prevention of domestic, family 
and sexual violence across NSW. This study examined Man Box attitudes (relating to rigid masculine 
norms) and outcomes in the NSW sample, as well as attitudes around endorsement of anti-feminist 
statements that support violence against women or do not support gender equality.  

Dropping Off the Edge  

For more than 25 years, Jesuit Social Services has collaborated with researchers to examine complex 
disadvantage in communities around the country. Over that time, we have released a series of reports 
now generally known as Dropping Off the Edge (DOTE). DOTE21 is the fifth instalment in the series and 
shows clearly that complex and entrenched disadvantage is experienced by a small but persistent 
number of locations in each state and territory across Australia. 

For the full report, key findings and interactive maps, please visit our dedicated DOTE website 
at www.dote.org.au.  

 

https://jss.org.au/programs/research/the-man-box/
https://jss.org.au/programs/the-adolescent-man-box/
https://jss.org.au/policy-submissions/the-nsw-man-box-2025/
https://www.dote.org.au/
https://www.dote.org.au/
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Recommendations 
The long-term social and intergenerational impacts of youth justice 
involvement    

1. Increase the age of criminal responsibility to at least 14. 

2. Increase the minimum age of incarceration to 16. 

3. Prohibit the detainment of children in adult prisons.  

4. Increase the availability of diversion at every stage: police, pre-court and pre-sentence. 

 

Drivers of children’s contact with the justice system 

5. Support place-based approaches, including: 

• Provide long term support and funding for justice reinvestment approaches, including 
for Just Reinvest NSW as well as NSW projects supported as part of the National Justice 
Reinvestment Program (two NSW projects to date).  

• Consider establishing a 'Violence Reduction Unit' to take a preventative and public 
health approach to address the root causes of violence in areas with high rates of youth 
justice contact. 

6. Conduct an independent mapping exercise of services that support healing and recovery from 
violence, abuse and trauma for children and young people in NSW to understand availability and 
barriers to access. 

7. Increase the availability of and access to trauma-informed, gender-responsive programs that 
support healing and recovery, addressing known gaps and those identified through the 
recommended service mapping exercise. 

8. Invest in research to identify and synthesise the practice elements and discrete techniques most 
likely to support safe, effective and age-appropriate recovery and healing for child-victim 
survivors, and inform strengthened service design and practice.  

9. Invest to increase the capacity of the justice system, including police, to respond to childhood 
violence, trauma and abuse in ways that are consistently timely, accountable, culturally safe and 
trauma-informed. This should include:  

• regular and ongoing training for all police which assists them to adequately facilitate 
justice for victim-survivors, perpetrators and their families  

• independent specialists who can respond to the unique needs of diverse groups.  

10. Build proactive, consistent early intervention responses into universal systems (such as health 
and education) that identify and respond to violence long before crisis occurs. 

11. Centre the voices of children and young people not only in service delivery but in all levels of 
system design, policy-making, and reform efforts. 

12. Require Youth Justice NSW to publish gender-disaggregated data on pathways, diversions, 
detention and post-release outcomes, to make girls' and young women’s experiences visible in 
the evidence base. 

13. Commission a gender-responsive audit of youth detention facilities in NSW to assess whether 
current programs, staffing and physical environments adequately meet the needs of girls and 
young women, and fill any identified gaps. 
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14. Develop and fund a gender-responsive diversion pathway for girls and young women, specifically 
designed to address trauma and victimisation histories rather than treating girls' offending 
behaviour in isolation. 

15. Ensure post-release support programs specifically address the needs of girls and young women, 
including providing alternative, secure housing for those who would otherwise return to unsafe 
households. 

16. Improve access to timely and affordable disability and mental health assessments that provide 
the foundation for access to appropriate support services, especially for children.  

17. Significantly increase resourcing of mental health services and address workforce shortages to 
support timely access to affordable mental healthcare before people reach crisis point. In 
particular, invest in dedicated mental health services for children and young people, including 
those under the age of 13, with a focus on early intervention in the community. 

18. Expand access to (and provide more public information about) school-based/education-related 
mental health supports – such as the School Counselling Service, Integration Funding Support 
and support classes – to improve students’ mental health outcomes and enable them to remain 
engaged in education.   

19. Embed restorative practice in schools, beginning with a pilot based on Jesuit Social Services’ 
ReEngage model. 

20. Provide flexible, recurrent funding for community-led cultural programs serving First Nations, 
Pasifika and African-Australian young people at risk of justice contact, on the basis of 'pay what it 
costs' — recognising that these programs are delivering prevention work that statutory agencies 
cannot replicate. 

21. Develop and fund a NSW Government action plan to address the overrepresentation of First 
Nations young people in the youth justice system, with measurable targets, community co-
design, independent evaluation and public accountability — consistent with the Youth Justice 
NSW Strategic Plan 2024–2030 and NSW's Closing the Gap obligations. 

22. Commission an independent review of NSW Police practices regarding the use of discretionary 
powers — including stop and search, cautions and diversion — with particular attention to their 
differential application by race and ethnicity, and develop a publicly monitored anti-racial 
profiling policy. 

23. Require Youth Justice NSW to collect and publish disaggregated data on justice contact by 
cultural background, including for Pasifika and African-Australian young people, so that 
overrepresentation is visible and can be addressed. 

24. Support the development and implementation of early intervention services for young people 
concerned about their use of pornography and/or sexual thoughts and behaviours – such as 
Jesuit Social Services' What’s ok? Australia. 

25. Continue to strengthen violence prevention efforts by ensuring that school-based initiatives 
(including Respectful Relationships Education) and other youth-focused prevention efforts reflect 
adolescents’ lived experiences. This includes placing a greater focus on supporting adolescents 
to safety navigate digital environments including by addressing the harms of image-based abuse, 
digital surveillance and violent pornography. 

26. Equip parents and carers to engage with boys, including by providing practical support on topics 
such as relationships, violence, digital harms, pornography, sexuality and healthy examples of 
masculinity. 
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27. Advocate for federally legislated requirements for technology companies to ensure children’s 
safety online, including that the Federal Government legislate to enshrine the ‘best interests of 
the child’ and the already announced ‘digital duty of care’ as a matter of priority. 

 

The experience of children in youth justice 

28. Require Youth Justice NSW to publish a transparent evaluation of progress against the 2021–24 
Disability Action Plan, and commit to a successor plan from 2026 that incorporates the findings 
of the Disability Royal Commission.  

29. Require Youth Justice NSW to ensure that every young person with disability exiting youth justice 
detention has an active, funded NDIS plan in place before release, with a designated support 
coordinator for the transition period. As part of the negotiations for the new National Disability 
Agreement, clarify and resolve the demarcation dispute between NDIS and Youth Justice NSW 
regarding who is responsible for funding disability supports during and after detention. 

30. Reform bail laws, removing presumption against bail and bail offences, and ensure that bail and 
remand last for the shortest amount of time possible. 

31. Provide support to ensure young people on bail and parole have every opportunity to meet their 
bail and parole conditions, e.g. through a model such as Jesuit Social Services' Youth Justice 
Community Support Service which offers case management, intensive outreach and supported 
referrals for young people involved in the justice system.  

32. Require that parole conditions for people under 25 be individually tailored to the specific 
circumstances, offending history and reintegration needs of the young person. Blanket 
conditions — particularly those prohibiting contact with anyone with a criminal history — must 
not be imposed without specific justification linked to the young person's risk profile. A 
mandatory review mechanism should be available where circumstances change. 

33. Mandate sunset clauses on all contact restriction conditions imposed on people under 25, with a 
default maximum duration of 12 months unless renewed by a court on the basis of specific, 
current risk evidence. For First Nations young people, require that contact restriction conditions 
be assessed against the cultural and kinship context of the young person, and that conditions 
prohibiting contact with family members or meeting cultural obligations such as sorry business 
only be imposed where there is specific, individuated risk justification. 

34. Require Youth Justice NSW to provide every young person commencing parole with plain-
language, culturally appropriate information about their rights, including the right to request a 
change of parole officer, the right to apply for variation of conditions, and the complaints 
process. This information must be provided verbally as well as in writing, and in the young 
person's first language where relevant. Fund independent legal advice for young people on 
parole who wish to challenge or vary their conditions. 

35. Prohibit the use of isolation as a form of punishment in youth custodial settings. 

36. Mandate public reporting of all uses of restrictive practices in youth custodial settings. 

37. Establish Certificate IV in Youth Justice as the minimum qualification for Youth Officers working 
in the NSW justice system, and incentivise uptake through subsidised training.  

38. Establish a Professional Standards Framework for Youth Justice workers that includes 
enforceable standards for the exercise of discretion, a transparent complaints mechanism 
accessible to young people and families, and regular independent auditing. 
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39. Require Youth Justice NSW to develop and publish a Trauma-Informed Practice Implementation 
Plan — distinct from general strategic commitments — with specific, measurable targets, a clear 
timeline, identified resourcing, and independent evaluation.  

• As part of this Plan, mandate trauma-informed practice training for all Youth Justice 
officers, correctional officers and parole officers as a condition of appointment and 
ongoing registration.  

• Training must be delivered by qualified providers, regularly updated against the evidence 
base, and subject to independent evaluation of uptake and fidelity. 

40. Reform cultural safety in NSW Youth Justice centres from an optional program add-on to a 
baseline operational requirement, including:  

• mandatory First Nations cultural safety training for all staff;  

• proportionate Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staffing targets in all centres with 
significant First Nations populations;  

• community-controlled cultural programs funded recurrently, not subject to manager 
discretion; and  

• independent cultural safety audits of all centres published annually. 

 

Evidence-based and community-led responses that prevent offending and 
reoffending   

41. Require the NSW Government to conduct and publish mapping of evidence-based prevention, 
early intervention, diversion and post-release programs available across NSW — identifying gaps 
by geography, cohort and stage of the justice cycle.  

42. Commit to funding and expanding evidence-based, community-led early intervention programs 
in areas with high rates of youth justice contact, beginning with programs already operating with 
high demand. Investment should be guided by need, in line with the recommended mapping of 
evidence-based prevention, early intervention, diversion and post-release programs available 
across NSW.  

43. Establish a dedicated investment stream for place-based, community-led approaches in 
communities with high rates of youth justice contact, with funding contingent on genuine 
community co-design and independent evaluation. 

44. Review and improve the system of apprenticeship and capacity-building for youth justice group 
conferencing facilitators, to ensure demand for conferences can be met, with each conference 
delivering a safe and culturally appropriate experience which is reinforced by broader supports. 

45. Establish a universal, funded transitional support mechanism that follows every young person 
from detention into the community, modelled on Jesuit Social Services' Youth Justice Community 
Support Service (YJCSS), including assertive outreach, case management and connection to 
community supports. 

46. Expand the availability of supported transitional accommodation for young people leaving 
detention who cannot safely return home, including through funding of programs like those 
delivered by Marist180 in Western Sydney, and the development of a residential support model 
for young people adapted from the Maribyrnong Community Residential Facility in Victoria.  

47. Fund and expand alternative education settings for justice-involved young people who are 
unable to reengage with mainstream schooling, such as Jesuit Social Services' Ignatius Learning 
Centre, including pathways to vocational qualifications. 
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48. Adopt a 'pay what it costs' funding model for community-led prevention, early intervention and 
diversion programs, covering the full cost of service delivery including workforce, infrastructure 
and organisational capacity — not just program activity costs. 

49. Replace short-term, project-based grants with multi-year recurrent funding agreements for 
community organisations delivering evidence-based prevention and early intervention, providing 
the stability needed to retain staff, build expertise and plan for demand. 

50. Develop a flexible community funding mechanism that allows youth justice and child protection 
workers to connect children and young people to appropriate community programs as needed. 

51. Invest in a NSW violence prevention workforce strategy that foregrounds working with men and 
boys to build workforce capability across a range of settings where there is an opportunity to 
engage boys and men, including those at higher risk of using violence or other harmful 
behaviours.   

52. Reform funding models to create the workforce capacity needed for sustained relationship-
based early intervention work, including through lower caseloads and multi-year funding 
agreements that allow organisations to retain skilled staff. 
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Submission 

Jesuit Social Services welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the Select Committee on Youth Justice’s 
inquiry into evidence-based approaches to reducing the number of children in contact with the criminal 
justice system in New South Wales (NSW).  

Our submission focuses on the following terms of reference: 

• The long-term impacts of youth justice involvement (TOR 1(h))  
• Drivers of children’s contact with the justice system (TOR 1(a))  
• The experience of children in youth detention (TOR 1(f)) 
• Alternative and evidence-based approaches (TOR 1(b)) 
• Workforce considerations (noting these are woven throughout various sections) (TOR 1(i)). 

The submission draws on our place-based, community-led work in Western Sydney, based in Willmot 
and Emerton (Mount Druitt), as well as our nearly five decades of experience working with children and 
young people in contact with the justice system in Victoria and, since 2007, in the Northern Territory. 
The submission is also informed by our work through The Men’s Project, where we engage with boys and 
young men who are at risk of engaging in harmful or violent behaviours, and our research into complex 
disadvantage in communities around Australia, published through a series of reports known more 
recently as Dropping off the Edge (DOTE).   

We would welcome the opportunity to meet with the Committee to discuss our submission, or for 
Committee members to visit the programs we outline. 

1. Context of this inquiry 

Previous reviews, investigations and Royal Commissions 

This inquiry is the latest in a long line of reviews, investigations and Royal Commissions into justice-
related matters in Australia.  

