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I Introduction

In a report to the Colonial Secretary of Queensland in 1887, 
the administrator William Edward Parry-Okeden stated:

In the case of Aboriginal offenders ... the problem of their 
treatment is complicated by their physical nature. Placed in 
close confinement for any length of time they dwindle and 
die, and hence, practically, a sentence, which would be light 
imprisonment to a European, would be certain death to a 
native black.1

While those remarks clearly put forward an essentialised 
view of Aboriginal people, they nevertheless demonstrate 
an early recognition of the fact that custodial environments 
may be non-conducive to the needs of Australian Aboriginal2 
prisoners.3

As the difficulties of providing custodial environments for 
Aboriginal prisoners were recognised, local initiatives arose 
across Australia. In Western Australia, the ill-fated Rottnest 
Island Gaol was established in 1838 as an alternative to 
incarcerating Aboriginal prisoners in Fremantle Gaol. Exile 
was seen as a preferable method to facilitate greater personal 
freedom while reducing the risk of escape.4 In addition 
to separate gaols, such as the Rottnest Island Gaol, being 
established for Aboriginal prisoners, other Aboriginal- 
specific incarceration initiatives were adopted by early 
Australian correctional administrators. These included the 
use of larger cell openings to reduce the sense of enclosure,5 
and the accommodation of multiple Aboriginal prisoners in 
larger cells as against the single accommodation standard for 
non-Aboriginal prisoners.6 Prison conditions for Aboriginal 
prisoners during the 19th century often were quite different 
from those provided for non-Aboriginal prisoners;7 and

under the generally primitive architectural initiatives, 
such as larger cells for multiple accommodation, many 
Aboriginal inmates suffered. Prisoners were often in poor 
health, and in many instances there were high rates of 
death due to inappropriate facilities, overcrowding, poor or 
inappropriate diet, the separation from family and country 
and the inappropriateness of sites chosen.8

In more recent times, the difficulties of providing suitable 
environments for Aboriginal prisoners have received some 
attention. The Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in 
Custody ('RCIADIC'), coronial inquests and other inquires 
have periodically identified that Aboriginal prisoners 
have varying and differing needs. The primary emphasis 
of the RCIADIC was on the need to reduce the grossly 
disproportionate numbers of Aboriginal people in the 
criminal justice system. At the same time, within the Royal 
Commission's National Report, a number of recommendations 
were made regarding the need for special consideration of 
the custodial environments for Aboriginal prisoners. These 
recommendations noted that understandings of the needs 
of Aboriginal peoples in custodial environments were poor 
and that guidelines for custodial conditions for Aboriginal 
prisoners should be formulated and adopted.9 Although such 
guidelines have not been developed in the 18-year period 
since the release of the RCIADIC's National Report, there has 
been some increased attention given to custodial conditions 
for Aboriginal prisoners. Some correctional agencies provide 
prison environments for Aboriginal inmates that vary from 
those provided for other groups of prisoners. There are 
examples of prison environments incorporating separate 
outdoor areas for cultural gatherings,10 the use of dormitories 
or 'double bunking'11 for prisoner accommodation,12 
and the establishment of minimum security facilities in 
rural locations specifically for Aboriginal prisoners.13
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Other (perhaps more sophisticated) approaches to prison 
environments for Aboriginal prisoners include purpose- 
built cultural centres within prisons14 and the use of mobile 
work-camps. In the absence of evidence-based research, the 
development of such initiatives has primarily been based 
on first-hand observations from correctional officers and 
stakeholder consultation with outside Aboriginal groups. 
Approaches between Australian States and Territories are 
inconsistent, with some agencies placing greater emphasis 
on the needs of Aboriginal prisoners. The approaches and 
resultant prison environments vary significantly between 
jurisdictions.

Prison environments often have profound effects on those 
within them. People respond to the experience of the loss of 
liberty, autonomy, goods, services, heterosexual relationships 
and personal security15 with a range of emotional and 
behavioural responses.16 Emotional and behavioural 
reactions may manifest as resistance to threatened freedom, 
and as attempts to regain control and make sense of the 
losses caused by incarceration.17 The responses or resistance 
behaviours may be violent and destructive18 and have 
been characterised into five typologies: self-protecting, 
campaigning, escaping, striking and confronting.19 Prisoners 
displaying resistance behaviours are a threat to themselves, 
those around them and the institution. Resistance 
behaviours may be displayed as individual or group actions. 
The intensity of the reaction to the environment can cause 
immeasurable psychological and physical damage to the 
individual20 and may result in the loss of life and property.21 
On the failure of resistance behaviours to achieve their 
desired ends, the prisoner may succumb to a state of learned 
helplessness; and after an extended period in a state of 
learned helplessness, the person may then resort to a state of 
permanent helplessness.22 People in these states commonly 
display learned apathy belying acute distress23 and are 
relatively easy for traditional prison systems to manage, as 
these prisoners generally conform to routine and fit within 
the structure of the prison.24 The paradox is that individuals 
in states of helplessness and learned helplessness are unlikely 
to be able to function outside the closed institution.

