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YOUNG AUSTRALIANS — INCARCERATION 
Statement 

HON ROBIN SCOTT (Mining and Pastoral) [3.35 pm]: I will be brief. I want to talk about the incarceration of 
young Australians. All Australians are keen to find cost-effective ways of closing the gap between 
Indigenous Australians and the rest of us. One of the most glaring examples of this divisive gap is the large number 
of young Indigenous Australians behind bars. The first questions we need to ask are about illiteracy. Of the young 
people, mostly male, who are incarcerated in Broome, Roebourne and Kalgoorlie in my region and elsewhere in 
this state, how many are illiterate? If they are still illiterate when they leave jail, the system has failed. How many 
prisoners, especially young prisoners, are released from jail and still unable to read and write? It should be obvious 
that for any individual who is tossed back into the community with the immense employment handicap of illiteracy, 
an early return to the prison system is a strong possibility. Whatever the cost per head of a successful literacy 
program, that cost will be less than the cost to the community of possible future crime and more jail time. 

The next question we need to ask is whether there are better alternatives than prison as a response to many crimes. 
Far too many young people, especially Indigenous males, are behind bars. While behind bars, young people are at 
risk—at risk of violence, at risk of drugs, at risk of assault, at risk of sexual abuse and at risk of being bullied into 
committing crimes in the future. It costs at least $100 000 a year to keep a young person behind bars. For many 
crimes and for very many offenders, there is a cost-effective practical alternative to prison. Instead of putting 
a young offender behind bars, a court should have the option of appointing a full-time mentor to the offender. The 
offender would be accompanied and guided by the mentor and under permanent curfew unless alongside the 
mentor. Without the specific authority of the court, the offender would remain within his or her place of residence 
and not step outside the front door unless in the company of the mentor. Mentoring will, itself, provide valuable 
job opportunities for mature Australians, including members of the Indigenous communities, to pass on life’s 
experiences to young offenders. Our aim should be to slash the number of young people behind bars and maximise 
the opportunities for young people to escape from their criminality and become functional, contributing members 
of our society. It would be a good thing for the commonwealth government to meet the cost of training the mentors 
and even contribute to the salaries. If the commonwealth is reluctant, that should not prevent the 
Western Australian government from going it alone. We have a law and order problem in this state and my 
colleague Hon Charles Smith has spoken in this chamber on the subject. As Hon Charles Smith is well equipped 
to explain, we cannot solve a law and order problem by building more jails. 
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