A 2024 study by the Australian Institute of Family Studies (AIFS) analysed 61 reports and inquiries on the 
child protection and justice systems produced between 2010 and 2022 – including eight from NSW – 
which together made over 3,000 recommendations.1 The analysis identified consistent repetition of six 
system-level issues: inadequate cross-system information sharing and coordination; limited First Nations 
partnership and self-determination; lack of oversight and transparency mechanisms; limited workforce 
capacity; inadequate levels of investment; and limited opportunity for child voice and participation. The 
study also highlighted the value in “refocusing on prevention as an opportunity for reform of child 
protection and youth justice systems”.2 

In addition to the eight NSW-based inquiries explored in the AIFS report, further inquiries and reviews 
exploring youth justice-related matters in NSW over the last decade include: 

• NSW Auditor-General: Reintegrating young offenders into the community after detention (2017) 

• Legislative Assembly Committee on Law and Safety inquiry into the adequacy of youth 
diversionary programs in NSW (2018) 

• Inspector of Custodial Services: Use of Force, Separation, Segregation and Confinement in NSW 
Youth Justice Centres (2018) 

• NSW Advocate for Children and Young People: What Children and Young People in Juvenile 
Justice Centres Have to Say (2019) 

 

1 Stevens & Gahan (2024). Improving the safety and wellbeing of vulnerable children: A consolidation of systemic 
recommendations and evidence, p. 4. (Weblink) 
2 Stevens & Gahan (2024). Op cit, p.33. 

https://aifs.gov.au/sites/default/files/2024-06/RR-Improving-safety-wellbeing-vulnerable-children.pdf
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• Select Committee on the High Level of First Nations People in Custody and Oversight and Review 
of Deaths in Custody (2021)  

• Legislative Assembly Committee on Law and Safety inquiry into community safety in regional 
and rural communities (2025) 

• Independent Review of the operation of doli incapax in NSW for children under 14 (2025). 

Themes from these reviews align with those highlighted in the AIFS report, and further emphasise the 
need for significant reforms to the youth justice system, including recommendations in relation to: 

• Investing upstream in prevention and early intervention  

• Expanding formal diversion at every stage (police, pre-court, pre-sentence)  

• Raising the age of criminal responsibility  

• Addressing social determinants (housing, education, family support, poverty)  

• Culturally safe, community-led approaches for First Nations young people  

• Disability-responsive diversion and support  

• Longer-term, flexible funding for community services  

• Evidence-based program delivery. 

The violation of children’s and young people’s rights in the justice system has also been raised in multiple 
inquiries, most recently the 2025 National Children's Commission's report Help Way Earlier: How 
Australia can transform child justice to improve safety and wellbeing. This report identified the 
treatment of children in the criminal justice system as “one of the most urgent human rights issues 
facing Australia today”3 and made a comprehensive case for reforming child justice systems, with a focus 
on protecting the human rights of children; reducing child offending; and keeping communities safe. 
Australia has also received criticism from the United Nations (UN) in relation to rights violations in youth 
justice, with UN member countries urging action to raise the age of criminal responsibility.4 

A critical opportunity to act 

Despite the urgency of these calls to action, governments – including in NSW – have failed to take 
meaningful steps to implement the recommendations outlined above and the number of children held 
in youth detention in NSW continues to rise.5  

While positive reforms have been adopted in NSW (for example the banning of spit hoods in all 
detention settings6) and new investment in early intervention programs announced,7 this is clearly not 
enough. Making changes at the edges of a fundamentally broken system, one that punishes children and 
young people who have themselves often experienced violence and abuse, will not deliver just 
outcomes or improve community safety.  

The NSW Government must make a fundamental shift away from punitive, carceral youth justice 
approaches and towards therapeutic responses grounded in the needs of children and young people. 
Models such as restorative justice and community-led diversion programs offer more effective 
alternatives to incarceration. These approaches not only address the underlying causes of harmful 
behaviour, but also support accountability, healing and longer-term community safety. There is also an 
urgent need to address the dearth of support services designed for child victim-survivors of violence and 
abuse, as well as culturally safe healing models and supported housing across Australia. This inquiry 

 

3 Australian Human Rights Commission (2024). ‘Help way earlier!’: How Australia can transform child justice to 
improve safety and wellbeing. (Weblink) 
4 Australian Human Rights Commission (2026). Media release: Major UN review urges Australia to raise age of 
criminal responsibility. (Weblink) 
5 BOCSAR (2025). Media release: NSW youth detention numbers up 34% since 2023. (Weblink)  
6 Sydney Criminal Lawyers (2024). NSW Bans the Use of Spit Hoods in Places of Detention. (Weblink) 
7 NSW DCJ (2025). Media release: Funding boost for leading-edge youth justice programs. (Weblink) 

https://humanrights.gov.au/resource-hub/by-resource-type/reports/children-and-youth-rights/help-way-earlier!-transforming-child-justice-for-safety-and-wellbeing
https://humanrights.gov.au/resource-hub/by-resource-type/reports/children-and-youth-rights/help-way-earlier!-transforming-child-justice-for-safety-and-wellbeing
https://humanrights.gov.au/resource-hub/by-resource-type/reports/children-and-youth-rights/help-way-earlier!-transforming-child-justice-for-safety-and-wellbeing
https://humanrights.gov.au/about-us/media-centre/media-releases/rights-and-freedoms/major-un-review-urges-australia-to-raise-age-of-criminal-responsibility,-adopt-human-rights-act
https://bocsar.nsw.gov.au/media/2025/mr-custody-jun2025.html
https://nswcourts.com.au/articles/nsw-bans-the-use-of-spit-hoods-in-places-of-detention/
https://dcj.nsw.gov.au/news-and-media/media-releases/2025/funding-boost-for-leading-edge-youth-justice-programs-in-the-riv.html
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offers a critical opportunity for the NSW Government to establish a youth justice system that supports 
healing and recovery and addresses children’s core needs, enabling them to live to their full potential.  

2. The long-term social and intergenerational impacts of youth justice 
involvement    

Contact with the youth justice system is usually part of a long trajectory of system failure, and it shapes 
every dimension of a young person's future thereafter – their education, employment, housing, 
relationships and mental health. For First Nations young people and other overrepresented cohorts in 
particular, these impacts are compounded by structural and intergenerational disadvantage. The system 
that is supposed to reduce harm is producing it. 

The evidence is unequivocal – justice system contact is criminogenic,8 and the earlier a child enters the 
justice system, the more likely they are to remain in it.9 This is the product of a system designed around 
punishment rather than rehabilitation. For many young people, the conditions, relationships and 
identities that are formed or reinforced in youth detention follow them into adulthood and into the adult 
prison system. 

Childhood and adolescence are critical periods of brain and social development. Children and young 
people lack the fully developed brain capacity to understand the consequences of offending, and to 
exercise impulse control and emotional regulation.10 This is one of the multiple reasons we join calls for 
the age of criminal responsibility to be raised to 14, and for the minimum age of incarceration to be 
raised to 16. Punitive responses have been shown to be ineffective in deterring children and young 
people from offending. Further, research has shown that most children grow out of offending.11  

The 2025 review into the operation of doli incapax in NSW found that interactions with police and courts 
can set young children “on a downward trajectory and increase the likelihood of reoffending”. 12 The 
review considered that “diverting them from that [criminal justice] process, and engaging them in 
diversion processes or therapeutic interventions, could provide a more constructive and cost-effective 
approach”. Yet legislation passed by the NSW Parliament in late 2025 following the review makes it 
easier to rebut the doli incapax presumption, running directly counter to the review's findings around 
the importance of diversion.  

In light of the evidence around the harms associated with youth detention, the NSW Government should 
take immediate steps to reduce the number of children in the youth justice system – including by 
increasing the age of criminal responsibility, raising the minimum age of incarceration, and increasing the 
availability of diversion at every stage. 

Recommendations 

1. Increase the age of criminal responsibility to at least 14. 

2. Increase the minimum age of incarceration to 16. 

 

8 McCausland & Baldry (2023). The social determinants of justice: 8 factors that increase your risk of imprisonment. 
(Weblink); Australian Human Rights Commission (2024). Op cit. pp.21-22 
9 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2025). Young people returning to sentenced youth justice supervision 
2023–24, AIHW, Australian Government. (Weblink) 
10 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, General Comment No. 24 (2019) on children’s rights in the child justice 
system, (CRC/C/GC/24), 18 September 2019, paragraphs 21–22. Cited in The Senate Legal and Constitutional Affairs 
References Committee, Interim Report, p. 90 
11 Richards (2011). What makes juvenile offenders different from adult offenders? Trends & issues in crime and 
criminal justice no. 409. Canberra: Australian Institute of Criminology. (Weblink).  
12 Bellew and Loy (2025). Review of the operation of doli incapax in NSW for children under 14. (Weblink) 

https://www.humanrights.unsw.edu.au/research/commentary/social-determinants-justice-increase-risk-prison
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/youth-justice/young-people-returning-to-youth-justice-2023-24/contents/returns-to-youth-justice-supervision-aged-10-17/demographics
https://doi.org/10.52922/ti274705
https://dcj.nsw.gov.au/documents/legal-and-justice/laws-and-legislation/final-report-doli-Incapax-Review-29-August-2025.pdf
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3. Prohibit the detainment of children in adult prisons.  

4. Increase the availability of diversion at every stage: police, pre-court and pre-sentence. 

 

3. Drivers of children’s contact with the justice system 

Children’s contact with the justice system is rarely the product of individual failing. It is most often the 
predictable result of compounding structural disadvantage — poverty, trauma, unmet health needs, and 
educational exclusion – that shapes the choices available to young people and the decisions they make. 
The evidence is unambiguous about what drives contact; the problem is not a lack of knowledge but a 
failure of political will and investment.  

The following section explores a range of drivers of children’s contact with the justice system, drawing on 
our Dropping off the Edge (DOTE) research and structured local interviews with our staff, partner 
organisations, program participants and community members in Mount Druitt. 

3.1 Entrenchment of poverty and unequal access to resources in families and neighbourhoods 

The entrenchment of poverty and unequal access to resources in families and neighbourhoods is one of 
four structural drivers of justice system contact identified in research from the University of New South 
Wales (UNSW) on the social determinants of justice.13 We know that disadvantage is not randomly 
distributed. Rather, it is geographically concentrated, persistent across generations, and strongly 
predictive of justice system contact.  

Our most recent DOTE report in 2021 found disadvantage within NSW is concentrated in a small number 
of communities, with 13% of locations accounting for 55% of the most disadvantaged positions across all 
indicators. These communities experience a complex web of disadvantage that make it challenging to 
improve life opportunities.14 Almost every location experiencing the greatest disadvantage in NSW is 
located outside Sydney: 37 of the 40 most disadvantaged areas are outside Sydney, with all those located 
in the Greater Sydney area found in Western Sydney.  

The most common forms of severe disadvantage in places ranking highly on indicators of disadvantage 
are intergenerational unemployment; family violence; and young people leaving school early without 
engaging in subsequent employment or learning – all factors linked with a higher risk of contact with the 
youth justice system.  

A lack of affordable housing is another major factor in young people’s contact with the justice system. In 
Western Sydney and communities like Mount Druitt, where rental costs are high and overcrowding is a 
major issue, many young people experience housing instability. Young people seeking out safe places to 
stay may end up associating with adults engaging in criminal activity – a rational, safety-driven decision 
that can lead to their own incarceration.   

"I know kids I interact with now that have very little safe places to go – they know it’s safer to go 
to a person’s house that sells drugs, or do something criminal during winter because it’s cold and 
they will be safer in the youth justice centre than a youth home. That’s the choices that they’re 
making." 

 

13 McCausland & Baldry (2023). Op cit.  
14 Dropping off the Edge 2021 (DOTE21), the fifth in the series, includes four indicators in the ‘community safety’ 
domain: substantiated child maltreatment cases; juvenile convictions; prison admissions; and domestic or family 
violence protection orders. The other domains are: social distress; health; economic; education; lifetime 
disadvantage; and environment. 
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— Staff member, Jesuit Social Services’ Mt Druitt team  

A particular driver of justice system contact we're aware of through our work in Western Sydney is that 
adults – not always family members – may coerce and groom young people into criminal activity with 
promises of connection, family and belonging. Where these needs are not being met within families or 
supported by services (due to lack of government funding) , young people may seek out support from 
other networks, with damaging long term consequences.  

"A massive driver [of justice system contact] is if a kid doesn't have a safe place to go, they just 
want to connect. These kids are doing sentences to protect adults because that criminal network 
is the only place offering them safety, food, and shelter. They will go where they feel connected, 
loved and supported if that's the only safe place there is." 

— Staff member, Jesuit Social Services’ Mt Druitt team 

The evidence is clear that entrenched poverty and intersecting forms of disadvantage are major 
structural drivers of young people’s contact with the justice system. While persistent, such entrenched 
disadvantage can be shifted with meaningful support that builds on the strengths of communities. 
Locally-driven, place-based approaches are critical to this effort.   

Justice reinvestment provides an example of such a place-based approach, as seen through the work of 
Just Reinvest NSW (which encompasses the Mounty Yarns project in Mount Druitt) and the National 
Justice Reinvestment Program, both of which seek to address First Nations overrepresentation in the 
justice system.  

The principles of justice reinvestment – place-based, community-led, data-driven approaches to inform 
local solutions – are applicable beyond First Nations contexts to any community (postcode or cohort) 
with high rates of justice system contact. For these initiatives to succeed, meaningful investment and 
support from all levels of government is required. This includes access to data, support for capacity-
building so communities can take ownership of the process, and funding to sustain and expand the 
availability of community-based prevention and early intervention initiatives. 