Prison environments are typically inflexible to the cultural 
needs of particular groups and, Tn the light of what we 
knov/ about cultural differences which the normal prison 
organization does not allow for', this 'causes additional pain 
to particular groups.'25 Matching the prison environment 
to the cultural needs of the group through the provision of

congruent, familiar and meaningful environments is one of 
the most important aspects of reducing the prisoner's stress 
levels. Aboriginal people often fare very poorly in prison 
environments: large numbers of Aboriginal prisoners enter 
the prison system with chronic illnesses, substance abuse 
problems, learning and cognitive disabilities and mental 
illness;26 the number of Aboriginal prisoners dying in prison 
custody continues to be unacceptably high;27 and as a group, 

Aboriginal prisoners continue to face multiple layers of 
social disadvantage.28

As well as these impacts, the experiences of incarceration 
have profound effects on the wider Aboriginal population. 
As a key element of the criminal justice system, incarceration 
fosters and compounds Indigenous anger,29 often leading 
to greater levels of fear, anger and frustration within 
communities. The significance of the prison environment, 
its impact on Aboriginal prisoners and the flow-on effects to 
Aboriginal families, communities and the wider community 
become more important when the increasing incarceration 
rate of Aboriginal people in the Australian prison system 
is considered. It has been suggested that Indigenous 
imprisonment would be 'near or at the top of any world 
league table'.30 Between 2000 and 2007, the number of 
Indigenous prisoners in Australia rose by 9 per cent, with 
Indigenous prisoners representing 24 per cent of the total 
Australian male prisoner population in 2007.31 Nationally in 
2007, an Indigenous person was 13 times more likely to be in 
prison than a non-lndigenous person.32

Given these statistical patterns, attention needs to be paid 
to the type of environments in which Aboriginal people are 
incarcerated. To enact design change in an environment, a 
competent knowledge of the relevant cultural properties of 
people, landscapes, objects, and buildings is needed.33

II The Study

In doctoral research conducted by the author, male 
Aboriginal people in South Australian prisons were 
interviewed to investigate their needs and preferences for 
prison accommodation.34 The participant group consisted of 
55 Aboriginal prisoners from diverse Aboriginal language 
groups, who were incarcerated in five South Australian 
prisons.

Female prisoners have complex and diverse needs35 with 

Aboriginal female prisoners presenting even yet more
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complex and diverse issues;36 and it was decided that the 
inclusion of female Aboriginal prisoners was outside the 
scope of this research. Juveniles were also not included in 
the study as they were again seen as a separate user group 
presenting separate issues and challenges for designers.37 
It should be acknowledged that the complex needs of both 
groups are presently poorly met38 and well worthy of future 
research.

The participants consisted of men who identified with a 
number of language groups and Aboriginal cultures. Most 
common in the participant group were Aboriginal men 
from South Australian language groups. The participants 
identified most frequently with Narranga or Ngarrindjeri 
language groups39 followed by a smaller group who 
originated predominately from the Western Desert region 
and identified themselves as Anangu. There were smaller 
sub-groups of Aboriginal men identifying with other South 
Australian and interstate language groups. There was a 
characteristic demographic profile of the participant group 
and their family circumstances. The majority were young 
single men,40 with large numbers reporting as having 
children. The participants generally reported living with 
kin41 prior to incarceration, with the majority of participants 
living with close family members. Only 10 per cent of the 
participants lived with people who were not related to 
them. Prior to being imprisoned, many of the participants 
lived with a partner and/or children, and also shared 
accommodation with family rather than living as a separate 
family unit. Prisoners who did not reside with their family 
prior to incarceration often chose to reside in locations close 
to their families. For example, one participant said:

Mum and some of my sisters live up the road. I've always
lived close to my family. I want to be close by, just in case
Mum gets sick or something as she has sugar diabetes.
We have always lived close, all of us. (Ngarrindjeri man,
Mobilong Prison)

Family and kin were a consistent and important factor 
in the lives of most of the participants. Female family 
members played a particularly significant role, often being 
the providers of housing and the major source of family 
information. At the same time, many of the participants 
reported living in home environments plagued by economic 
and social disadvantage and described circumstances where 
there was intermittent delivery of essential household 
services and ever-present housing insecurity. A substantial

number of participants spoke of family situations where 
welfare-dependent families were struggling to survive 
financially and emotionally.

Participants' needs and preferences were investigated 
using a three-stage interview process. The methodology 
included gathering personal and incarceration details,, and 
a directed choice experiment employing photographic sets 
and drawing techniques to elicit design preferences.

Many of the Aboriginal prisoners in the participant group, 
regardless of their language group, articulated common 
needs and preferences that could be translated into a number 
of themes. These themes included preference for prison 
environments which allowed the prisoner to stay connected 
to country, to maintain relationships with family and kin, 
to live within a specified social group, and to have privacy, 
safety and health needs met.

