
Reflections on Day 1


“Addressing the Underlying Causes of Offending”


As I reflect on what we have heard today, I have mixed feelings of elation and despondency.


Elation because so many good people who want to make a difference to the prevention of crime, and to the rehabilitation of criminals, have come together with such energy and vision.  They have put before us thoughtful, evidence based presentations that suggest what works, what doesn’t, and what areas need further research.  These outlines form a good basis for policy making and professional practice in this highly contentious field and a better basis for policy making than what currently passes for debate on this topic in our media.


Despondency, because as I look back over all my years in public life and think of the work of the Commission for the Future and latterly an involvement with the State Sector programme – Reform of the Centre, I see great ideas and little change.  For example there were pilot studies in several centres using a multi-agency approach to combating truancy.  I thought there were some good robust practices emerging.  When I asked recently what became of this, the answer was “nothing”.  I hope that’s not true.  But if it is, it illustrates one of our besetting sins it seems to me – lots of talk, no action;  good groundwork but no systematic application across the country of the learnings derived.


We need a more “joined up” approach to solving the problems in our community that set people off on a life of crime.  And we need to ensure that what works well is shared across the country and funded adequately to effect change.


My work as an Ombudsman takes me into prisons and what I see are young men and women – often illiterate, innumerate, angry, frustrated - with behavioural issues, and with mental health issues (sometimes acute and inappropriately treated in a prison setting when they should be in a forensic mental health treatment centre); people whose early years have been squandered in some fashion.  I have cases involving schools – kids in trouble for the possession of drugs, or weapons; bad or ungovernable behaviour; kids presenting a real danger to their peers and to their teachers.  But we can’t just abandon them or shuffle the problem off on to another school.


I’m with Judge Becroft and Dr Cindy Kiro – you can’t start too early to prevent disengagement from the learning process and the fallout from exclusions and expulsions that too often sees kids on the streets aimless, and ripe for recruitment into the pipeline that will inevitably take them to prison.


There need to be programmes which provide better parenting skills training for parents, especially young parents; much earlier intervention with kids to deal with conduct disorder which could grow into something worse; making sure that young people get their legal entitlement to 13 years of education – including making up the deficit when they’re in prison.


The Youth Court is experimenting with many ways to turn kids around, to turn them on to something better.  They have often come from backgrounds where abandonment, abuse and alienation are common themes.  We should support and encourage the work of the Office of the Commissioner for Children and the Youth Court, and the work done in the community by Susan Baragwanath and others.


And when people go to prison we should start on Day 1 beginning the process of rehabilitation and preparation for their eventual re-entry into society.  If we want these people to “own” their offending, demonstrate contrition, overcome drug and alcohol addiction etc. then we have to start the day the door shuts on them.  We’re talking about behavioural change and two thirds of the way through the sentence is too late to start the turnaround with any hope that it will be well rooted enough to withstand the temptation of backsliding on release.  The faith based units in some prisons and the Maori Focus Units, where they exist, are models that show us that positive change can come.


I have very little patience with people who say “lock them up throw away the key – this isn’t a social welfare home it’s a prison.  You pay for your crime with appropriate punishment”.  Some seem to forget that the punishment is being deprived of your liberty.  Once incarcerated, the process of being made fit to return to society should begin.


It seems to me that what we have considered today provides some good ideas supported by workable practices and based on good research.  It’s a start but we have an urgent need to encourage more informed debate in our communities about this and build understanding and support for a more considered approach to addressing and dealing with the underlying causes of offending.
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