Another place-based model responding to and addressing youth offending is the Violence Reduction 
Unit (VRU) approach first established in Glasgow, Scotland in 2005, and more recently the basis of an 
approach adopted by the Victorian Government. Since the Scottish VRU was established, violence and 
homicide has reduced significantly (with a 60% reduction in homicide across Glasgow and 52% across 
Scotland), with the greatest reduction taking place in the younger age group (under 35s).15  

In Victoria, the newly established VRU has defined five key principles:16 

• Taking a preventative and public health approach to address the root causes of violence 

• Coordinating across Government and local services  

• Using data and intelligence to target its interventions when and where they’re needed most 

• Investing in and delivering the programs that are proven to turn people away from crime 

• Engaging directly with the Victorian public and the communities most affected by violence 

The Victorian Government has stated the VRU will operate across Government to tackle and disrupt 
violence, including in education, health, mental health, victim support, housing, police, the community 
sector and the justice system. It will be a community-driven approach relying on the support and 

 

15 Scottish Police Authority (2024). Scottish Violence Reduction Unit Annual Report - 18 September 2024. (Weblink) 
16 Premier of Victoria (2025). Media release: Violence Reduction Unit To Stop Crime Before It Starts. (Weblink) 

https://www.ag.gov.au/legal-system/justice-reinvestment
https://www.ag.gov.au/legal-system/justice-reinvestment
https://www.spa.police.uk/publication-library/scottish-violence-reduction-unit-annual-report-18-september-2024/background/
https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/violence-reduction-unit-stop-it-starts
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participation of locals. It’s encouraging to see this approach in Victoria, but its success will be dependent 
on the level of investment, well-resourced implementation, and its interaction with a broader suite of 
policies in the state. 

Recommendations 

5. Support place-based approaches, including: 

• Provide long term support and funding for justice reinvestment approaches, 
including for Just Reinvest NSW as well as NSW projects supported as part of 
the National Justice Reinvestment Program (two NSW projects to date).  

• Consider establishing a 'Violence Reduction Unit' to take a preventative and 
public health approach to address the root causes of violence in areas with high 
rates of youth justice contact. 

d 

 

3.2 Failure to respond to childhood abuse, violence and trauma  

The overwhelming majority of children in the justice system have experienced violence, abuse and/or 
neglect. Around nine in ten young people in youth detention have histories of trauma, and between half 
and two-thirds have previously been known to child protection services.17 This is not a coincidence, but a 
well established causal pathway.  

Research has found that childhood experiences of violence and associated trauma, where left untreated, 
increase the risk of future perpetration and victimisation.18 For example, a 2022 ANROWS study found 
that young people who had experienced both child abuse and had grown up in homes where there was 
family violence were 9.2 times more likely to use violence in the home compared to those who had 
not.19 Further, findings from Jesuit Social Services’ 2025 Adolescent Man Box study show that harms 
enacted by adolescent boys outside the family context – which can lead to justice system contact – 
are often accompanied by their own experiences of violence.20 The study found that, of adolescent boys 
who report using aggression in the past month, over 80 per cent also report having been victimised in 
the same period.   

Australia has a system where children are too often both invisible as victims and hyper-visible as 
offenders. Addressing the harms of victimisation and supporting young victim-survivors to recover and 
heal is a critical aspect of prevention. In 2024, the report from the Australian Government’s Rapid 
Review of Prevention Approaches, Unlocking the Prevention Potential, emphasised the critical need to 
recognise children and young people as victim-survivors of domestic, family, and sexual violence in their 
own right.21  

 

17 Australian Institute for Health and Welfare (AIHW) (2024). Young people under youth justice supervision and 
their interaction with the child protection system 2022–23. (Weblink); Baidawi & Sheehan (2019). 'Crossover kids': 
Offending by child protection-involved youth. AIC. (Weblink) 
18 Salter et al. (2023). Identifying and understanding child sexual offending behaviours and attitudes among 
Australian men. Jesuit Social Services & University of New South Wales. (Weblink); Fitz-Gibbon et al. (2022). 
Adolescent family violence in Australia: A national study of prevalence, history of childhood victimisation and 
impacts (Research report, 15/2022). ANROWS...  
19 Fitz-Gibbon (2022). Op cit.  
20 The Men’s Project (2025). The Adolescent Man Box: Findings from a survey with Australian adolescents aged 14-
18 years, Jesuit Social Services. (Weblink) 
21 Campbell et al. (2024). Unlocking the Prevention Potential: Accelerating action to end domestic, family and 
sexual violence. Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet. (Weblink) 

https://jss.org.au/programs/the-adolescent-man-box/
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/youth-justice/young-people-youth-justice-supervision-2022-23/summary
https://www.aic.gov.au/publications/tandi/tandi582
https://www.humanrights.unsw.edu.au/sites/default/files/documents/Identifying%20and%20understanding%20child%20sexual%20offending%20behaviour%20and%20attitudes%20among%20Australian%20men.pdf
https://jss.org.au/programs/the-adolescent-man-box/
https://www.pmc.gov.au/resources/unlocking-the-prevention-potential
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The victimisation of children and young people – sometimes repeated and ongoing – is enabled by 
failures of systems such as education, child protection and mental health and exemplified by Simon’s 
story below. Frequently, these systems do not recognise or respond to children’s experiences of violence 
or abuse. This is made clear by the fact that cohorts overrepresented in the youth justice system22 are 
often correspondingly underrepresented in other service systems, such as health care, education and 
housing.23  

CASE STUDY  Simon — when no one intervenes 

Simon (not his real name) was a young boy with Pasifika heritage living in Western Sydney. 
Throughout his childhood, he lived with his grandmother and had no reliable father figure.  

Simon was strong and brave, with a positive outlook on life. Yet from a young age, he was sexually 
abused by a family member. Cultural stigma and feelings of shame meant he never disclosed the 
abuse, nor was the resulting trauma ever identified by the child protection system, or by any 
education, health or community service organisation that Simon interacted with. 

Feeling unsafe at home, he began spending nights at the park with other young people, using 
alcohol to numb his trauma. Simon fell in with a peer group who engaged in theft and, despite 
not being directly involved in criminal activity, was eventually incarcerated. This led to him cycling 
through the youth justice system throughout his teenage years, with a pattern of offending and 
incarceration continuing into adulthood. Eventually, he was sent to a maximum security prison. 
Simon later became involved in an organised criminal gang.  

Simon’s journey encapsulates the full system failure sequence: abuse that was never identified, 

trauma that was never treated, and alcohol use as a trauma response; early incarceration for 

tangential involvement in offending which accelerated, rather than interrupted, his criminal 

trajectory; and a justice system that punished the symptom while ignoring the cause.  

Despite this, since his release from prison Simon has started to change his trajectory with support 
from a local community organisation which is both culturally safe and trauma-informed. He has 
now started working for this same organisation to support other young people growing up in 
circumstances like those he experienced.  

There also remains a lack of support services available for child victim-survivors, and significant gaps 
regarding what constitutes effective recovery and healing responses for children and young people who 
experience domestic, family and sexual violence. Much of the existing service system architecture has 
been designed around adult victim-survivors, with comparatively limited attention to the distinct 
developmental, relational and therapeutic needs of children and young people who experience violence 
and abuse. Where supports for children do exist, practice approaches, service availability and workforce 
capability remain variable across locations and service contexts. In particular, there is limited 
documented understanding of the specific practice elements and discrete techniques that are most likely 
to support effective recovery and healing outcomes for child victim-survivors. A better understanding of 
these “common elements” of effective interventions is required to strengthen efforts to support healing 
and recovery for children and young people. 

 

 

22 Including First Nations children and young people; culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds; with 
disabilities or complex needs; who have experience with out of home care; and 18–25-year-olds. 
23 Smart Justice for Young People (2023). Working Together: Action plan to end the over-representation of 
particular groups of young people in the criminal justice system. (Weblink). 

https://www.westjustice.org.au/cms_uploads/docs/workingtogether_sj4yps-action-plan-to-end-the-over-representation-of-particular-groups-of-young-people-in-the-cjs1.pdf
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Recommendations 

6. Conduct an independent mapping exercise of services that support healing and 
recovery from violence, abuse and trauma for children and young people in NSW to 
understand availability and barriers to access. 

7. Increase the availability of and access to trauma-informed, gender-responsive programs 
that support healing and recovery, addressing known gaps and those identified through 
the recommended service mapping exercise. 

8. Invest in research to identify and synthesise the practice elements and discrete 
techniques most likely to support safe, effective and age-appropriate recovery and 
healing for child-victim survivors, and inform strengthened service design and practice.  

9. Invest to increase the capacity of the justice system, including police, to respond to 
childhood violence, trauma and abuse in ways that are consistently timely, 
accountable, culturally safe and trauma informed. This should include:  

• regular and ongoing training for all police which assists them to adequately 
facilitate justice for victim-survivors, perpetrators and their families  

• independent specialists who can respond to the unique needs of diverse 
groups.  

10. Build proactive, consistent early intervention responses into universal systems (such as 
health and education) that identify and respond to violence long before crisis occurs. 

11. Centre the voices of children and young people not only in service delivery but in all 
levels of system design, policy-making, and reform efforts. 

 

3.3 A gendered lens on youth justice contact   

Boys and young men make up the clear majority of young people with justice system contact in NSW at 
every stage: police proceedings, court, supervision and custody. For example, in 2024-25 males made up 
79% of young people under community-based supervision; and 97% of young people sentenced to 
detention.24 Offending – and particularly violent offending – is heavily gendered, and efforts to prevent 
offending must be gender-responsive. 

Jesuit Social Services’ The Man Box (2024) and Adolescent Man Box (2025) studies have made a critical 
contribution to the evidence on the association between adherence to masculine stereotypes (the ‘Man 
Box rules’) and the behaviours of men and boys. Our Adolescent Man Box research has also found an 
association between personal agreement with the need to be manly, poor mental health outcomes and 
a range of harmful behaviours, including coercive and controlling behaviours. For example, of boys who 
most strongly agreed with the need to conform to rigid masculine norms:   

• 27% believe if a man is violent to his female partner, she probably deserved it 

• 35% believe a boy should decide what a girl does during sex 

• 35% agreed that if a teenage boy has a girlfriend, he should know where she is all the time 

• 42% believe it’s normal to continually check who their partner is communicating with 

• 39% had engaged in bullying, physical violence or sexual harassment in the past month  

• 35% would probably retaliate if rejected 

 

24 BOCSAR (2025). Youth Justice Profile. (Weblink) 

https://jss.org.au/what-we-do/gender-justice/the-man-box-2024/
https://jss.org.au/what-we-do/gender-justice/the-adolescent-man-box/
https://www.nsw.gov.au/legal-and-justice/youth-justice/about/statistics/youth-justice-profile?utm#toc-gender-of-young-people-in-youth-justice-nsw
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• 85% reported experiencing a poor mental health symptom in the past two weeks.25 

These research findings highlight the need to focus on decreasing adherence to harmful masculine 
norms as part of prevention and early intervention efforts that seek to address gender-based violence 
and other harmful and coercive behaviours which may bring young people into contact with the justice 
system.  

As the previous section outlined, boys who have themselves been victims of family violence or child 
abuse are at higher risk of using violence or other harmful behaviours. In the context of preventing 
justice system contact, this link between victimisation and use of violence points to the importance of 
early intervention with young people, with a particular focus on boys. Work with men and boys to 
prevent violence and intervene earlier has increased in recent years, but it is still far from sufficient if we 
are to make meaningful progress in reducing violence and other harmful behaviours. Recommendations 
for building workforce capacity for gender-responsive prevention and early intervention are addressed in 
section 5 Evidence-based and community-led responses that prevent offending and reoffending.   

For girls and young women, the link between childhood victimisation and justice system contact is even 
stronger, with their pathways into the youth justice system disproportionately involving victimisation, 
family violence, and sexual abuse that goes unaddressed. For girls, an out of home care placement is 
more likely to be associated with increased involvement in youth offending than for boys (whose 
offending is more likely linked to school disengagement and peer offending): 76.6% of girls under youth 
justice supervision in NSW in 2022-23 had an interaction with the child protection system, compared to 
58.3% of boys.26 For many girls, the youth justice system is not the first system to have failed them, 
merely the latest. 

Research by the NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research (BOCSAR) found legal actions against 
young females aged 10 to 17 years grew by 20% in the decade to 2023, while legal actions against young 
males remained stable.27 This rise in girls’ justice contact is consistent with a broader national trend. 
Women are now the fastest-growing group in Australian prisons overall, with a 40% increase in the 
number of adult females criminally proceeded against by NSW Police in the decade to 2023,28 and the 
evidence points clearly to youth justice contact as a key precursor. Investing in gender-responsive 
diversion and support for girls is therefore not only the right thing to do for those young women — it is 
essential to reversing the growth in women's incarceration. 

A gender-responsive approach to justice contact for girls requires action at every point along the 
trajectory. Prevention and early intervention means identifying girls who are experiencing or at risk of 
domestic and family violence, sexual violence, abuse and exploitation, and funding services that reach 
them before they come into contact with police – including support for healing and recovery. This should 
include gender-responsive and trauma-informed youth mental health and alcohol and other drug (AOD) 
services. At the diversion stage, it means police and courts understanding that girls' offending behaviour 
is frequently a trauma response, and ensuring diversion pathways are equipped to respond to the 
underlying harm rather than just the presenting offence. Within the justice system, it means gender-
specific therapeutic programming, dedicated support for girls with histories of sexual violence, and staff 
training in trauma-informed gender-responsive practice. Post-release, it means recognising that girls may 
be returning to households where abuse is ongoing and providing alternative, safe housing options to 
reduce the risk of further abuse (and in turn the risk of reoffending). 

 

25 The Men’s Project (2025). Op cit. 
26 AIHW (2024). Op cit.  
27 BOCSAR (2024). Trends in female offending New South Wales: 2014 to 2023. (Weblink) 
28 ABS (2025). Prisoners in Australia 2025.  (Weblink)  

https://bocsar.nsw.gov.au/media/2024/mr-trends-female-offending-bb173.html
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Recommendations 

12. Require Youth Justice NSW to publish gender-disaggregated data on pathways, 
diversions, detention and post-release outcomes, to make girls' and young women’s 
experiences visible in the evidence base. 

13. Commission a gender-responsive audit of youth detention facilities in NSW to assess 
whether current programs, staffing and physical environments adequately meet the 
needs of girls and young women, and fill any identified gaps. 

14. Develop and fund a gender-responsive diversion pathway for girls and young women, 
specifically designed to address trauma and victimisation histories rather than treating 
girls' offending behaviour in isolation. 

15. Ensure post-release support programs specifically address the needs of girls and young 
women, including providing alternative, secure housing for those who would otherwise 
return to unsafe households. 