Ill Connections to Country

It has long been recognised that connection to land plays 
a central role in Aboriginal cultures and communities. As 
Patrick Dodson states:

Land is the generation point of your existence ... it's the 
spirit from which Aboriginal existence comes. It's a place; 
a living thing made up of sky, of clouds, of rivers, of trees, 
of the wind, of the sand, and of the Spirit that's created all 
those things; the Spirit that has planted my own spirit there, 
my own country. It belongs to me; 1 belong to the land; I rest 
in it; I come from there.42

This study noted that many Aboriginal prisoners in South 
Australia were held in prisons considerable distances from 
their home country. This appears to be consistent with 
observations from other parts of Australia. In a 2008 report, 
the Inspector of Custodial Services in Western Australia 
noted that considerable numbers of Aboriginal prisoners in 
that State are held 'out of country'.43

Participants spoke of the importance of being housed on or 
near traditional country. As one man stated:

The location of the prison isn't important. It is whose 
land you are on. When I was locked up in Alice Springs,
I knew I wasn't on my land. The colour of the earth told 
me that. I needed to be on my land. It would be terrible if
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you had a long stint where the earth was the wrong colour. 
(Ngarrindjeri man, Mobilong Prison)

Participants noted that being on familiar country while 
incarcerated increased their feelings of wellbeing and 
decreased their feelings of disorientation. For example, an 
Ngarrindjeri man stated:

I don't want to go to Port Augusta Prison when I get moved, 
that is the last place I want to be. I want to be at Mobilong. 
I'm from Raukkan; I want to be near the river. If I can't be on 
the river I want to be near it. You hear the birds, smell the 
river. I know those smell and sounds. That is the right place 
for me to be. (Ngarrindjeri man, Yatala Labour Prison)

The research found that connection to country was important 
for the entire Aboriginal participant group regardless of each 
participant's language group and whether they were seen as 
an 'urban' or 'tradition oriented' Aboriginal person by the 
correctional system.

There may be positive outcomes for offenders if prisons are 
more sensitively sited. At lease one prominent Aboriginal 
commentator has articulated that, for male offenders, the path 
away from criminality and towards manhood is by increasing 
the cultural knowledge of offenders.44 Siting prisons on 
traditional lands is the first step to allow Aboriginal prisoners 
to increase cultural knowledge, as it allows the practice of 
spiritual and customary lore in a meaningful environment. 
Considerations need to take place at every level of planning 
to provide specific spaces and places to allow the gaining and 
sharing of cultural knowledge to assist offenders in moving 
beyond criminality. As one participant stated:

They need to get rid of all this concrete shit and get us out 
on the land. We don't need to get that from our parents, we 
need something to connect us with the land. Sending us back 
to gaol is just getting us to know the screws and the system. 
Get us back to the land, Aboriginal space that makes people 
change. (Kokatha man, Adelaide Remand Centre)

The need to be connected to country had an impact on the 
participants' preferences for prison environments, from the 
location of the prison to the preferred cell layout. As previously 
stated, preferred prison locations were on or near traditional 
country. Participants preferred prison and cell environments 
where they could have continual visual and physical access to 
the external environment and feel the wind and the sun.

These findings may suggest a dispersal approach to 
corrections may be required to meet the needs of Aboriginal 
prisoners. Under such an approach, housing prisoners in 
smaller, sensitively and appropriately sited prisons along 
with the regular use of inter- and intrastate transfers may 
be preferable. This approach may be diametrically opposed 
to current correctional planning in some states, where 
correctional administrations are responding to burgeoning 
prison populations with the construction of new 'super 
prison' projects. Along with such approaches, ways to allow 
all Aboriginal prisoners to have a relationship with the 
externa] environment whilst imprisoned need to be further 
explored.

IV Maintaining Links to Community, Family and 
Kin

Incarcerating Aboriginal prisoners in prisons long distances 
from their families and communities has profound effects, 
not only on the offenders themselves but also on their 
families and communities, perpetuating Australia's sordid 
history of intergenerational Indigenous dispossession. 
Separation may have harmful consequences for Aboriginal 
communities, and may lead to intense anger,45 feelings of 
powerlessness, a lack of purpose and the continuing distrust 
and hatred of government, police and the criminal justice 
system.46

Family and kin is the core of Aboriginal life and the only 
constant in the lives of many Aboriginal people.47 RCIADIC 
emphasised the importance of family and strongly 
recommended that various strategies be implemented to 
maintain the connections between Aboriginal prisoners and 
their families and kin (including that offenders be housed 
near their families and communities). Such strategies would 
help to reduce incidences of suicide and maintain the 
wellbeing of Aboriginal prisoners 48

This study found that many Aboriginal prisoners in the 
South Australia were incarcerated considerable distances 
from home and family. The common response by correctional 
administrators to RCIADIC and other government and 
independent inquires49 has been to attempt to house 
Aboriginal prisoners with other family or community 
members within a prison.50 This strategy does not appear 
to enable Aboriginal prisoners to maintain family networks 
from outside the prison, and within the study it was found 
that many Aboriginal prisoners had little or infrequent
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contact with family members outside the prison. Only 23 
per cent of the participant group received either weekly or 
fortnightly visits and 46 per cent of the group had received 
no visits while incarcerated. A lack of affordable or reliable 
transport, the poor health of family members, and long 
distances to the prisons deterred many families from visiting 
prisoners. Aboriginal prisoners also refused visits due to the 
regimes involved. One participant discussed a failed visit:

