Research summary:

Rehabilitative needs and treatment of Indigenous offenders in Queensland
by Queensland Corrective Services

Background to this research

This report addresses one of the research priorities highlighted in the Indigenous Criminal Justice Research Agenda.
 In particular, it examines the rehabilitation needs and treatment of Indigenous offenders in Queensland for the purpose of facilitating the further development of strategies and interventions to address Indigenous recidivism and over-representation in Queensland correctional facilities.

The report was prepared by Operational Strategy and Research, Queensland Corrective Services (QCS).  

Previous research

Previous research has shown that Indigenous persons are over-represented in Australian prisons. For example, while only 4% of Australia’s population is Indigenous, nearly 30% of the prisoner population and 20% of offenders under community supervision in Queensland are Indigenous. Research has shown that a number of factors contribute to Indigenous over-representation, including:

· the nature of Indigenous persons’ offending behaviour

· poor health

· low education

· limited social connectedness and family cohesion

· poor parenting

· high unemployment

· physical and sexual abuse

· drug and alcohol abuse.

While early intervention strategies have proven to be effective in responding to the above risk factors and reducing offending, the current research explores what is currently being done in Queensland correctional institutions to address the rehabilitative and treatment needs of Indigenous offenders and how this compares with best practice. This research is important because there is limited evidence regarding the efficacy of Indigenous-specific treatment and rehabilitation programs and non-Indigenous programs modified to suit an Indigenous audience. 
What research questions are considered in this report?
This research answered the following research questions:

1. What is known about the rehabilitation needs of Indigenous offenders?

2. What are some considerations in delivering programs to Indigenous offenders? 

3. How is QCS responding to the rehabilitation needs of Indigenous offenders?

4. How do program completion rates of QCS programs compare between Indigenous and non-Indigenous offenders?

5. How can QCS and other government agencies enhance its response to the rehabilitation needs of Indigenous offenders?

How was this research conducted?
Both quantitative and qualitative methods were used to address the research questions.

Quantitative data gathered from the QCS Integrated Offender Management System (IOMS)
 was analysed in order to provide a profile of Indigenous offenders in QCS custody and to measure rehabilitation program completion rates. 
The authors consulted internal stakeholders and conducted a review of QCS documents to develop a better understanding of the treatment and rehabilitation programs currently provided by QCS. Qualitative data was also gathered from the QCS External Services Delivery Review
 in order to identify issues around Indigenous program delivery. 
Research findings

1. What is known about the rehabilitation needs of Indigenous offenders?
Rehabilitation and treatment programs seek to address those factors which contributed to an individual’s offending behaviour. This research began, therefore, by identifying those offences typically committed by Indigenous persons in prison custody in Queensland.
Indigenous offenders were found to be younger, to have longer imprisonment histories, and to have shorter sentences than non-Indigenous offenders. Male Indigenous offenders were over-represented for the following types of offences:

· acts intended to cause injury

· abduction

· public order

· road traffic and motor vehicle regulatory

· offences against justice procedures.

Female Indigenous offenders were over-represented for the following offences:

· acts intended to cause injury
· public order

· dangerous and negligent acts

· weapons and property damage.
While incarcerated Indigenous offenders were not found to be over-represented among sexual assault offences, it is worth noting that 16% of the total prisoner population had offences in this and associated categories.

Finally, consultations with key stakeholders identified those social and demographic characteristics which contributed to the rehabilitative needs of Indigenous offender incarcerated in Queensland. These included the fact that Indigenous offenders typically obtain only low levels of education; come from socially and economically disadvantaged communities; and have insufficient access to health services.
2. What are some considerations in delivering programs to Indigenous offenders? 
Research regarding best practice in rehabilitation programs generally demonstrates that programs should address the risk of re-offending; respond to the needs of the individual offender; and be responsive to the specific characteristics of the offender. Best-practice programs also minimise any barriers to participation (e.g., learning styles, capacities, cultural considerations). Previous research has shown that Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) is effective in reducing recidivism among offenders. CBT is designed to teach individuals about the relationship between thoughts and actions which lead to offending and places significant emphasis on individual responsibility. It should be noted, however, that these findings are a product of research largely conducted with non-Indigenous populations. 