 

3.4 Unmet disability and mental health needs 

Disability and mental health needs among justice-involved young people are widespread, severely 
underserviced, and often identified late. The absence of timely, accessible support for children and 
young people, particularly those experiencing intersecting forms of disadvantage, is a central driver of 
offending behaviour. Young people who cannot access diagnosis, treatment or support will find other 
ways to cope, which often brings them into contact with the law. 

Long wait times for disability diagnosis and support 

Children and young people with disability are overrepresented in the youth justice system. A 2023 
BOCSAR study found that young people with disability comprised 7.7% of all young people with an 
offence before the age of 18 and 17.4% of those with an episode in youth detention, compared to 3.5% 
of all young people.29 They also demonstrate a different offending profile, more often having contact for 
violent offences (including domestic violence offences); property offences; sexual assault and related 
offences; and offences against justice procedures, government security and government operations.30 

Research from the University of Melbourne identifies three reasons for the overrepresentation of 
children with cognitive disabilities and neurodiversity.31 Firstly, cognitive disability and neurodiversity can 
lead to school disengagement, which places a young person at higher risk of offending. Secondly, having 
a cognitive disability or neurodiversity is strongly correlated with child maltreatment, neglect and 
trauma, which can lead to antisocial behaviour. And thirdly, children who do offend and have a disability 
may not understand the police or court process and are more susceptible to interview and cross-
examination techniques in police stations or courtrooms. 

Underlying all this is a failure of early diagnosis and support, often impacted by the cost of assessments 
and lack of access to services and specialists. In Mount Druitt, parents and carers seeking support for 
their children face lengthy wait times to see specialists. The paediatrician clinic at Jesuit Social Services’ 
Willmot Hub has a ten-month waitlist and has been overwhelmed with demand since it was established 
in mid-2022.  

 

29 Boiteux & Poynton (2023). Offending by young people with disability: A NSW linkage study. BOCSAR. (Weblink) 
30 Boiteux & Poynton (2023). Op cit.  
31 McVilly et al. (2022). Identifying and responding to young people with cognitive disability and neurodiversity in 
Australian and Aotearoa New Zealand youth justice systems. Psychiatry, Psychology and Law, 30:6. (Weblink) 

https://bocsar.nsw.gov.au/research-evaluations/2023/cjb254-offending-by-young-people-with-disability.html
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13218719.2022.2124548
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During a long wait for disability support, challenges to children’s ability to function throughout the day – 
to get adequate sleep, access medication, and engage with schooling – often compound, leaving them to 
look for other ways to cope. The failure of schools to support students with these challenges (explored 
further in section 3.5 below) can lead to disengagement or exclusion from the education system, further 
increasing the risk of justice system contact. 

"Late diagnosis of ASD, ADHD and other conditions is a significant issue. The cost of assessments 
is prohibitive for low-socioeconomic families, so kids are being diagnosed incredibly late — at 14 
or 15 — without understanding their own needs or their medication. When they don't 
understand why they're experiencing what they're experiencing, they gravitate towards illegal 
substances to cope. That's a really significant and underacknowledged pathway into the justice 
system." 

— Staff member, Jesuit Social Services’ Mt Druitt team 

Limited access to mental health support  

Access to timely and appropriate mental health support is one of the most significant challenges facing 
the community we work with in Western Sydney. Due to workforce shortages and under-resourcing, 
public mental health services in Western Sydney are often only accessible to those experiencing the 
most serious and urgent mental health crises and suicidal distress. Even in cases of immediate and acute 
distress – for example, where there has been a suicide attempt – community members often struggle to 
access mental health crisis services. Our staff report that only a minority of people who are experienced 
at advocacy, navigating the system and “saying the right things” can access services.  

We are particularly concerned by the lack of mental health support available for children – especially 
those aged under 13. We are witnessing increasing rates of self-harm, suicidal ideation and suicide 
attempts among young children in the Western Sydney community, but the system response is severely 
lacking. In this context it is not surprising that young people experiencing mental ill health make 
decisions that lead to justice system contact – including engaging in anti-social or violent behaviour and 
substance misuse. 

As with children and young people struggling with an undiagnosed disability, our staff in Mount Druitt 
observe that a lack of mental health supports leads many young people to self-medicate with harmful or 
illegal substances which are more readily available than treatment through the healthcare system.  

"If you were to say to them [a family member] ‘I need some E, marijuana, illegal tobacco – how 
much, where can I get it, what are the effects?’ – [you] can get it in a heartbeat. There’s a huge 
gap between the education and accessibility of the illegal side of things, compared to the 
education and accessibility of the legal things that should be available." 

— Staff member, Jesuit Social Services’ Mt Druitt team 

 

 

"It took two years and my child trying to end their life six or seven times, going to the emergency 
room, before he was eligible for substantive mental health support. Two years and seven visits. 
And I know how to navigate the system." 

— Parent, Mt Druitt community 
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Recommendations 

16. Improve access to timely and affordable disability and mental health assessments that 
provide the foundation for access to appropriate support services, especially for 
children.  

17. Significantly increase resourcing of mental health services and address workforce 
shortages to support timely access to affordable mental healthcare before people reach 
crisis point. In particular, invest in dedicated mental health services for children and 
young people, including those under the age of 13, with a focus on early intervention in 
the community 

 

3.5 School disengagement and educational exclusion 

School disengagement is both a driver and an early warning sign of justice contact.32 Conversely, school 
engagement is a protective factor against offending, but too often the education system accelerates 
justice system contact through exclusion, inadequate support, and a failure to understand and address 
the circumstances behind children and young people’s disengagement. While schools can act as sites of 
early identification and intervention for children and young people at risk of justice system contact, a 
lack of resources and funding – particularly to support student mental health and manage behavioural 
issues – poses significant challenges. 

When it comes to supports for children at risk of school disengagement due to mental health or other 
challenges, the NSW Department of Education funds the School Counselling Service, but our staff 
emphasise that the program is under-resourced. They report that one counsellor/psychologist is 
expected to service four or five schools, meaning they are available only one day per week at each 
school, falling far short of demand. Parents in the Mount Druitt community tell us they have to “beg” to 
see a school counsellor.  

Lack of access to school psychologists also acts a barrier to accessing other services. For example, we 
understand the school psychologist is required to sign off applications for additional support - such as 
Integration Funding Support for a child to have a learning support worker, to be allocated to a support 
class, or to be transferred to a school that has a support class. This lack of support contributes to school 
disengagement and increases the likelihood that a young person will come into contact with the justice 
system.  

"If [a child has] got to work out somewhere safe to stay, where to eat, the first thing they’re going 
to drop is school. It's overwhelming, at school there's peer pressure to present themselves in a 
certain way, and they know the education department is likely to be the first to make a DCJ [child 
protection] report. There’s a lot of fear of family separation." 

— Staff member, Jesuit Social Services’ Mt Druitt team 

Schools have the potential to be critical sites of early intervention for children and young people at risk 
of justice system contact. With adequate resources, schools can make available supports such as 
counsellors, learning support, restorative practice and intensive outreach. Violence and antisocial 
behaviour in school settings are among the most visible and actionable early indicators of future justice 
contact, yet schools' dominant response of suspension and exclusion consistently makes the trajectory 
worse. In NSW in 2023, one in 12 secondary school students was suspended, with students identified as 

 

32 McCausland & Baldry (2023). Op cit.  
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receiving disability adjustments accounting for almost 48% of all students suspended.33 For these 
students, whose behavioural issues often result from undiagnosed or unsupported mental health or 
disability needs, or are a response to their own experiences of violence or trauma, school exclusion adds 
another driver towards justice system contact. 

In Victoria, Jesuit Social Services is trialling a restorative approach to addressing school disengagement, 
reducing violence in schools and improving student and staff wellbeing. The ReEngage model uses 
restorative practice to address underlying conflict and improve relationships in school communities. 
Building on a previous pilot, the program uses a training and coaching model to gradually and iteratively 
embed restorative practice across participating schools. This in turn builds schools’ capacity to address 
conflict and violence, resolve disputes and, most importantly, improve everyday interactions and 
relationships within the school. These changes contribute to a reduced need to engage police in relation 
to school incidents and a decrease in disengagement from education by students.  

CASE STUDY ReEngage – embedding restorative practice in schools 

ReEngage is a collaboration between Jesuit Social Services and the Victorian Department of 
Education, working with a small number of schools in Melbourne’s north to embed the use of 
restorative practices, which have been shown to decrease school disengagement and violence in 
schools, and improve student and staff wellbeing.  

This project is based on a smaller pilot project undertaken by Jesuit Social Services in 2018–19 
which had preliminary results showing significant decreases in external and internal suspensions 
and exits from school. The pilot’s evaluation recommended that a program to embed restorative 
practice be developed for all schools.  

ReEngage is now working to develop a detailed and flexible approach to implementing restorative 
practices in all schools Victoria-wide, which will be promoted to the Victorian Department of 
Education for implementation as part of the project. An external evaluation is being undertaken 
by Victoria University. 

 

Recommendations 

18. Expand access to (and provide more public information about) school-based/education-
related mental health supports – such as the School Counselling Service, Integration 
Funding Support and support classes – to improve students’ mental health outcomes 
and enable them to remain engaged in education.   

19. Embed restorative practice in schools, beginning with a pilot based on Jesuit Social 
Services’ ReEngage model. 

 

3.6 Cultural disconnection and systemic racism  

Beyond the structural drivers explored above, some cohorts face additional and compounding risk 
factors for contact with the youth justice system. For First Nations young people and those from 
culturally and racially marginalised groups — including Pasifika and African-Australian communities — 
these include cultural disconnection, a disrupted sense of belonging, and the direct impact of racial 
profiling and over-policing – challenges which intersect and compound. 

 

33 NSW Department of Education. Full Year 2023 Suspensions and Expulsions. (Weblink) 

https://data.nsw.gov.au/data/dataset/2b71f581-e36f-42c9-813a-436dbf77548d/resource/6854f9d7-12fd-4bf4-b16d-262161f2ea25/download/full-year-2023-suspensions-and-expulsions.pdf
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First Nations young people 

The overrepresentation of First Nations children in the NSW youth justice system is a persistent, 
worsening failure that the NSW Government has committed, under Closing the Gap, to address. In 
September 2025, 60% of young people in detention in NSW were Aboriginal, despite First Nations 
children and young people making up only 4.5% of the NSW population aged 10–17.34  

The NSW Government's Strategic Plan 2024–2030 commits to reform, but commitments without 
resourcing and accountability are insufficient. Current First Nations-specific programs are operating at 
maximum capacity and unable to meet demand. Funding is not proportionate to the scale of 
overrepresentation, and this gap must be addressed as a matter of urgency.  

"Even when they return [from prison] to the community there has to be availability. They might 
have been referred to one or two First Nations programs, but their capacity is quite limited. There 
are absolutely more First Nations kids in the youth justice system than program spaces available." 

— Staff member, Jesuit Social Services’ Mt Druitt team 

A 2026 report from the NSW Audit Office made a number of damning findings regarding support for First 
Nations people in custody and post-release, including that Corrective Services NSW and Youth Justice 
NSW “have not embedded formal partnerships and shared decision-making [with First Nations 
stakeholders], or established a healing framework and therapeutic model of care for First Nations 
peoples, as required by Closing the Gap and the NSW Government’s Aboriginal Affairs Plan, OCHRE,” nor 
do they track spending or outcomes for First Nations peoples.35  

Racial profiling and over-policing of culturally diverse young people 

First Nations young people are not the only group experiencing disproportionate contact with the justice 
system. Young people from Pasifika and African-Australian backgrounds are also overrepresented, and 
the evidence points clearly to over-policing as a contributing factor. 

Research on police stops in Victoria found strong evidence that racial appearance — not crime — is 
triggering police attention and subsequent conduct, particularly for Aboriginal, African, Pasifika and 
Middle Eastern-appearing people.36 While this research is not NSW-specific, it reflects a pattern that our 
staff observe directly in Western Sydney. 

Pre-emptive and risk-based policing tactics result in targeted monitoring and surveillance of First 
Nations, Pasifika and African-background young people, and uneven use of police discretion, including in 
decisions about cautions and diversion. This draws multicultural young people deeper into the justice 
system. The dynamic is then compounded by media representations that racialise crime, generating fear 
and prejudice that in turn shapes police behaviour and community responses.  

Racial profiling has consequences that extend well beyond individual incidents. It erodes trust in police 
and services, meaning young people from these communities are less likely to seek help when they need 
it, and more likely to find belonging in networks that feel accessible, such as peers and/or adults 
engaged in anti-social and criminal behaviour. 

 

 

34 BOCSAR (2025). NSW Closing the Gap Target 11 Quarterly Report. (Weblink) 
35 Audit Office of NSW (2026). Support for First Nations peoples in custody and post-release to reduce reoffending. 
(Weblink) 
36 Hopkins & Popovic (2024). Do Australian Police Engage in Racial Profiling? A method for identifying racial 
profiling in the absence of police data. Current Issues in Criminal Justice. (Weblink) 

https://bocsar.nsw.gov.au/documents/topic-areas/aboriginal-over-representation/target-11-young-people/NSW_Closing_the_Gap_Target_11_Quarterly_Report_Sept_2025.pdf
https://www.audit.nsw.gov.au/our-work/reports/support-for-first-nations-peoples-in-custody-and-post-release-to-reduce-reoffending
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10345329.2024.2326709
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Cultural disconnection  

For young people navigating these intersecting pressures, cultural disconnection can be an active driver 
of justice contact. Where families and communities have been fractured – including as a result of over-
policing and incarceration – and formal services and systems fail to offer culturally grounded connection, 
young people find it elsewhere. This may include through peer networks that draw them toward harm. 

"One of the big issues is feeling like we don't belong. In Australia, you don’t belong, but you also 
don’t belong in the country where you’re from. You look the part but don't speak the part – this 
creates issues around belonging and leads people to look for belonging in the wrong places, and 
ending up in youth justice." 