I don't care about visit areas anymore, not until they change 
dramatically. I don't want visits. Here you get all organised 
for your visit and they search you and you sit down like a 
zombie in the visit area and they let the visitors in. If your 
visitors don't turn up you have to sit there. I had to sit there 
for 40 minutes. It was the biggest shame job. All the other 
prisoners were looking at me. I don't want any more visits 
in case they don't turn up. I got back to the unit and rang my 
woman. It caused a lot of friction at home and I was upset, 
all because of their stupid rules. The whole visit thing is just 
to shame us Nungas. Don't they realise that our families 
might not be able to get here, might not have a car, might 
not be well? They just shame us again and again, leaving 
us sit there like we were in a shop window or something. 
(Arabana man, Yatala Labour Prison)

Men incarcerated a long way from home often received few 
or no visits, and families often made considerable sacrifices to 
keep contact with family members in prison. One interstate 
man described his mother's annual pilgrimage from New 
South Wales to South Australia to visit her sons housed in 
various prisons around South Australia:

Mum comes down once a year and brings the little kids. She 
catches the bus from New South Wales and visits us here. 
She goes to see [participant's brother! at Port Augusta on one 
day, and then she goes to see [participant's other brother] at 
Cadell, and then comes to see me. She catches the bus to see 
the three of us, she's not so young and it's pretty hard on her, 
but at least I get to see her once a year. It is good to get news 
of the family and the brothers. I don't get a lot of other news 
and I miss family. We are all in gaol, three of us here and two 
in New South Wales. I can't afford to ring home and am not 
much of a writer. It is the only time I get news. (Kamilaroi 
man, Mobilong Prison)

Participants in the study were asked the preferred locations 
of prison in the context of proximity to the individual's home 
and community. This aspect was most commonly articulated

in terms of time, with a one-hour driving distance being seen 
as the maximum distance a prison should be located from 
the prisoner's home or community. For example:

The most far away I would like the prison to be is an hour
from home. That means I might still get a visit from time to
time. (Narranga man, Mobilong Prison)

It should also be stated that telephone contact for those 
within the study became cost-prohibitive when they were 
imprisoned considerable distances from home communities 
and family. Twenty-three per cent of the men interviewed 
had telephone contact with family outside the prison less 
than once every three months and 16 per cent did not phone 
home. A participant imprisoned at Port Augusta Prison, 1200 
kilometres from his home community, succinctly stated:

I come from Amata, on the lands and all my family is
at Amata. 1 don't use the phones here, cost too much.
(Pitjantjatjara man, Port Augusta Prison)

If prisoners did find the funds for telephone contact with 
their family, they often found the particular telephone 
service was disconnected, or the number had changed and 
they had to resort to a series of telephone calls using the 
'Aboriginal grapevine' to eventually contact family members. 
The transient nature and low socio-economic status of many 
families meant that keeping contact through telephone was 
both difficult and expensive.

As previously mentioned, when families did manage to visit 
the prison in person, the participants often thought that the 
visit experiences were culturally inappropriate, arduous 
and shameful, both for the prisoner and the family. Greater 
emphasis could be placed on the design of visit areas and 
entrances to take into account the potential experiences of 
both the visitors and prisoners, so as to make visits less 
traumatic. The experiences of shame felt by visiting family 
members often flow on to the Aboriginal prisoner, which 
may result in family conflict, increased stress and reduced 
contact with family. Many participants felt that the design 
of entrances and visit centres were important considerations 
in providing a respectful and non-traumatic experience for 
the visitor. Generally, participants felt these should be more 
'homely', that is, of a human scale and more welcoming. 
These findings suggest that more attention to the design of 
these areas is required.
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Man)/ participants also felt that visit areas could be revised 
to incorporate the needs of Aboriginal prisoners. Participants 
felt these should include children's play areas, external spaces 
and flexible seating arrangements. Many of the participants 
indicated the importance of the inclusion of food preparation 
and dining areas to be able to share a meal with visitors. For 
examiple, one man stated:

Cooking food is so important on visits. It is a tradition as 
soon as someone comes at home. Like you ask - 'You right 
for a feed' and you sit down and have a yarn. It is hard to 
just sit there; the kids are bored and hungry. It is so hard. 
(Kokatha man, Adelaide Remand Centre)

The implementation of a range of strategies to allow 
Aboriginal prisoners to maintain connections to their 
famiLies and communities appears to be sadly lacking 
in many Australian prisons. The pattern of continuing 
intergenerational institutional separation fails to address the 
complex issues of improving the socio-economic status of 
Aboriginal people in Australian society.

V Lifestyles Structured Around the Social Group

The study found that distinct Aboriginal social groups exist 
among Aboriginal prisoners in South Australia and Aboriginal 
prisoners generally wished to live as part of a distinct social 
group within the prison. These social groups provide the 
Aboriginal prisoner with support and safety in a possibly 
hostile environment and allow family connections to be 
maintained. In part, the groups replicate lifestyles structured 
around a social group outside the prison environment. 
Many Aboriginal prisoners, regardless of their background, 
emphasised the value of the social group within the prison. 
In the study, it was noted that the management at the various 
prisons partially understood the importance of Aboriginal 
prisoners remaining in a group and often placed prisoners so 
that they would be housed with other Aboriginal prisoners.51

The formation of groups was found to be based on family/ 
kin relationships, language groupings, shared histories of 
institutional life and mutual activities. At some locations, 
the forming of groups also appeared to occur as safety and 
support mechanisms, as a way of gaining further resources 
or illicit materials, or as a mechanism to exert power over 
the environment and other prisoners. In some instances, the 
social groupings allowed prisoners to care for or protect other 
Aboriginal prisoners according to their cultural obligations.