Best practice in rehabilitation programs for Indigenous populations is significantly under-researched. Indeed, the existing literature has proven to be better at identifying what is not known about the treatment and rehabilitation needs of Indigenous offenders than what is. For example, it is not known how Queensland’s Indigenous people define rehabilitation or at what point they would consider an offender to be rehabilitated. It is also not known what impact returning to often economically disadvantaged, violent, and socially fragmented communities has on any rehabilitative gains obtained whilst incarcerated. While it is known that male and female offenders have different rehabilitative needs as a result of differences in their carer responsibilities, offending pathways and rates of victimisation, it is not known how the rehabilitative needs of female, Indigenous offenders differ from those of non-Indigenous females and Indigenous or non-Indigenous males. The rehabilitative needs of Indigenous females are expected to differ because they report higher rates of violent offending and alcohol dependency than non-Indigenous females.
What is known is that the rehabilitation and treatment needs of Indigenous populations are distinct from those of non-Indigenous populations. For example, among Australian Indigenous peoples there is a clear need for programs which recognise the contribution of colonisation processes (e.g., deculturation, separation and displacement, discrimination, and disconnection from ancestral lands), social disadvantage and offence-specific factors to offending behaviour. 
It is also known that education and training programs can reduce offending through improved employment opportunities. 

In Australia, treatment and rehabilitation programs offered to Indigenous offenders typically rely on self-disclosure in a group setting. This occurs despite the fact that this approach is known to be culturally inappropriate particularly as, in some instances, Indigenous offenders associate public disclosure with shaming or reprimand. 
Finally it is known that culturally-specific programs are effective in reducing recidivism among Indigenous offenders (e.g., New Zealand Maoris) and that, when combined with Indigenous concepts and perspectives, the CBT approach can produce changes in the behaviour of Indigenous offenders. Despite this, Indigenous offenders in Australia generally participate in universal or mainstream programs. This is because of government resource limitations and the recognition that the criminogenic needs of Indigenous offenders are similar to those of non-Indigenous offenders.

3. How is QCS responding to the rehabilitation needs of Indigenous offenders?

QCS determines the risks, needs and responsivity of offenders through a comprehensive assessment process. All sentenced offenders admitted into custody undergo a Risk of Re-Offending (ROR) assessment. Offenders who score 16 or above on the ROR are eligible for criminogenic programs.
Offenders who will remain in custody for more than 12 months are further assessed using the Offender Risk Need Inventory-Revised (ORNI-R). The ORNI-R is used to match offenders with appropriate programs through the consideration of their offence history, motivation, anxiety and intellectual capacity.
An offender’s rehabilitation needs, as identified by the ROR and ORNI-R, form the basis of their Offender Management Plan (OMP). An OMP details both short and long-term management strategies for rehabilitation and is based on the principle of Throughcare which ensures continuity of support as an offender moves from custody to community.
QCS provides a range of offender interventions including literacy and numeracy courses, offence-specific CBT programs, vocational education and training, and reintegration support. Other initiatives aimed at enhancing rehabilitation include employment in prison industries, cultural and religious activities, and health services. These programs are not Indigenous-specific but are accessible to all Indigenous offenders depending on their risk and responsivity. 
QCS also provides some Indigenous-specific programs including:

· the Indigenous Sexual Offending Program 

· the Indigenous-specific Ending Offending program 

· the Indigenous-specific Ending Family Violence program. 
Indigenous offenders in custody at QCS facilities also have access to the Indigenous Elders Visiting Scheme, Indigenous Cultural Liaison and Development officers and Indigenous Cultural Centres. Once an offender has left custody, Indigenous Community Justice Groups are responsible for providing reintegration support to both the individual and the community.

During interviews, the need for more Indigenous-specific programs and culturally-competent facilitators was identified by some offenders, QCS staff and community-based service providers. 
4. How do program completion rates of QCS programs compare between Indigenous and non-Indigenous offenders?

Most Indigenous offenders reported that participating in an offender program was a positive experience that provided the opportunity for self-improvement, to develop communication skills and access employment. Many also commented that participation enabled them to reflect on problems in their life such as relationships and offending. However, their motivation for participating in QCS treatment and rehabilitation programs did not reflect these rehabilitative goals. Instead, offenders reported that they participated in programs to comply with court orders, demonstrate good behaviour and occupy time.
It may be unsurprising therefore, that this research found completion rates of QCS programs varied over time as a function of program type, offender gender and Indigenous status. The following describes the proportion of offenders who enrolled in QCS rehabilitation programs that went on to successfully complete the program.
Sexual offending programs

Between 2006-09:
· Similar proportions of enrolled Indigenous (86%) and non-Indigenous (89%) participants completed sexual offending programs.

· The proportion of Indigenous offenders participating in Indigenous-specific sexual offending programs was higher than the proportion of Indigenous offenders completing mainstream sexual offending programs. 

· That said, irrespective of whether they participated in Indigenous-specific or mainstream programs, more than 70% of enrolled Indigenous offenders completed the program.
Violent offending programs

Between 2006-09:
· The violent offending programs have experienced small (fewer than 13 persons), but increasing, participant numbers.