— Provider of cultural programs, Western Sydney  

Cultural programs, language classes and community mentoring can be profoundly protective against 
justice system contact, providing positive role models, cultural grounding and a sense of identity and 
belonging that formal government systems cannot replicate. The importance of such programs is 
recognised by NSW government agencies, who refer children and young people to community programs 
but often expect them to be offered free of charge. The case study below illustrates what this looks like 
in practice, and the unsustainable conditions under which such programs currently operate. 

CASE STUDY  Cultural connection in practice 

Mele (name has been changed) delivers a cultural program at two Juvenile Justice Centres in 
Sydney, teaching Pasifika values, language, and traditional practice. The program is available to all 
young people regardless of background, and has received strongly positive feedback and high 
engagement. 

Mele also delivers cultural programs in the community, which allows practitioners to identify 
early risk signs in children not yet in the justice system: children living in unstable housing, with 
undiagnosed mental health conditions, or struggling with caregiving burdens that could lead to 
school disengagement. These children are often invisible to formal services. 

While Mele's services can be redeemed with creative and active vouchers provided by Services 
NSW, it does not receive government funding for its community programs. This is despite children 
and young people being referred to Mele by child protection. Fees for Mele classes are low – 
$25-30 per child per session – yet even this small contribution is often not met by government 
agencies making referrals. 

Given this lack of funding, Mele has had to rely on other community organisations to enable 
them to deliver their programs. This is the funding model that community-led programs are 
expected to operate within, and it is not sustainable. 

 

Recommendations 

20. Provide flexible, recurrent funding for community-led cultural programs serving First 
Nations, Pasifika and African-Australian young people at risk of justice contact, on the 
basis of 'pay what it costs' — recognising that these programs are delivering prevention 
work that statutory agencies cannot replicate. 
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21. Develop and fund a NSW Government action plan to address the overrepresentation of 
First Nations young people in the youth justice system, with measurable targets, 
community co-design, independent evaluation and public accountability — consistent 
with the Youth Justice NSW Strategic Plan 2024–2030 and NSW's Closing the Gap 
obligations. 

22. Commission an independent review of NSW Police practices regarding the use of 
discretionary powers — including stop and search, cautions and diversion — with 
particular attention to their differential application by race and ethnicity, and develop a 
publicly monitored anti-racial profiling policy. 

23. Require Youth Justice NSW to collect and publish disaggregated data on justice contact 
by cultural background, including for Pasifika and African-Australian young people, so 
that overrepresentation is visible and can be addressed. 

 

3.7 The impact of the online environment 

The online environment is having a significant and growing impact on both young people's offending 
behaviour and their safety. The nature and reach of online platforms has changed the context in which 
offending occurs, introduced new types of harmful behaviour, and created complex challenges for legal 
frameworks that were largely designed before these technologies existed. This was highlighted in new 
research from the Tasmanian Law Reform Initiative, which found that the application of child 
exploitation offences to young people was problematic in the context that many young people 
voluntarily create and share images of themselves, pointing to the need for the law to be reviewed and 
clarified.37 

The increase in peer-perpetrated child sexual abuse38 reflects, in part, the influence of pornography that 
is freely and readily accessible to children online. An increasing body of evidence links early exposure to 
pornography with harmful sexual behaviour displayed by young people. Professionals in this field are 
observing that children and young people who do not appear to have high levels of childhood trauma or 
adversity are displaying harmful sexual behaviours due to viewing pornography.39 This is increasingly 
recognised as a public health concern warranting early education and prevention responses rather than 
solely a justice system response. 

In 2019, Jesuit Social Services began collaborating with the University of Melbourne on the Worried 
About Sex and Pornography Project, which arose from our work delivering the child sexual abuse 
prevention service Stop It Now! and findings from the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to 
Child Sexual Abuse, which identified a gap in secondary prevention services in Australia that work with 
children and young people who are worried about their sexual thoughts or behaviours. This has led to 
the development of What’s ok? Australia, an early intervention service to address problematic and 
harmful sexual behaviour among young people.  

 

 

37 Tasmania Law Reform Institute (2026). An Evaluation of Youth Justice System Responses to Allegations of Sexual 
Offending by Young People (Research Paper No 10).  
38 The Australian Child Maltreatment Study (ACMS) revealed that in contemporary Australian society, more children 
(defined in the ACMS as people under the age of 18) experience sexual abuse by an adolescent perpetrator than by 
an adult perpetrator, see: Mathews et al (2024). Child sexual abuse by different classes and types of perpetrator: 
Prevalence and trends from an Australian national survey. Child Abuse & Neglect, 147. (Weblink) 
39 McKibbin et al. (2022). Clusters of risk associated with harmful sexual behaviour onset for children and young 
people: Opportunities for early intervention. Journal of Sexual Aggression. 30(2). 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2023.106562
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CASE STUDY  What’s ok? Australia – a national online early intervention service addressing 
problematic and harmful sexual behaviour of young people 

Jesuit Social Services has collaborated with academics and practitioners to develop What’s ok? 
Australia, a new online early intervention service for young people at risk of, or who have 
engaged in harmful sexual behaviours.  

The service will include an anonymous helpline service delivered via multiple modes (including 
live chat and phone) and a website with educational content. It is designed to support young 
people who are concerned about their own or someone else’s sexual thoughts or behaviours, 
including the use of pornography, as well as parents, carers, and professionals who are worried 
about a young person’s harmful sexual behaviour. 

The website and a helpline service (with limited hours) will be launched in early 2026 with 
philanthropic support, providing resources for young people who are worried about their own or 
another young person’s harmful sexual behaviour, however funding has not been secured to 
support the full out of the service. 

The influence of social media on offending patterns, in particular sharing of videos depicting offending 
on social media, also warrants specific attention. NSW Premier Chris Minns said in March 2024 “There's 
strong circumstantial evidence provided to the government by NSW Police that this exhibition-like 
behaviour is in fact encouraging further and repeated criminal behaviour”.40 NSW has joined other 
Australian jurisdictions in introducing ‘post and boast’ laws which introduce a new performance crime 
offence targeting those who advertise certain crimes on social media.41 Rather than acting as a 
deterrent, we are concerned that this legislative response will serve to increase the number of children 
involved with the justice system.  

The online environment also creates serious risks for young people as victims. Practices that have 
become normalised among young people — including location tracking and the sharing of intimate 
images — can be weaponised as tools of control, coercion and abuse. Technology-facilitated abuse 
encompasses a range of behaviours including monitoring and stalking a victim's whereabouts in real 
time, remotely accessing and controlling their digital devices, and repeatedly sending abusive or 
threatening messages. Research confirms that young people and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people are disproportionately affected by image-based abuse, which is associated with serious 
psychological harms including anxiety, depression and suicidal ideation.42  

Jesuit Social Services’ Adolescent Man Box survey helps to build an understanding of the pressures 
young people face and ways to improve wellbeing, promote respectful behaviour and reduce violence – 
including in connection with the online environment. The recommendations below draw on the findings 
from this research, with further detail on implementation available in the full report. We previously 
made two of these recommendations in our submission to the NSW inquiry into the impacts of harmful 
pornography, however the government’s response to the inquiry did not directly respond to these 
recommendations.  

 

 

40 Bannister & Bodkin (2024). News article: More kids to be locked up in youth crime crackdown, Canberra Times 
(accessed 26.3.26). (Weblink)  
41 NSW Government (2024). Ministerial media release: New bail and performance crime laws passed to prevent 
youth crime. (Weblink) 
42 Flynn, A. (2022). Preventing image-based abuse in Australia: The role of bystanders. AIC. (Weblink) 

https://jss.org.au/programs/the-adolescent-man-box/
https://jss.org.au/policy-submissions/submission-to-nsw-inquiry-into-the-impacts-of-harmful-pornography-on-mental-emotional-and-physical-health/
https://jss.org.au/policy-submissions/submission-to-nsw-inquiry-into-the-impacts-of-harmful-pornography-on-mental-emotional-and-physical-health/
https://www.canberratimes.com.au/story/8552684/more-kids-to-be-locked-up-in-youth-crime-crackdown/
https://www.nsw.gov.au/media-releases/new-bail-and-performance-crime-laws-passed-to-prevent-youth-crime
https://www.aic.gov.au/sites/default/files/2022-08/crg_0218_19_preventing_image-based.pdf
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Recommendations 

24. Support the development and implementation of early intervention services for young 
people concerned about their use of pornography and/or sexual thoughts and 
behaviours – such as What’s ok? Australia. 

25. Continue to strengthen violence prevention efforts by ensuring that school-based 
initiatives (including Respectful Relationships Education) and other youth-focused 
prevention efforts reflect adolescents’ lived experiences. This includes placing a greater 
focus on supporting adolescents to safety navigate digital environments including by 
addressing the harms of image-based abuse, digital surveillance and violent 
pornography. 

26. Equip parents and carers to engage with boys, including by providing practical support 
on topics such as relationships, violence, digital harms, pornography, sexuality and 
healthy examples of masculinity. 

27. Advocate for federally legislated requirements for technology companies to ensure 
children’s safety online, including that the Federal Government legislate to enshrine the 
‘best interests of the child’ and the already announced ‘digital duty of care’ as a matter 
of priority. 

 

4. The experience of children in youth justice 

This section explores the experience of children in youth detention, including children with a disability, 
as well as those on bail, remand and/or parole. These experiences highlight the ways in which the youth 
justice system increases – rather than reduces – the likelihood of future incarceration, and often 
operates in violation of children’s human rights.  

4.1 The experience of children and young people with a disability 

As outlined in section 3.4 of this submission, children and young people with disability are 
overrepresented in the youth justice system. However, the justice system is ill-equipped to meet their 
needs. NSW Youth Justice developed a Disability Action Plan for 2021–24 with specific commitments 
around routine screening, NDIS referral, staff training, data collection and Disability Champions in each 
centre. Published commitments included building workforce capacity through training, improving data 
collection on disability, establishing Disability Champions across all NSW community offices and Youth 
Justice centres, and improving interagency collaborative responses. 

Despite the commitments made in the Disability Action Plan, our staff in Mount Druitt observe that from 
the point of arrest, a child’s disability history is often rendered invisible to the justice system. This is 
particularly true for children whose disability is without obvious visible markers. Arrest and detention 
processes effectively strip away the people best placed to communicate a child's needs — their parents 
and carers — at exactly the moment those needs are most acute. Disability documentation provided by 
parents is not automatically transferred, so the child may require a new assessment to determine their 
needs and any special adjustments that may be required. In the meantime, the young person is expected 
to function without these adjustments which can result in behaviours perceived by police as 
uncooperative or noncompliant. For children with disability, this is not just procedurally inconvenient; it 
can determine their entire experience of the justice system. The NSW Government should publish an 
update on implementation of commitments in the Disability Action Plan 2021-24 and commit to a 
successor plan.  

https://www.nsw.gov.au/legal-and-justice/youth-justice/about/strategies/youth-justice-disability-action-plan-2021-2024
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"Even when a young person has a diagnosed disability — autism, ADHD, mental health needs — 
and parents can provide documentation, once they're arrested that information effectively ceases 
to exist. Unless the disability is visibly apparent, it's down to the discretion of whoever processes 
the young person [at the police station and/or the youth detention centre] as to whether it gets 
documented at all."  

— Staff member, Jesuit Social Services’ Mt Druitt team 

 

"The police officers took a [First Nations] kid's hearing aids off him when he was arrested and had 
him in remand without hearing aids because they were a 'safety issue' and then said he was 
noncompliant because he couldn't hear or engage and fought with somebody. He had to wait in a 
cell for 14 hours until an Aboriginal worker came in and knew he didn't have hearing aids and 
couldn't communicate." 

— Staff member, Jesuit Social Services’ Mt Druitt team 

A consistent finding in the literature and from the Disability Royal Commission is that NDIS access is 
disrupted or suspended during detention, and that transition planning on exit is inadequate.43 Leaving 
detention is the highest-risk period for reoffending for young people with disability if they aren’t 
provided the supports they need. The Disability Royal Commission recommended greater flexibility to 
support transition planning for people with disability leaving custody, and clarification of the 
responsibilities of the NDIS and the criminal justice system. 

 

Recommendations 

28. Require Youth Justice NSW to publish a transparent evaluation of progress against the 
2021–24 Disability Action Plan, and commit to a successor plan from 2026 that 
incorporates the findings of the Disability Royal Commission.  

29. Require Youth Justice NSW to ensure that every young person with disability exiting 
youth justice detention has an active, funded NDIS plan in place before release, with a 
designated support coordinator for the transition period. As part of the negotiations for 
the new National Disability Agreement, clarify and resolve the demarcation dispute 
between NDIS and Youth Justice NSW regarding who is responsible for funding 
disability supports during and after detention. 

 

 

43 Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability (2023). Final Report - 
Volume 8, Criminal justice and people with disability, p.222. (Weblink) 

"If people are on parole or mandated into programs, why can't they be… funded for psychological 
support as part of that process? … psychological support as part of reintegration should not be a 
dream — it should be standard practice."  

—  Staff member, Jesuit Social Services’ Mt Druitt team 

https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/publications/final-report-volume-8-criminal-justice-and-people-disability
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4.2 Remand and bail conditions and the mixing of cohorts 

Remand conditions in NSW can expose children to harm that is predictable and avoidable. The decision 
to hold a child on remand can place them in conditions that are more dangerous than almost any 
community alternative. 

Our staff in Western Sydney report that remand centres in NSW are so full that there is no sub-
categorisation of offenders. This can lead to circumstances where a child who did not receive bail for a 
minor driving offence may wait as long as 18 months on remand alongside violent offenders. Further, 
being on remand poses a barrier to young people accessing support programs which might otherwise be 
available had they been sentenced, while also disrupting learning and work commitments. The average 
time young people spent on remand in NSW in 2024-25 was 15.8 days, indicating some young people are 
being held for considerable lengths of time while awaiting trial.44  

Our staff also report that children and young people on bail are required to comply with bail conditions 
that they lack the capacity to meet. For example, a child with a cognitive impairment may lack the 
capacity to attend multiple meetings in particular locations without support to do so; and a child who 
lives remotely may lack the transport or funds to attend meetings in particular locations. Yet there are 
instances where children are returned to custody for failing to meet such requirements. Bail conditions 
may also undermine children’s ability to reintegrate into the community. For example, restrictions on 
where they can travel may limit their ability to gain work.  