All of the Aboriginal groups appeared to choose 
accommodation where they could live as distinct groups 
when allowed by the architecture, planning and management 
regimes of the particular prison. In doing this, Aboriginal 
prisoners often ended up in the lowest quality accommodation 
at a site. It appeared that such areas did not have to be 
defended from other groups of prisoners and spaces were 
better able to be established as 'Aboriginal'. For example, at 
one prison, Aboriginal prisoners tended to remain housed in 
a dated cell-block with fewer amenities in order to remain 
together as a social group, which was preferred over being 
accommodated in self-contained cottages. At other sites 
where interaction between prisoners was difficult, Aboriginal 
prisoners took other (sometimes ingenious) measures to 
remain as a group.52

All of the participants showed preference for prisons with 
external areas that allowed them to gather as a group. At the 
same time, different groups articulated varying requirements 
for external areas. Prisoners from remote communities 
generally desired facilities such as fire pits and seating 
areas situated with trees. Nunga and interstate prisoners 
noted a preference for outdoor areas with barbeques, and 
active recreational areas such as basketball courts and gyms. 
Participants from the various groups noted that they were 
unlikely to use an external area devised for a different group 
of Aboriginal prisoners. For example, one man spoke of the 
Aboriginal area at Port Augusta Prison:

I didn't use the Nunga area in Port Augusta. It was mainly 
for the traditional people. They don't welcome us there. It is 
their place. It isn't really set up for us blokes [urban Nunga 
menj. It is more for the tribals.53 (Narranga man, Yatala 
Labour Prison)

Fiowever, all groups wanted a football field and an exterior 
area to gather as a group and 'yarn'. Eighty per cent of the 
participant group also noted that they were in favour of the 
establishment of a separate purpose-built cultural centre 
for Aboriginal prisoners. Most participants noted that the 
establishment of such a centre would enable Aboriginal 
prisoners to congregate and anticipated such an initiative 
would have a number of benefits. One man stated:

I would use an Aboriginal cultural centre and it would be 
good. Often in prison, 1 don't get see my family, all the 
boys are in different units. One of the only good things 
about prison is catching up to the family. An Aboriginal
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space would let us catch up. I would use a place like that 
everyday. Maybe painting, maybe education. I couldn't see 
any problems and it would benefit all of us. It would be good 
we could look after the blokes who are doing it tough, learn 
and be together. (Narranga man, Adelaide Remand Centre).

For some Aboriginal prisoners within the study, dedicated 
living units for Aboriginal prisoners where the social norms 
of Aboriginal life could be observed were seen as optimum. 
Forty-five per cent of participants noted that dedicated 
units would be preferable to the current arrangements. For 
example, one man stated:

Having spaces for the brothers would be good especially 
if the gaol is whites and blacks. I don't want to hang out 
with the whitefellas. It is not the same. We just try and keep 
apart, having separate spaces would reduce the tension. 
(Ngarrindjeri man, Adelaide Remand Centre)

At the same time, many participants suggested that the 
Aboriginal prisoner should have a choice to be placed in 
a dedicated Aboriginal living unit, and noted that some 
Aboriginal prisoners may not wish to be housed there. 
A number of participants suggested that some interstate 
Aboriginal prisoners, urban Aboriginal prisoners who had 
lost connections to family, and certain other Aboriginal 
prisoners may prefer to be housed in a mainstream prison 
unit. Most suggested that the placement of prisoners in 
dedicated Aboriginal units must be based on existing family 
and kin connections. A number of participants noted that 
certain language groupings should not be forced to share a 
dedicated unit.

It is pretty important that they get the mix right and separate 
us. At Port Augusta there are tribal wars between us [Nunga 
men] and Anangu. It started when one of the tribals raped 
an Aunty. They put him in the yard with us and we split his 
head in half. After that, they split us up. The tribals got the 
upstairs in Bluebush and we got downstairs. They got the 
yard in the morning and we got it in the afternoon. If the 
tribals came in with the Adelaide Nungas there would be 
a mess, we won't ever forget. (Ngarrindjeri man, Adelaide 
Remand Centre)

Despite these findings, it was identified that only 15 per cent 
of the participant group were interested in having prisons 
completely dedicated to an Aboriginal population. Resistance 
to this proposal appeared to be based on the perception that

accommodation standards, programs and facilities in an 
Aboriginal-only prison were likely to be lower than other 
prisons.

VI The Need for a Single Cell

While the study found that prisons needed to integrate the 
needs of the social group, simultaneously it was found that 
77 per cent of the participant group recorded a preference 
for single-occupancy accommodation.54 Issues around 
territoriality, personal space, privacy and personal safety 
arose from the use of 'double-bunking' or other types of 
shared accommodation for most of the Aboriginal men in the 
study.