· A more extended period of time in which to measure program enrolments and completion rates is required before trends can be determined.
General offending programs

Between 2006-09:

· The proportion of enrolled Indigenous and non-Indigenous male participants who successfully completed general offending programs fluctuated over time (between 50% and 84%).
· Similar proportions of enrolled Indigenous (68%) and non-Indigenous (69%) participants completed general offending programs.

· Among female offenders enrolled in general offending programs, a greater proportion of Indigenous (73%) than non-Indigenous (60%) completed.
Substance misuse programs

Between 2006-09:

· A consistently larger number of non-Indigenous males than Indigenous males enrolled in substance misuse programs. This may be partly explained by the greater number of non-Indigenous offenders in custody and the higher likelihood of non-Indigenous offenders to use illicit drugs than Indigenous offenders.
· The proportion of enrolled male non-Indigenous participants who completed a substance misuse program remained relatively stable (between 74% and 80%). Similarly, the proportion of enrolled male Indigenous participants who completed a substance misuse program remained stable (between 67% and 84%).

· Among female offenders enrolled in substance misuse programs, the proportion of enrolled Indigenous participants who completed the program declined over time (from 88% to 50%), while the proportion of enrolled non-Indigenous participants increased (from 53% to 83%).
Indigenous offender programs

Between 2006-09:

· The proportion of enrolled male Indigenous offenders who completed offender programs varied over time (between 68% and 77%).
· 72% of all male Indigenous offenders who enrolled in offender programs between 2006-07 and 2008-09 completed the programs.
· Among enrolled female participants, the proportion of participants who complete the program also varied over time (between 68% and 91%).
· 74% of all female Indigenous offenders who enrolled in offender programs between 2006-07 and 2008-09 completed the programs.
Literacy and numeracy program

Between 2006-09:
· Indigenous offenders are under-represented in literacy and numeracy courses.
· Male Indigenous offenders account for 13% of male enrolments in literacy and numeracy programs in 2008-09 despite representing 28% of the total male prisoner population.

· Female Indigenous offenders account for 23% of female enrolments in literacy and numeracy programs in 2008-09 despite representing 28% of the total female prisoner population.
Vocational Education and Training (VET) in correctional centres

· The number of Indigenous offenders participating in VET programs has increased over time.

· The representation of Indigenous offenders (both male and female) in VET is lower than their representation in the total prisoner population.

Offender employment

The offender employment program offered by QCS is called Advance2work and provides assistance in three stages:

1. Participants undertake a course to prepare them for post-release employment.
2. Participants are assisted to gain employment and provided access to other services in support of their reintegration.
3. Participants who obtain employment are supported for a minimum of 13 weeks.

Between 2006-09:

· both male and female Indigenous offenders have been appropriately represented at stage one of Advance2work.
· a smaller proportion of Indigenous offenders progressed to stage two and three than non-Indigenous offenders.

Reintegration

QCS offers a transitions program to assist offenders moving from custody to community. Between 2006-09:

· the proportion of enrolled Indigenous offenders who completed the core modules of the transitions  program increased from 55% to 68%.
· a higher proportion of enrolled non-Indigenous male offenders (71%) than Indigenous male offenders (61%) completed the course between 2006-07 and 2008-09.
· very few female offenders have participated in the transitions program (n = 35).
5. How can QCS and other government agencies enhance its response to the rehabilitation needs of Indigenous offenders?

Interviews with key stakeholders were used to inform this research question. Interviewees responded to questions regarding the relationship between social and economic disadvantage and Indigenous offending and identified the barriers that impede Indigenous offender participation in rehabilitation interventions and post-release reintegration.

Impediments to participation in QCS programs

Low literacy and numeracy were identified as key contributors to the lack of Indigenous offender involvement in QCS programs. So too was the lack of culturally appropriate programs and culturally competent facilitators. Interviewees were of the opinion that improvements in areas of cultural competence would increase the number of Indigenous offenders accessing QCS treatment and rehabilitation programs and the effectiveness of these programs. Increasing the cultural awareness of non-Indigenous offenders was also considered to facilitate the delivery of culturally relevant rehabilitation.