Children and young people on bail (and parole) may need practical support to navigate these conditions, 
as well as other challenges such as housing, mental health or substance use. Jesuit Social Services 
delivers the Youth Justice Community Support Service (YJCSS) across metropolitan Melbourne, through 
which we provide participants support based on their particular circumstances and support needs, and 
can include: 

• Intensive, one-on-one case work support 
• Integrated access and supported referrals to a range of services, spanning mental health, cultural 

support, alcohol and other drugs, housing, health, education, and training, and 
• Transitional housing and housing outreach support. 

A case study of YJCSS can be found in section 5.3 Support through the justice system below.  

Recommendations 

30. Reform bail laws, removing presumption against bail and bail offences, and ensure that 
bail and remand last for the shortest amount of time possible. 

31. Provide support to ensure young people on bail and parole have every opportunity to 
meet their bail and parole conditions, e.g. through a model such as Jesuit Social 
Services' Youth Justice Community Support Service which offers case management, 
intensive outreach and supported referrals for young people involved in the justice 
system.  

 

4.3  Parole conditions that set young people up to fail 

Parole conditions are too often set without insufficient regard for the reality of young people's lives. Our 
staff observe the ways in which this impacts communities experiencing intergenerational incarceration. 
Conditions that may seem technically reasonable can be impossible to comply with in a practical sense, 
and the consequences of breach can be severe. 

 

44 NSW Government (n.d.). Statistics: Young people in custody (accessed 25/3/26). (Weblink) 

https://www.nsw.gov.au/legal-and-justice/youth-justice/about/statistics/custody
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For example, parole conditions often prohibit contact with anyone currently on parole with any prior 
criminal history, or with co-offenders. The broad application of such conditions without consideration of 
cultural or family context can have a particular impact on First Nations young people – who are already 
overrepresented in the justice system – especially where they are applied with no sunset clause. This can 
result in a young person being unable to contact close members of kin, being without housing that they 
can safely return to, or being prevented from attending sorry business. Where a young person could 
return home to a safe environment, such conditions might mean they face homelessness or are required 
to access oversubscribed housing support programs (such as Marist 180) in order to comply.  

Parole officers have discretion over the conditions a young person must comply with, yet conditions are 
too often set without consideration of the specific offending or circumstances of individuals involved. We 
understand there is no mandatory trauma-informed practice or cultural safety training for parole officers 
that would support reasonable and appropriate application of discretion.  

There is also a lack of education for young people about their rights when on parole. Most don't know 
that they have the right to change their parole officer if the relationship isn't working. More support is 
needed for young people on parole - for example through a program like YJCSS (see previous section) to 
enable them to understand and meet parole conditions, and to navigate other challenges they may be 
facing post-release such as housing, mental health or substance use support needs. 

"I know a community member who's been in and out of incarceration their whole life, is now 40, 
and in their first two consecutive years out of prison since they were 16. They can't attend sorry 
business, can't stay with family, and have to get services to pay for a hotel instead — because if 
they're in a car with someone the police recognise, they'll breach parole on the spot. These 
circumstances compound."  

— Staff member, Jesuit Social Services’ Mt Druitt team 

 

Recommendations 

32. Require that parole conditions for people under 25 be individually tailored to the 
specific circumstances, offending history and reintegration needs of the young person. 
Blanket conditions — particularly those prohibiting contact with anyone with a criminal 
history — must not be imposed without specific justification linked to the young 
person's risk profile. A mandatory review mechanism should be available where 
circumstances change. 

33. Mandate sunset clauses on all contact restriction conditions imposed on people under 
25, with a default maximum duration of 12 months unless renewed by a court on the 
basis of specific, current risk evidence. For First Nations young people, require that 
contact restriction conditions be assessed against the cultural and kinship context of 
the young person, and that conditions prohibiting contact with family members or 
meeting cultural obligations such as sorry business only be imposed where there is 
specific, individuated risk justification. 

34. Require Youth Justice NSW to provide every young person commencing parole with 
plain-language, culturally appropriate information about their rights, including the right 
to request a change of parole officer, the right to apply for variation of conditions, and 
the complaints process. This information must be provided verbally as well as in 
writing, and in the young person's first language where relevant. Fund independent 
legal advice for young people on parole who wish to challenge or vary their conditions. 



©Copyright Jesuit Social Services 31 

 

4.4 Use of isolation 

Various forms of harmful treatment and torture have been exposed in Australian youth justice facilities 
over a number of years, including punitive and inappropriate use of isolation and solitary confinement. 

The Australian Human Rights Commission’s 2025 report ‘Left Alone’ states that solitary confinement 
(defined as the isolation of a child in a cell for 22 hours or more a day without meaningful human 
contact) and practices similar to it are ‘highly harmful’ for a number of reasons: denying social contact 
can create stress and prevent its alleviation; reduced sensory stimulation can have highly detrimental 
effects on mental health and severely restrict a person’s autonomy; and the combined effects of these 
factors can heighten anxiety, agitation and dysregulation.45 Isolation has also been found to affect 
cognitive development in children, impair the learning of key skills like speaking, reading and writing, 
and in some instances impair brain development and alter brain structure and function. It can give rise 
to cognitive disturbances, perceptual distortions, psychosis and increased risk of self-harm and suicide, 
and lead to the deterioration of physical health.46  

In 2023, the Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability 
recommended that solitary confinement be prohibited in youth detention Australia-wide. While the 
Victorian and Tasmanian Governments accepted this recommendation, the NSW Government only 
partially accepted it, on the basis that there are ‘existing legislative safeguards in place’ that guide such 
practices and provide oversight and avenues for complaint.47 

In NSW, children and young people may be placed in ‘separation’, ‘segregation’ or ‘confinement’: 
separation applies to those who need to be managed separately to the remainder of the custodial 
population for safety or ‘good order’; segregation is used for the protection of the person being 
segregated or another person; and confinement is considered punishment for some behaviours and can 
be applied for up to 12 hours for those aged under 16 and up to 24 hours for those aged 16 and over.  

Different provisions apply to each of these categories, and some protections are only in place for some 
categories. For example, segregation must only be used for the shortest possible time, but separation or 
confinement are not restricted in this way. Further, there are no restrictions on consecutive 
confinements or alternation between periods of segregation and confinement.  

The ‘Left alone’ report expressed concern about the deliberate sidestepping by staff of the maximum 
allowed periods of isolation, including excluding nighttime hours from the calculation in order to exceed 
the maximum period of time provided for in the legislation, resulting for example in instances of 24 
hours minus one minute per day experienced repeatedly by some children and young people.48  

It recommended that all legislation and regulations should require that any form of isolation last the 
shortest possible length of time, and that children should only be separated from others as a last resort 
and when absolutely necessary,49 among other recommendations. 

Recommendations 

35. Prohibit the use of isolation as a form of punishment in youth custodial settings. 

 

45 Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC) (2025). 'Left Alone’: A Review of Solitary Confinement and Similar 
Practices in Australia’s Youth Justice Systems. Sydney: Australian Human Rights Commission, pp. 13–14. (Weblink)  
46 AHRC (2025). Op cit, p. 14.  
47 Australian Government (2025). Disability Royal Commission Progress Report 2025, Volume 8 - Criminal justice 
and people with disability: Recommendation 8.3 – Prohibiting solitary confinement in youth detention. (Weblink) 
48 AHRC (2025). Op cit, p. 33.  
49 AHRC (2025). Op cit, p. 57  

https://humanrights.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0034/78748/2511-REPORT_Solitary_ACC_FINAL2.pdf
https://www.health.gov.au/resources/publications/disability-royal-commission-progress-report-2025/volume-8-criminal-justice-and-people-with-disability/recommendation-83-prohibiting-solitary-confinement-in-youth-detention#new-south-wales
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36. Mandate public reporting of all uses of restrictive practices in youth custodial settings. 

 

4.5 Absence of trauma-informed and culturally safe practice  

In NSW, young people entering detention have typically experienced abuse, neglect, family violence, 
housing instability, and the cascading failures of child protection, health and education systems. A 
system that responds to traumatised children with punishment and surveillance — rather than 
therapeutic support and genuine care — compounds rather than reduces harm. Trauma-informed and 
culturally safe practice must be embedded across government systems engaging with children and young 
people. 

A range of official NSW Government documents recognise the importance of trauma-informed practice. 
The DCJ Strategic Plan 2026–2031 lists trauma-informed practice as a core organisational value. Youth 
Justice NSW describes positive behaviour support models in youth detention as "underpinned by 
trauma-informed practice" and aiming "to be culturally safe for all participants." Youth Justice NSW 
psychologists are described as delivering "trauma-focused and culturally responsive therapeutic 
services." 

Yet what our staff observe in practice shows the reality is very different, with superficial compliance, 
inconsistent application and a workforce that has not been genuinely equipped or required to work 
differently. As one staff member describes: 

"The cultural safety isn't there — they say 'we'll just do a cultural program', e.g. NAIDOC, 
Harmony Day, some food, and claim to be a culturally safe prison or youth centre. [The young 
person] might be eligible for a caseworker that's culturally appropriate for them, but what's that 
wait list, what does that look like? And a particular manager [in a youth detention facility] 
allocates the funding [for cultural activities] …  it's not based on the makeup of the cohort in the 
centre." 

— Staff member, Jesuit Social Services’ Mt Druitt team 

Youth justice workforce requirements 

The minimum qualifications required to be appointed as a ‘Youth Officer’ supervising young people in 
Youth Justice Centres across NSW are a first aid certificate and a driver's licence — there is no 
requirement to hold any qualification in youth work, social work, justice or a related field.50 While new 
officers receive a five-week induction, there is no publicly documented requirement that trauma-
informed practice or cultural safety form a mandatory component of that program, nor any requirement 
for ongoing training in either area as a condition of continued employment. The Certificate IV in Youth 
Justice — the primary vocational qualification for the role — is entirely voluntary, and the only incentive 
to obtain it is a qualification allowance that our staff describe as negligible.  

"There's no mandated trauma-informed or cultural training for parole or correctional officers. 
Basically the incentive to get a better qualification, like a Cert IV, is financial – you get an extra few 
dollars an hour. There's otherwise no requirements for any training to support understanding of 
or avoid causing additional trauma." 

— Staff member, Jesuit Social Services’ Mt Druitt team 

 

50 NSW Government Communities and Justice (n.d). Youth Officer (accessed 20.3.26). (Weblink)   

https://dcj.nsw.gov.au/about-us/careers-at-dcj/pathways/youth-officer.html
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The contrast with other jurisdictions is instructive. Victoria's Youth Justice Strategic Plan 2020–2030 
requires that staff be trained across a comprehensive range of modules, with new custodial staff 
undertaking nine weeks of fully paid foundational training which forms the beginning of a Certificate IV 
in Youth Justice.51 Training covers topics including negotiation, communication and engagement with 
young people, trauma, Aboriginal cultural awareness and safety, culturally appropriate interventions, 
mental health, substance use, disability and LGBTIQ inclusivity — with ongoing supervisor development 
and structured reflective practice built into the model.52 In Tasmania, following a Commission of Inquiry, 
Ashley Youth Detention Centre staff began a new Certificate IV in Youth Justice in November 2024, 
covering trauma-informed care as a core component — with the explicit goal of all operational custodial 
staff completing the qualification.53  

Cultural safety  

Our staff and partner organisations recognise a pattern across NSW youth justice centres of cultural 
safety as a program ‘add-on’ — a NAIDOC event, a cultural meal, an optional Indigenous caseworker with 
a long waitlist — rather than as a core feature of the system. This matters, particularly given that, as 
documented throughout this submission, over 60% of young people in NSW detention are First Nations. 

Connection to culture is among the most consistently identified protective factors against reoffending for 
First Nations young people. A system that undermines that connection — through tokenistic cultural 
programming, insufficient Aboriginal staffing, and a workforce not trained in cultural safety — is actively 
working against the rehabilitation outcomes it claims to pursue. 

Recommendations 

37. Establish Certificate IV in Youth Justice as the minimum qualification for Youth Officers 
working in the NSW justice system, and incentivise uptake through subsidised training.  

38. Establish a Professional Standards Framework for Youth Justice workers that includes 
enforceable standards for the exercise of discretion, a transparent complaints 
mechanism accessible to young people and families, and regular independent auditing . 

39. Require Youth Justice NSW to develop and publish a Trauma-Informed Practice 
Implementation Plan — distinct from general strategic commitments — with specific, 
measurable targets, a clear timeline, identified resourcing, and independent evaluation.  

• As part of this Plan, mandate trauma-informed practice training for all Youth 
Justice officers, correctional officers and parole officers as a condition of 
appointment and ongoing registration.  

• Training must be delivered by qualified providers, regularly updated against the 
evidence base, and subject to independent evaluation of uptake and fidelity. 