Despite general penal philosophies and practices which favour 
single-cell accommodation, the practice of accommodating 
Aboriginal prisoners in dormitories or double-bunked cells 
is relatively widespread across Australia and is generally 
seen as a mechanism to provide social support to Aboriginal 
prisoners. In most parts of Australia the 1980s prison reform 
period led to many Australian prisons being redeveloped, 
predominately with single-cell accommodation. Despite 
the redevelopments, double-bunking has continued as 'best 
practice' for accommodating Aboriginal prisoners. The use 
of double-bunking and dormitories was further entrenched 
when many correctional administrations very literally 
interpreted the RCIADIC recommendation not to segregate 
Aboriginal prisoners.55 During the period of the study, the use 
of double-bunking in South Australian prisons was common, 
and many prisoners were housed in cells designed for single 
occupancy that had later been fitted with double bunks as the 
South Australian prison population burgeoned.56

It was found that the ability of Aboriginal prisoners to 
perform certain private routines and activities was comprised 
by double-bunking. One man stated:

All the cells should be single. Double-bunking is terrible. 
This place is bad enough let alone having to share a cell. It 
is hard when you are sharing, you have to adapt with what 
your cellie wants. Like, I like to have something to eat at 
night and my latest cellie doesn't eat at night so I don't. It 
is always hard having to share the tellie and things like that. 
(Pitjantjatjara man, Yatala Labour Prison)

The practice of double-bunking compromised prisoners' 
ability to perform certain functions. In many instances this

72 VoI 1 2 No 2, 2 0 0 6



PRISON ENVIRONMENTS AND THE NEEDS OF AUSTRALIAN ABORIGINAL PRISONERS:
A SOUTH AUSTRALIAN CASE STUDY

appeared to increase the stress level of the individual and 
impinged on their feelings of wellbeing. Participants were 
very vocal on the issues. A Narranga man stated:

It is better to be by yourself, you can have a bit of privacy. 
I don't want other people reading my letters and having to 
listen to other people's troubles. You end up doing your 
time plus someone else's as well. There are so many reasons 
why it is better to have your own cell: germs, privacy, and 
freedom the list goes on and on. (Narranga man, Cadell 
Training Centre)

There appears to be a need to rethink the use of double- 
bunking and dormitories as their use conflicts with the needs 
of Aboriginal prisoners. The privacy, personal security or 
cultural needs of the users are generally compromised, and 
the practices may increase the effects of passive smoking, 
the spread of contagious diseases57 and the incidence of 
rape58 among the Aboriginal prisoner population.59 While 
many participants spoke of the importance of maintaining a 
connection to the social group from cells, many also referred 
to the need to have security and privacy. Almost all of the 
participant group preferred single-cell accommodation for 
safety, privacy and other issues,60 but noted the importance 
of having sleeping environments where communication and 
visual connection to other Aboriginal prisoners could be 
maintained. For example, participants preferred cell doors 
with windows where they could at least see other Aboriginal 
prisoners in the social group after lockdown.

In very recent times, it appears that the practice of 
accommodating Aboriginal prisoners in double-bunked and 
dormitory arrangements is being finally being questioned. 
The Western Australian Inspector of Custodial Services 
noted that multiple or dormitory accommodation should 
only be provided for 'prisoners with appropriate risk and 
need profiles and who have agreed to such placements'.61 
Prison accommodation that provides Aboriginal prisoners 
with community support during critical times, while 
simultaneously allowing privacy and protection in a 
potentially hostile environment, needs to be further 
investigated.

VII The Importance of Television

One finding of the study was the importance television 
played in the lives of Aboriginal prisoners. Eighty-seven per 
cent of the participant group placed television as one of the

most important factors in a prison environment. The role of 
and access to television for prisoners in Australian prisons is 
seldom discussed. Television may increase a prisoner's sense 
of connection with external society and provide activity, 
diversion and human contact.62 This may in turn decrease 
the disorientation felt by a prisoner, increase their perceived 
and actual control of the environment, and contribute to 
heightened feelings of safety and wellbeing.63 One man 

explained this concisely:

TV is very important here, in fact it probably one of the most 
important things in prison. It keeps you in touch with what 
is happening outside. (Narranga man, Adelaide Remand 
Centre)

Aboriginal prisoners spoke of the importance of having 
a television in their cell. The ability to access television in 
cells was not universal. Only one prison in South Australia 
provided televisions in cells. Prisoners housed in other prisons 
had to provide their own portable set and men permitted to 
have their own televisions often had difficulties getting one. 
Sometimes Aboriginal prisoners saved for extended periods 
to obtain a television. One man stated:

I had to save $12.50 a week for six months for the $130 for a 
TV - it is all I've got really. I didn't have any money to buy 
essentials, everyday things that you need to survive in this 
place, but I needed to have a TV. You would go mad without 
it. (Pitjantjatjara man, Yatala Labour Prison)

More often it was the cash-strapped families of participants 
who had to find a way of providing a television to their 
relative in prison.