Impediments to maintaining rehabilitative gains upon return to communities 
The displacement and breakdown of familial and community networks and the normalisation of imprisonment was viewed by interviewees to have a significant bearing on the personal identity of Indigenous offenders and the possibility of community-based support. Therefore, rehabilitation efforts were considered as likely to benefit from the greater involvement of Indigenous Elders and community members and efforts to empower communities to support pro-social choices among Indigenous offenders following their release.
Limitations of the research

The report identifies a number of limitations which should be considered when drawing conclusions from this research, including:  
· it does not distinguish between the needs of urban, rural and remote Indigenous offenders

· it is unable to compare the number of Indigenous offenders enrolled in QCS programs as a proportion of the total Indigenous population in custody 

· the authors were unable to access a reliable measure of recidivism for program participants. This means that the focus of the research is on identifying the rehabilitative needs and treatment of offenders in custody rather than the effectiveness of QCS treatment and rehabilitation programs.
Summary

The treatment and rehabilitation of Indigenous offenders requires a whole-of-government approach. This is because there is a need for both culturally appropriate and effective programs in prison, and ongoing support once offenders move back into the community. In prisons, particular focus should be given to raising educational and vocational skill levels, encouraging cultural awareness and culturally appropriate responses to Indigenous rehabilitative needs, and evaluating the effectiveness of Indigenous-specific programs. In communities, particular focus should be given to addressing health care, ensuring appropriate housing and increasing employment opportunities for Indigenous offenders. Strengthening Indigenous communities so that they can provide support to Indigenous offenders upon their release from custody will assist those individuals in maintaining rehabilitative gains achieved whilst in custody and reduce their likelihood of reoffending in future.
Queensland Government action in response to this research
In response to the outcomes of this research QCS has undertaken to improve treatment and rehabilitation programs offered in its facilities and to enhance the support it provides to offenders upon their release.
Improved programs

QCS will consider the report’s findings that Indigenous offenders are under-represented in literacy and numeracy courses and VET. It also acknowledges the fact that Indigenous offenders are less likely to gain employment after participating in the Advance2Work program than non-Indigenous offenders and will take steps to address this issue. 

QCS will continue to monitor research focusing on best practice in Indigenous offender treatment and rehabilitation strategies and use this to inform the development, improvement and implementation of programs, particularly general offending, sexual offending, and family violence programs. QCS will also develop a motivational program for Indigenous offenders to encourage their participation and access to rehabilitation and treatment. 

QCS will develop a cultural supervision framework for program delivery staff in order to improve the cultural competency of program facilitators.

Improved support in community

QCS will revise their reintegration program to better meet the needs of Indigenous participants and review the Offender Reintegration Support Service to ensure its appropriateness of Indigenous clients. QCS will also examine the viability of providing greater support to offenders in completing community corrections order. Finally, QCS will continue to develop initiatives at the local level that respond to local needs and capacity. 
Under the Indigenous justice strategy titled Just Futures 2012 – 2015 which was released in December 2011, the Queensland Government committed to regular reporting against targets that will ensure improvements in key the areas highlighted in this research. The targets under the Strategy include improving work readiness for those in prison by ensuring: 

· All Indigenous people in prison who are in need of literacy and numeracy training will receive it, including those on short stays (i.e. less than 12 months). 

· All prisons centres will provide driver education support to assist people to get their licence, or to regain it, including those on short stays (i.e. less than 12 months). 

The Strategy also commits to transitioning people better from prison including: 

· From jail to jobs. The Strategy sets the following target: 200 Indigenous adults leaving jail each year (approximately one‐quarter of the number of Indigenous prisoners exiting prison) will immediately commence traineeships or employment through initiatives such as Active Trails, Advance2Work, Skilling Queenslanders for Work, the Indigenous Business Development program, or other programs. 
· From jail into the community. The Strategy sets the following targets: 
· All Indigenous offenders in prison will have the opportunity to maintain connections to their families through video link‐ups and face to face visits where appropriate. 

· All Indigenous offenders leaving prison will receive enhanced support in order to reduce recidivism. 

· That steps will be put in place to reduce the level of non‐compliance with parole orders.
� The development of an Indigenous Criminal Justice Research Agenda was recommended by Professor Chris Cunneen and colleagues following their independent evaluation of The Queensland Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Justice Agreement. The purpose of this agenda is to address deficits in our understanding of the key factors contributing to Indigenous offending and victimisation.


� IOMS is the administrative database used to support the management of offenders under the supervision of QCS. It includes both offenders in custody and offenders on community-based orders.


� The QCS External Services Delivery Review was undertaken by the QCS Throughcare and External Services Unit in 2008. It surveyed 350 Indigenous offenders from urban, rural, and remote areas of Queensland as well as 114 QCS staff and external service providers across the state.


� Note. A small number of non-Indigenous offenders participated in these programs due to cultural immersion or cultural similarities (e.g., offenders from Papua and New Guinea)


� Note. This has not been recorded as a function of the total prison population.
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