40. Reform cultural safety in NSW Youth Justice centres from an optional program add-on 
to a baseline operational requirement, including:  

 

51 The pre-service training requirement is one of the reforms stemming from Victoria's 2017 Armytage Ogloff Youth 
Justice review. Further information on youth justice training and career pathways is available at: Youth justice 
training and career pathways | Department of Justice and Community Safety Victoria. 
52 Justice & Community Safety. Youth Justice Strategic Plan 2020-2030, p.47. (Weblink) 
53 Department for Education, Children and Young People. Keeping Kids Safe in Detention Action Plan 2024–2026. 
(Weblink); Keeping Children Safe. Certificate IV training underway for custodial youth justice staff, June 17 2025. 
(Weblink) 
 

https://www.justice.vic.gov.au/careers/youth-justice-careers/custodial-youth-justice/youth-justice-training-and-career-pathways#preservice-training
https://www.justice.vic.gov.au/careers/youth-justice-careers/custodial-youth-justice/youth-justice-training-and-career-pathways#preservice-training
https://files.justice.vic.gov.au/2021-06/Youth%20Justice%20Strategic%20Plan_0.pdf
https://publicdocumentcentre.education.tas.gov.au/library/Shared%20Documents/Keeping-Children-Safe-In-Detention-Action-Plan-2024-26.pdf
https://keepingchildrensafe.tas.gov.au/news/certificate-iv-training-underway-for-custodial-youth-justice-staff/
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• mandatory Aboriginal cultural safety training for all staff;  

• proportionate Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staffing targets in all centres 
with significant First Nations populations;  

• community-controlled cultural programs funded recurrently, not subject to 
manager discretion; and  

• independent cultural safety audits of all centres published annually. 

 

5. Evidence-based and community-led responses that prevent offending and 
reoffending   

We know what works to prevent children’s contact with the justice system. The evidence base for early 
intervention, diversion and post-release support is strong and consistent. The problem is not a lack of 
knowledge but a failure to fund, sustain and scale what works. 

Preventing young people’s contact with the justice system means ensuring their foundational needs, and 
the needs of their families and carers, are met, through adequate housing, healthcare, education, 
disability support, mental health support, and so on.  

Beyond universal service systems and programs that meet people’s basic needs, tailored responses are 
needed at different stages of the justice cycle: 

• Early intervention initiatives for children and young people with a higher risk of contact  
• Diversion initiatives that provide an alternative path to formal justice system proceedings 
• Support for young people in the justice system (i.e. charged, on bail/remand, in detention) 
• Post-release support for those who have been held in detention.  

Across all of these interventions and supports, the need for place-based and culturally grounded 
approaches is fundamental, as is a community sector workforce that is sustainably funded. 

5.1  Prevention and early intervention 

The same research base that identifies risk factors for justice involvement also identifies the protective 
factors that reduce it — family wellbeing, school engagement, cultural connection, stable housing, 
health, and social and community connection.54  

What works in early intervention 

Effective early intervention recognises that children and young people exist in ecosystems, across family, 
school and broader community contexts. These settings offer opportunities to detect and address risk 
factors early. Early intervention programs should seek to address risk factors and build on protective 
factors, including by supporting healing and recovery from trauma, violence and abuse; addressing 
school disengagement; strengthening connection to culture and cultural identity; addressing attitudes 
and behaviours that can lead to violence; and providing stable and supported housing. 

Despite high rates of youth justice involvement in communities like Mount Druitt, early intervention 
programs are often absent or, where they do exist, are heavily oversubscribed. Learning Ground is a 
striking example of this.  

 

 

54 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. (n.d.). Risk & protective factors: Juvenile justice. (Weblink) 

https://youth.gov/youth-topics/juvenile-justice/risk-and-protective-factors
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CASE STUDY  Learning Ground – a community-run early intervention program in 
Mount Druitt 

Learning Ground was developed and established through a participatory process with local 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal community leaders to meet the needs of young people in the 
Mount Druitt area who were experiencing behavioural difficulties that led to them being 
disenfranchised from school and community.   

Learning Ground takes a person-centred approach, equipping children with strategies for talking 
about and managing emotions, building a sense of self-worth, and helping them set goals for the 
future, as well as training teachers and supporting parents to manage challenges and enhance 
children’s social and emotional wellbeing. Evaluations of Learning Ground found the centre 
effectively built students' emotional literacy, self-awareness and their ability to create a positive 
self-image.   

We understand that Learning Ground does not receive government funding, even though 
students are referred to the centre by state schools and child protection. Strong demand for this 
under-resourced program means there is a high level of unmet need. The NSW 
Government should commit to funding and expanding successful early intervention programs 
like Learning Ground that are co-designed with community to meet their needs.   

In considering other opportunities for early intervention in Mount Druitt, Jesuit Social Services has 
developed a proposal to adapt and deliver our Change Makers program across Chifley College’s five 
campuses. This would bring a school-based early intervention model with a strong evidence base to a 
community where there is acute need and current program offerings are insufficient.   

CASE STUDY  Change Makers – a school-based early intervention program 

Change Makers is a schools-based early intervention program delivered by Jesuit Social Services 
in Victoria. It is focused on helping boys and young men live lives free from violence by increasing 
protective factors like attendance at school, healthy relationships, association with pro-social 
peers, connection to a caring adult (including help-seeking), and non-violent problem-solving 
skills. It also aims to decrease risk factors for violence, such as antisocial beliefs and attitudes, 
with a focus on harmful gendered beliefs and involvement in gangs.  

The program operates over 8-16 weeks through small group work with young people aged 12-25, 
building young people’s knowledge, skills and confidence to prevent violence; capacity building of 
partner organisation staff who are engaging with the young people and can in turn work with 
them on violence prevention; and simultaneously building the evidence base to understand 
effective early intervention to prevent violence.  

The program is co-delivered with community partners including specialist schools, secondary 
schools and community organisations, often involving cultural brokers who can support the 
relationship between facilitators and young people in their cultural context. Jesuit Social Services 
has submitted a budget proposal to the NSW Government to adapt and deliver this program to 
support 14-16 year old male First Nations students in Mount Druitt, in partnership with Chifley 
College.   

Interim findings from an independent evaluation led by ARTD Consultants show the program is 
supporting young people to: 

• improve their attendance at school and their classroom behaviour 

• forge stronger social connections  

• understand the importance of talking about their emotions 

https://www.chainreaction.org.au/learning-ground1.html
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• improve their problem-solving skills and learn practical strategies to address challenges in 
their lives 

• be more empathetic towards others 

• feel more confident to support peers in distress 

• better understand gender norms and societal pressures related to masculinity. 

Partner organisations also report improved emotional regulation among participants; a reduction 
in suspensions; and a reduction in gang-related behaviour.  

 

Recommendations 

41. Require the NSW Government to conduct and publish mapping of evidence-based 
prevention, early intervention, diversion and post-release programs available across 
NSW — identifying gaps by geography, cohort and stage of the justice cycle.  

42. Commit to funding and expanding evidence-based, community-led early intervention 
programs in areas with high rates of youth justice contact, beginning with programs 
already operating with high demand. Investment should be guided by need, in line with 
the recommended mapping of evidence-based prevention, early intervention, diversion 
and post-release programs available across NSW.  

43. Establish a dedicated investment stream for place-based, community-led approaches in 
communities with high rates of youth justice contact, with funding contingent on 
genuine community co-design and independent evaluation. 

 

5.2  Diversion and restorative justice 

Diversion has been shown to reduce reoffending and produce better outcomes than prosecution and 
incarceration for victims of crime, offenders, and their respective communities of care. Effective 
diversion both avoids further harm and promotes individual and collective wellbeing.  

In particular, restorative justice processes - such as group conferences, which support people to work 
with each other to set relations right - address both accountability and harm in ways that custodial 
responses cannot.55 However NSW's current program of restorative justice in the youth justice context is 
not realising many of the potential benefits of an effective group conferencing program. 

Youth justice group conferencing (YJGC) was first legislated in NSW in 1997. While an early evaluation by 
BOCSAR was positive,56 later evaluations found a less significant impact on reoffending.57 This contrasts 
with the experience in Victoria, where a 2022 study using participant data from Jesuit Social Services’ 
YJGC program across Melbourne found that the program is an effective judicial mechanism to reduce 
recidivism among at-risk youth, associated with up to a 40% reduction in the likelihood of reoffending.58  

 

55 Strang et al. (2013). Restorative Justice Conferencing Using Face-to-Face Meetings of Offenders and Victims: 
Effects on Offender Recidivism and Victim Satisfaction. A Systematic Review.; Bonnet (2022). ‘Group Conferencing 
Effects on Youth Recidivism and Elements of Effective Conferences’, Swinburne University of Technology. 
56 Trimboli (2000). An Evaluation of the NSW Youth Justice Conferencing Scheme, BOCSAR. (Weblink) 
57 Smith & Weatherburn (2012). Youth Justice Conferences versus Children’s Court: A comparison of re-offending, 
BOCSAR. (Weblink) 
58 Bonett et al. (2025). Group Conferencing is Associated with Lower Rates of Repeated Recidivism Among Higher-
Risk Youth and There are Enhanced Effects Based on Who Attended the Conference. Youth Violence and Juvenile 
Justice, 23(1), 72-93. 

https://bocsar.nsw.gov.au/documents/publications/legislative/l12.pdf
https://bocsar.nsw.gov.au/documents/publications/cjb/cjb151-200/cjb160.pdf
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There is also significant international evidence that, done well, restorative justice processes decrease 
recidivism, alongside other positive impacts that include increased wellbeing of the person who has 
been harmed and other members of their respective communities.59 Large-scale randomised controlled 
trials provide strong evidence that restorative justice conferencing reduces recidivism and delivers 
significant benefits to victims, including reductions in post-traumatic stress.60 

There are two key reasons for the discrepancy between the NSW and Victorian data, and they are 
interrelated: the complexity of cases referred to a program, and the quality of the facilitation within a 
broader context of support.  

Currently, not all young people in NSW can be diverted to a group conference – categories of offence 
such as sexual assault, serious drug offences, breaches of apprehended violence orders, traffic offences 
and offences causing death can only be dealt with by a court, without the use of a group conference for 
sentencing support.61 This limits its reach to the less serious end of the offending spectrum.  

Amendments to the Young Offenders Act following the 2025 doli incapax review have broadened 
eligibility for some types of cases, by making children eligible for a Youth Justice Conference when "not 
denying" an offence (rather than needing them to actively admit to it).62 This is an important reform, 
however further work is needed to fully capture the potential benefits of group conferencing, including 
further expanding access (for example via a voluntary diversion pathway) and ensuring adequate 
resourcing of these pathways. Broadening eligibility further would allow for more complex cases to be 
referred to the NSW YJGC program, but would also require ensuring that facilitators have the skills to 
manage these cases.  

The experience of our staff and partner organisations in Western Sydney is that group conferencing is 
often underutilised due to inconsistent caseworker oversight and caseworker disengagement. Turnover 
among staff who oversee the conference process is high, and this in combination with high demand for 
diversion means many young people wait months for a conference. While they wait for a conference 
their matter remains open. Because of this we are aware of instances where young people have been 
advised by their lawyer to complete a 12-week period of detention rather than wait many months for a 
conference.  

Facilitating restorative justice processes is a skilled practice that is best developed under an 
apprenticeship model. The Victorian experience highlights the importance of group conferences being 
consistently well-facilitated, with a focus on the development of skills, fidelity to the approach, and a 
system for building the capacity of facilitators, which provide adequate foundational training, and guided 
on-the job learning, supported by peer- and collective reflective practice. 

Further, the potential of group conferencing is most likely to be realised when the process is provided 
within a broader continuum of community support, such that outcome plans connect young people to 
meaningful services, and there is active support for victim participation and follow-up. Group 
conferences must also be facilitated in ways that are genuinely culturally appropriate for First Nations 
and culturally diverse young people. When young people do not feel that available programs are 
meeting their needs or cultural identity, they may refuse referrals, resulting in return to court. 

 

59 H. Strang et al., (2013). Op cit.; Bonett (2025). Op cit.  
60 Sherman & Strang et al. (2015). Twelve experiments in restorative justice: the Jerry Lee Program of randomized 
trials of restorative justice conferences. Journal of Experimental Criminology, 11(4), 501–540. 
61 Under section 8 of the Young Offenders Act 1997 (NSW), a range of offences are excluded from the Act's 
diversion mechanisms entirely, including sexual assault, serious drug offences, breaches of apprehended violence 
orders, traffic offences and offences causing death. Young people alleged to have committed these offences cannot 
be diverted to a youth justice group conference and must be dealt with by a court. 
62 NSW Government (2025). Ministerial media release: Minns Labor Government passes reforms strengthening 
responses to youth crime. (Weblink)  

https://www.nsw.gov.au/ministerial-releases/minns-labor-government-passes-reforms-strengthening-responses-to-youth-crime
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Recommendations 

44. Review and improve the system of apprenticeship and capacity-building for youth 
justice group conferencing facilitators, to ensure demand for conferences can be met, 
with each conference delivering a safe and culturally appropriate experience which is 
reinforced by broader supports. 

 

5.3  Support through the justice system 

For young people who do enter the justice system, the quality of support available within it determines 
whether that contact is a turning point or an escalation. Currently, support through the NSW youth 
justice system is patchy, underfunded and frequently fails to take account of the cultural and community 
context in which the young person lives (as discussed in section 4.5 Absence of trauma-informed and 
culturally safe practice).  

A program the committee may wish to consider visiting is Jesuit Social Services’ Youth Justice Community 
Support Service (YJCSS), which we deliver across metropolitan Melbourne. YJCSS is a proven model for 
supporting children and young people in the justice system to prevent future offending and support their 
engagement in community.  

CASE STUDY  Youth Justice Community Support Service 

Jesuit Social Services’ Youth Justice Community Support Service (YJCSS), which we have delivered 
across metropolitan Melbourne since the program’s inception in 2008, would help to meet the 
needs of children and young people involved with the justice system in NSW. YJCSS is a 
longstanding, highly successful program that works with young people aged 12–25 who are 
involved with the justice system, including those on bail, community-based orders, and pre- and 
post-release. We currently work with approximately 300 young people each year through YJCSS 
(and have worked with over 3500 over the life of the program), many of whom have a greater 
level of complex needs and are more likely to be involved in more serious offending than the 
general youth justice population.  

The key elements of the YJCSS model are:  

• Assertive outreach – staff attend the participant’s home or other locations where the 
participant may be in order to engage with them 

• Creating partnerships with participants, their families and community supports  

• Co-working with other specialist and generic support services  

• Providing intensive support that includes case management, outreach support, 
supported accommodation, crisis response, and therapeutic and practical support. 