Given the importance Aboriginal prisoners place on television 
and the potential of the medium to reduce feelings of 
isolation, one should question why television is not available 
for prisoners in segregation areas of South Australian prisons 
and is not provided in most at-risk accommodation across 
South Australia. It would appear that prison officers are 
aware of the capacity of television to provide diversion to 
vulnerable at-risk or isolated prisoners. During the course of 
an inquest, the Coroner noted that a correctional officer had:

set up a television in the corridor outside of cell 55 on a table, 
using an upturned metal bin for elevation. This allowed Mr 
Walker to view it through the trap in his cell door if he was 
standing up. This gesture demonstrated an awareness by the
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correctional service officers of the desirability of providing 
some stimulation for prisoners who are isolated from the 
mainstream population.64

In light of the significance that television holds for Aboriginal 
prisoners and the beneficial role it can play - especially given 
the poor connection many Aboriginal prisoners have with 
external society65 - it is feasible to argue that correctional 
administrators may consider the routine provision of 
television to Aboriginal prisoners and investigate the needs 
of other prisoner groups for access to television.

VIII Prisons to Meet the Health Needs of Aboriginal 
Prisoners

The Aboriginal men within the study were concerned 
about the prison environment meeting their health needs. 
Prisoners as a group generally suffer high rates of serious 
illness and poor mental health, and simultaneously often 
engage in behaviours (eg, tattooing, syringe sharing and 
use of illegal drugs) that put their health at risk. In addition 
to these general features of prison populations, Aboriginal 
prisoners may also be affected by certain health conditions, 
which may heighten the stress felt in the prison environment. 
It is noted that Aboriginal men ... continue to suffer a much 
greater burden of illness ... than other Australians' with 
the burden of ill health commencing early and continuing 
throughout life.66 While the health status of the Aboriginal 
prisoner population has not been profiled in depth in most 
States,67 it is accepted that incarcerated Aboriginal males 
suffer high rates of diabetes, cardiovascular disease, kidney 
disease and renal failure, hearing loss and asthma,68 and 
a range of other chronic health conditions which predate 
incarceration.69 These factors have the capacity to impact 
heavily on the individual's prison experience,70 with certain 
factors influencing the ability of the Aboriginal prisoners to 
interpret and understand the environment while others affect 
the prisoner's mobility and tolerance of the environment.

Some participants in the study spoke of the difficulties of 
maintaining health in the prison environment with little or 
poor quality sleep, poor temperature control, little ventilation 
or the failure to address other aspects important to Aboriginal 
concepts of health.

Some aspects appeared to be quite cosmetic, but had quite 
severe impacts on the individual. For example, the type of 
mesh beds used in many of the South Australian prisons

appeared to result in poor quality sleep for many participants. 
A man at the inner city remand centre commented:

I get a sore back from the beds. The mesh and the thin foam 
mattress. (Ngarrindjeri man, Adelaide Remand Centre)

The use of bunk beds appeared to be unsuitable for Abori ginal 
prisoners who were older, larger or had pre-existing health 
conditions. One participant from a remote community 
noted:

The fella in with me, he couldn't get up to the top bunk. He 
has to sleep down the bottom. He has bad legs from sugar 
diabetes. (Yunkjantjatjara Pitjantjatjara man, Port Augusta 
Prison)

Participants spoke also about their thermal comfort in the 
prison environments, and the inability to be healthy when the 
environment was 'too hot' or 'too cold'. Very little research 
has been done into the optimum thermal comfort levels 
of Aboriginal people and even less of the thermal comfort 
levels of Aboriginal prisoners, though research has shown 
that people from different cultures prefer different thermal 
conditions.71 Observations from interviews with Aboriginal 
people and fieldwork have noted that Aboriginal people may 
have differing thermal comfort levels. For example, people 
who come from desert regions tend to be more tolerant of 
heat and much less tolerant of cold. It is also known that a 
person's degree of thermal comfort will vary with a number 
of factors, including their degree of health.72

I get hot then cold. The air conditioning doesn't change. 
Always pushing out the same air over and over again. It 
gets really cold at night and it gets even harder to get some 
sleep and that is why 1 am always sick here. (Narranga man, 
Adelaide Remand Centre)

Other cultural drivers for the maintenance of Aboriginal 
health in the prison environment were also touched upon. 
Some Aboriginal prisoners discussed the importance of 
ventilation for the maintenance of health. One man stated:

Having ventilation is really important to feeling normal, 
feeling clean. (Narranga man, Cadell Training Centre)

Other men spoke of the necessity of feeling the sun. A 
Pitjantjatjara man stated:
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It's not normal to be inside all day out of the sun. You need 
natural light to be normal. (Pitjantjatjara man, Yatala Labour 
Prison)

A number of men also spoke of the social drivers of Aboriginal 
health and particularly the importance to health of being with 
other family members. For example, another man said:

It is healthier being with the brothers. (Pitjantjatjara man, 
Adelaide Remand Centre)

The complexities of Aboriginal health are such that holistic 
approaches, which incorporate the physical, spiritual, mental, 
cultural, emotional and social wellbeing of the person, are 
generally advocated.73 It is apparent from the study that 
the impact of the prison environment on the health of the 
Aboriginal prisoner is little understood and there may be 
some benefit of further research in this area.

IX Prisons to Meet the Safety Needs of Aboriginal 
Prisoners

While interested in maintaining their health, participants in 
the study were also desirous of safe accommodation. Safety 
was seen to have a number of components. Firstly, participants 
were critically aware of the issues surrounding deaths in 
custody with hanging as the method. They demonstrated 
preference for accommodation with no obvious ligature 
points and with features which enabled staff to intervene if 
a prisoner used hanging as a method to self-harm. Secondly, 
participants were mindful of the prison environment in terms 
of prisoner-to-prisoner conflict.

Hanging points within cell environments were identified as 
a maior safety issue and were seen as a highly undesirable 
attribute of prison accommodation. Viewing photographs of 
various prison environments, one man noted:

I think that one would be a better option because there 
don't seem to be any hanging points. I don't want any 
opportunities. (Kokatha man, Adelaide Remand Centre)

Many participants also wanted custodial staff to be able to 
view prisoners in their cells and intervene if a prisoner was 
self-harming. For example, one participant stated:

They [the prison officers] need to be able to see the crim - 
what if he has killed himself or done something else stupid?

Those checks have to be done. You need to have a way to be 
to see into the cells or what would happen? (Narranga man, 
Cadell Training Centre)

The inclusion of viewing panels on cell doors was seen as way 
for custodial staff to easily view prisoners. One participant 
stated:

All prison doors should have windows so the prison officers 
can see in. (Kokatha man, Adelaide Remand Centre)

In terms of safety, the Aboriginal prisoners were also 
concerned about fixtures within the prison environment 
which could be re-fashioned for use as weapons. In 
particular, the mesh beds and other metal fixtures used in 
South Australian prisons were seen as potentially dangerous. 
One participant stated:

The things they put into cells have to be safe. They use 
that metal mesh stuff for the base of the beds and it causes 
problems. People break off bits and use them as weapons. 
(Ngarrindjeri man, Adelaide Remand Centre)

Others saw certain fittings as dangerous. In particular, the 
presence of exposed bars in cells (eg, detachable shower rails, 
window bars) was seen as unsafe. Other participants were 
concerned with the design of accommodation beyond the cell 
environment. One participant stated:

There needs to be frequent windows. You need to know 
what is happening outside. You need to be able to see what 
is happening outside the unit before you walk out there. It 
is a safety issue. I am not going to go outside the unit if I 
can see certain things are happening. (Narranga man, Cadell 
Training Centre)

For the same reasons, dead-end corridors were disliked. 
These discussions on safety in prison accommodation are 
very similar to the concerns of prisoners presented in studies 
of mainstream North American prisoners, where it has been 
seen that safety in prison environments is invariably linked 
to being able to predict the environment.74

X Conclusion

The needs of Aboriginal prisoners require greater 
consideration than is given by the current eclectic collection 
of approaches taken by correctional administrations around
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Australia. In some jurisdictions, the particular issues faced 
by Aboriginal prisoners receive considerable attention, 
while other jurisdictions appear to absolve themselves of the 
responsibility to consider the varying and differing needs of 
the Aboriginal prisoner population. The increasing rates of 
Indigenous incarceration, continuing deaths in custody and 
the entrenched disadvantage of Aboriginal prisoners and 
communities indicate the urgent need for a reassessment of 
the way Aboriginal people are incarcerated in Australia.

With a history of ad hoc approaches to the way Aboriginal 
people are imprisoned, there is a great need for the 
implementation of evidence-based measures. The 
recommendation by the RCIADIC for the formulation and 
adoption of guidelines for the welfare of Aboriginal prisoners 
is well-founded, though is still yet to be implemented almost 
two decades after the RCIADIC's conclusion. Evidence- 
based research into the needs of Aboriginal prisoners is 
long overdue. This study presents evidence of the needs of 
Aboriginal prisoners in the South Australian prison system. 
Aboriginal peoples are not a homogenous group and it would 
be foolish to assume that the findings presented here could 
be applied to every correctional setting around Australia, or 
indeed to every Aboriginal prisoner in South Australia. There 
is a clear requirement for comprehensive investigations into 
the specific needs of all Aboriginal prisoners, not only those 
from locations outside of South Australia but also Aboriginal 
women and young people, for instance. Nevertheless, this 
study does outline a number of central themes that can be 
built upon through further research. The Aboriginal prisoners 
in this study articulated the need for prison environments 
that allowed the prisoner to stay connected to country, to 
maintain relationships with family and kin, to live within a 
specified social group, and to have their privacy, health and 
safety needs met.

Many of these findings go against the current initiatives of 
Australian correctional agencies, with a substantial number 
of these agencies placing greater reliance on the warehousing 
of offenders.75 The tendency throughout Australia to build 
large prisons ignores evidence that smaller, local prisons 
may work better for Aboriginal prisoners. The nature of 
current correctional facilities raises serious concerns about 
the wellbeing and safety of prisoners, and the way large 
prisons may place relationships between prisoners and their 
families at risk. One of the main obstacles to implementing 
differing approaches to the design of prisons is the emphasis 
placed on secure containment by most correctional agencies,

which makes it increasingly difficult to provide hurmane 
prison architecture.

Looking forward it is possible to envisage a time when 
prisons are different for male Aboriginal prisoners. One can 
conceive of small-scale prisons sited on or close to prisoners' 
home country, where the families and kin of prisoners can 
visit more easily, and where prisoners are accommodated 
in safe housing with their social group. One can imagine 
physical environments where Aboriginal needs are included 
in prison design as a result of meaningful consultation with 
Aboriginal prisoners.
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