Based on the Department of Justice and Community Safety’s measures of the program’s 
performance, in the most recent full year (2024-25):  

• 71% of YJCSS participants had not reoffended or had reduced severity and/or frequency 
of offending after median engagement in the program of 30 weeks 

• 79% improved their pro-social connections (including positive family/significant other 
relationships) 

• 78% improved their independent living skills 

• 81% progressed in obtaining support or improving their ability to manage their mental 
health 

• 90% progressed towards stable and long-term accommodation. 
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A program like YJCSS offers significant value for money compared with the cost of keeping a young 
person in prison. In 2024-25, the average cost per day per young person subject to detention-based 
supervision in NSW was $2,573,63 equating to $316,479 for an average stay in custody of 123 days.64 By 
comparison, the average unit cost for YJCSS support is $17,637 per participant. Not only is YJCSS 
significantly more cost effective than detention, it also delivers better outcomes for young people – 
keeping them out of detention, reducing recidivism and improving education, employment, health and 
housing outcomes. 

Recommendations 

45. Establish a universal, funded transitional support mechanism that follows every young 
person from detention into the community, modelled on Jesuit Social Services' Youth 
Justice Community Support Service (YJCSS), including assertive outreach, case 
management and connection to community supports.  

 

5.4  Post-release housing support and pathways into education 

Releasing a child from detention without adequate support is setting them up for reoffending. The 
period immediately following release is the highest-risk period for recidivism, and the period when 
support is most critical. Stable housing, sustained relationships and connection to community are the 
non-negotiable foundations of successful reintegration.  

Young people exiting detention in NSW may be supervised on parole by Youth Justice community office 
caseworkers, and can access services delivered by community service organisations, but there is no 
universal, funded transitional support mechanism that follows every young person from detention into 
the community. Programs delivered by community service organisations that provide supported housing 
for young people who are unable to live at home in Western Sydney, such as those offered by Marist180, 
are considered vital by community members but our staff advise they are unable to meet demand. The 
absence of such supports can mean the difference between a young person successfully reintegrating 
into the community, or reoffending and returning to detention.  

Jesuit Social Services has experience running residential-based living skills programs in Victoria for justice 
system-involved adults and young people. These services provide an opportunity for healing and 
recovery which can itself be central to prevention of offending and mental wellbeing. They offer the 
support and stability residents need in order to address the issues that contributed to their offending, 
and to build a flourishing life. This includes addressing their mental and physical health issues; 
supporting engagement with education, training and employment; connecting with pro-social activities 
within the community; managing risk-taking or criminal behaviour; and finding suitable long-term 
housing in the community 

 

63 Productivity Commission (2026). Report on Government Services 2026: Youth justice services. (Weblink) 
64 NSW Government (n.d.). Young people in custody (accessed 26.3.26). (Weblink) 

"We’re only human, once you’re in a pattern or routine, you get used to it - people start young, it 
becomes a routine, and when they come back to the real world they're overwhelmed, they don't 
know what to do. They're often carrying a stack of undiagnosed conditions. Then they're left 
navigating daily discrimination and assumptions from the public." 

—  Staff member, Jesuit Social Services’ Mt Druitt team 

https://www.pc.gov.au/ongoing/report-on-government-services/community-services/youth-justice/
https://www.nsw.gov.au/legal-and-justice/youth-justice/about/statistics/custody#:~:text=126.8%20days%20in%202020-2021,a%20median%20of%2068%20days.
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CASE STUDY  Maribyrnong Community Residential Facility – temporary 
accommodation and wraparound support for men leaving prison 

Jesuit Social Services operates the Maribyrnong Community Residential Facility (MCRF), which 
provides temporary accommodation and wraparound support to adult men leaving prison in 
Melbourne who would otherwise face or be at risk of homelessness. MCRF intervenes at a critical 
point of exit from prison in order to break the cycle of reoffending. MCRF supports residents to 
find long-term stable housing, engage in education and work, link in with support services, 
enhance independent living skills, and gain independence and self-efficacy.  

A 2022 evaluation conducted by the Victorian Department of Justice and Community Safety 
found that residents were 30% less likely to return to prison than the matched comparison group. 
Further, it found that the program prevented homelessness for men released from prison, as well 
as enabling men to exit custody who would otherwise not be paroled due to a lack of appropriate 
accommodation. Flow-on impacts include residents being more likely to achieve better outcomes 
– housing, employment and family reunification. 

There is therefore scope for adapting the model to support young people leaving detention which 
would fill a clear gap in post-release residential program providing stability and wraparound 
support, and help to break pathways from youth to adult detention. 

Beyond accommodation, services or institutions that support reengagement with education are also 
critically important given the protective impact of education in preventing offending. However, 
transitioning young people from custody in youth justice centres back into school can be difficult 
because (among other things) some schools are reluctant to accept former detainees due to the stigma 
around being in detention.65  

A 2025 report from the NSW Auditor-General found that the Department of Education (the Department) 
and the NSW Education Standards Authority (NESA) "have not effectively supported eligible students to 
receive a quality education in alternative school settings." 66 The report further noted that a 
recommendation from the 2016 audit on Reintegrating young offenders into the community after 
detention – that the (then) Juvenile Justice NSW work with the Department to roll out a statewide 
framework for transitioning school-aged children from detention centres into the community – has still 
not been implemented.67 This means children and young people leaving detention face even greater 
challenges to re-engage with education, and puts them at higher risk of recidivism. 

With mainstream schools often unable or unwilling to meet the needs of justice-involved children and 
young people, alternative education settings such as the Ignatius Learning Centre, operated by Jesuit 
Social Services in Victoria, play an important role in supporting young people to re-engage with 
education and preventing future offending.  

CASE STUDY  The Ignatius Learning Centre – a school for justice-involved youth 

The Ignatius Learning Centre (ILC) is a Catholic Specialist Secondary School in Melbourne for boys 
aged 15-17 who are involved with the youth justice system. The school provides a safe, holistic 
and therapeutic learning environment, and promotes the development of the whole person – 
including intellectual, physical, social, emotional, cultural and spiritual elements of each young 
person.  

 

65 NSW Auditor-General (2025). Alternative school settings and home schooling. (Weblink) 
66 NSW Auditor-General (2025). Op cit.  
67 NSW Auditor-General (2025). Op cit. 

https://www.audit.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/pdf-downloads/2016_Apr_Report_Reintegrating_Young_Offenders_Into_the_Community_After_Detention.pdf
https://www.audit.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/pdf-downloads/2016_Apr_Report_Reintegrating_Young_Offenders_Into_the_Community_After_Detention.pdf
https://www.audit.nsw.gov.au/our-work/reports/alternative-school-settings-and-home-schooling


©Copyright Jesuit Social Services 41 

The ILC supports a small number of students, and their families, to tailor practical relevant 
learning plans that are culturally appropriate and focused on the student’s own interests and 
goals. The student group is from a mix of cultural and language backgrounds, with just under a 
half (48.5%) of students enrolled in the 2024-25 period speaking a language other than English at 
home. Levels of prior educational disengagement are high among students, with students having 
attended an average of 4.8 schools prior to the ILC, and 66% having had no school attendance in 
the six months prior to enrolment.  

Through assertive outreach and personalised learning pathways, the ILC is strengthening 
engagement and broadening access for young people with complex needs. The focus of the ILC is 
on vocational pathways and real-world/skills-based learning for young people, with students 
offered two pathways for their final years of school: 

• the Victorian Certificate of Education Vocational Major Senior Secondary Certificate 

• the Victorian Pathways Certificate, an inclusive foundational certificate. 

The certificates are a practical option for students in Years 11 and 12, providing work-related 
experience and a qualifications recognised by TAFE institutes and employers, helping students 
move from school into work, an apprenticeship or traineeship, further training or higher 
education pathways. 

The school has demonstrated a strong ability to educate and support boys who have been 
involved in the criminal justice to make progress. Evaluation findings strongly support the ILC 
model and approach. 

• Short and long term data suggest, with a modest level of confidence, that the ILC plays a 
meaningful role in diverting young people away from the justice system. 

• There is evidence of long-term cessation from justice system involvement. Among former 
students (1-2 years post-ILC), none had any current charges or had spent any time in 
custody since leaving the ILC. 

• Educational attainment among 2025 student cohort was modest; however, all 
interviewees (former students) demonstrated meaningful educational or vocational 
progress. 

 

Alternative education settings for justice-involved youth are a clear gap in NSW. Increasing the 
availability of alternative education settings like the ILC, alongside strengthening transition supports for 
children and young people to re-engage with education when they leave detention, will reduce rates of 
recidivism among children and young people.  

 

Recommendations 

46. Expand the availability of supported transitional accommodation for young people 
leaving detention who cannot safely return home, including through funding of 
programs like those delivered by Marist180 in Western Sydney, and the development of 
a residential support model adapted from the Maribyrnong Community Residential 
Facility for young people.  

47. Fund and expand alternative education settings for justice-involved young people who 
are unable to reengage with mainstream schooling, such as the Ignatius Learning 
Centre model, including pathways to vocational qualifications.  
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5.5 Funding and workforce considerations 

The community sector workforce that delivers early intervention, diversion and post-release programs is 
operating beyond capacity, sustained by goodwill and personal sacrifice rather than adequate funding. 
Sustainable workforce capacity requires sustained investment, not just one-off program grants.  

Community-led programs are not funded to the level needed to be consistent, sustainable or scalable. 
The burden of this funding gap is borne by the organisations and individuals – often themselves from the 
communities they serve – who absorb costs that governments should be meeting. This is not a 
sustainable or equitable model and puts the ongoing sustainability of such programs at high risk. It also 
leads to burnout among staff and volunteers, while contributing to the systemic shortage of community- 
and culturally-grounded programs that young people can be referred to.  

What is needed is flexible, recurrent community funding, not rigid models with funding allocated only to 
a single government program. Nimble funding that supports community programs to fill the spots where 
and when there is demand, and to ensure youth justice and child protection workers can connect 
children and young people to appropriate services and programs in the community.  

Recommendations 

48. Adopt a 'pay what it costs' funding model for community-led prevention, early 
intervention and diversion programs, covering the full cost of service delivery including 
workforce, infrastructure and organisational capacity — not just program activity costs 

49. Replace short-term, project-based grants with multi-year recurrent funding agreements 
for community organisations delivering evidence-based prevention and early 
intervention, providing the stability needed to retain staff, build expertise and plan for 
demand 

50. Develop a flexible community funding mechanism that allows youth justice and child 
protection workers to connect children and young people to appropriate community 
programs as needed 

Building workforce capacity for gender-responsive prevention and early intervention 

Expanding early intervention also requires building the workforce capable of delivering it, particularly 
when it comes to gender-responsive work with boys and young men, where capability gaps are 
significant.  

The majority of young people in contact with the justice system are male, as section 3.3 outlines, and the 
links between boys’ experience of victimisation and their subsequent use of violence are well 
established. Yet the workforce capable of engaging boys and young men on these issues remains 
underdeveloped. Effective violence prevention with boys and young men requires distinct capabilities: 
adopting trauma- and developmentally appropriate approaches; the ability to challenge harmful 
masculine norms without alienating young men; skills in identifying and managing risk of violence; and 
promoting and responding to help-seeking to name a few. These capabilities need to be systematically 
built across the range of workforces that have contact with boys and young men at risk – not only in 

"There's often no financial contribution or DCJ funding mechanism to pay for programs like 
[Mele], there’s just an expectation that not-for-profits will absorb the cost." 

—  Staff member, Jesuit Social Services’ Mt Druitt team 
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settings such as residential out-of-home care and post-custodial programs, but also universal settings 
such as schools and sporting clubs. 

Those who work with boys and young men need to understand and respond to the specific social 
pressures young men face. Jesuit Social Services' 2025 Adolescent Man Box report found adolescent 
boys need support to cope with rejection, safely navigate digital environments and mitigate the impacts 
of harmful pornography. Jesuit Social Services is currently working with the NSW Department of 
Education to support the establishment of respectful relationships education pilots in schools, and has 
been engaged by the Parramatta Archdiocese to deliver training to secondary school leaders and staff. 
We are also building the capacity of coaches and sports teams to prevent violence through our Active 
Respect program. 

CASE STUDY  Active Respect – a sports-based intervention program 

In Victoria, Jesuit Social Services’ The Men’s Project is partnering with Football Victoria to deliver 
Active Respect, a sports-based intervention program, using sport as a vehicle for engagement 
with boys aged 14-17 to build inclusive, respectful, and positive club cultures.  

Active Respect works by giving coaches practical tools and training to lead weekly training talks 
that build positive team culture, covering topics such as personal responsibility and discipline; 
mental health; and healthy relationships.  

Active Respect has been adapted from the internationally recognised violence prevention 
program ‘Coaching Boys into Men’ (CBIM) and explores the pressures boys and men face to 
conform to certain behaviours, how these pressures affect mental health, and their links to issues 
like sexual harassment and violence against women.   

 

Building these capabilities across workforces will support the creation of youth-specific pathways to 
safety, recovery and healing, and build a proactive, consistent prevention system that can address 
violence or the risk of violence before it escalates to criminal justice system contact.  

Realising this requires not only capability-building but also additional workforce capacity, including 
reform of funding models to allow workers more time to focus on violence prevention and to build the 
relationships with young people that are essential for engagement, for example, through lower 
caseloads or additional staffing.  

Recommendations 

51. Invest in a NSW violence prevention workforce strategy that foregrounds working with 
men and boys to build workforce capability across a range of settings where there is an 
opportunity to engage boys and men, including those at higher risk of using violence or 
other harmful behaviours.   

52. Reform funding models to create the workforce capacity needed for sustained 
relationship-based early intervention work, including through lower caseloads and 
multi-year funding agreements that allow organisations to retain skilled staff. 

 

https://jss.org.au/programs/the-adolescent-man-box/
https://jss.org.au/programs/the-mens-project/active-respect/
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