Victorian Legal Assistance Prison Forum

Date 28 July 2009

The Victorian Legal Assistance Prison Forum was held on the 28 July at the Lionel Murphy Centre, 360 Queen St, Melbourne. There were 76 participants who attended the event, including representatives from the community legal sector, VLA, LIV, PILCH, health and housing sectors, Department of Justice and Corrections Victoria.
Bill Nicholson gave a Welcome to Country. Hugh de Kretser, Executive Officer of the Federation of Community Legal Centres and the Deputy Chair of VLAF, welcomed the participants and briefly provided information on the aims and objectives of VLAF. He introduced the membership of VLAF and briefly explained the purpose of organising legal assistance dialogues (LAD). 

The keynote speakers and topics were:  
· Lived experience of Imprisonment: Vickie Roach 

· Systemic Issues in Imprisonment/ Decarceration (non-legal perspective): Amanda George 

· Overview of Prisoners Legal Services in Victoria: Phoebe Barton Jim Nicolaides and Sam Sowerwine
· VLA Service Provision and Gaps in Services to Imprisoned People: Domenico Calabro

The speakers provided a broad overview of the experiences and issues for prisoners, the systemic issues related to lack of housing, employment and mental health issues that are some of the factors that lead to imprisonment, and some frameworks to improve service delivery models. Project workers from CHRIP, Brimbank Community Legal Centre and Inside Access provided a brief overview of the aims and objectives of their respective projects. Finally Domenico Calabro from VLA provided information on the services provided to prisoners and the gaps in service provision. 
After the speakers, participants broke into three facilitated groups that focussed on people at the risk of imprisonment, imprisoned people and people who have been imprisoned respectively . Each of the groups discussed; 

· What are the systemic issues?

· What work are we already doing? How are we responding to these issues?

· What resources do we need, and how can we work collaboratively and as 
organisations to address these issues more effectively?

SUMMARY FROM EACH WORKING GROUP 
Focus Group 1 “Issues for People who are imprisoned”

1. WHAT ARE THE SYSTEMIC ISSUES?

· Lack of communication and sense of loss and lack of control for people in prison. Matters often get adjourned to suit the convenience of the lawyers. There is no information which imprisoned people can access easily. The library at Dame Phyllis Frost Prison is currently being set up but does not have comprehensice information and resources. There is lot of goodwill and people want to help but do not know what to do. 

· Need to have a dedicated phone line for prisoners which should be a secure, free call number. This would be an information line and not an advice line. This will reduce the frustration for the prisoners who have to keep ringing a few services before they can find someone to help them. In Queensland, the dedicated phone line takes over 4000 calls in a month and there is need of similar service in Victoria. Important to develop an effective referral system so that we can cross refer and avoid duplication. It is important to ensure the information provided by all the services can be captured on a comprehensive data base. Imprisoned people who are from culturally and linguistic diverse background often do not feel confident to discuss their issues with lawyers. There is lack of proper interpreting and translation services. Prison services need further training to understand cultural and language differences. Lack of housing is a big issue for people once they are released. They are on the bottom of waiting list of public housing and often experience discrimination when they access public housing. There is very limited transitional housing. People being homeless post release causes huge issues, and can often lead to recidivism. Limited behavioural education, treatment and counselling available for people in prison. For example sex offenders are not engaged with treatment or counselling until just prior to release, or not even until after released.. There are long waiting list to get into drug units.In the current global financial crisis prison issues are often at the bottom of priorities. 

2. WHAT WORK ARE WE ALREADY DOING? HOW ARE WE RESPONDING TO THESE ISSUES?

· Limited advice services for prisoners. CLCs have a volunteer base who work with prisons and the lack of funding does not allow CLCs to provide a comprehensive service. For example Brimbank CLC got a small grant from Legal Service Board and could maintain their activities only for the short period of time. Long term sustainability becomes a huge issue. We need to improve the collaboration and coordination to address issues of continuity. It is important to look at workshops for self represented litigants to have a greater understanding of pathways and court processes. CLCs and VLA can identify some collaborative approaches to service delivery models. Women in prison can access housing options through agencies like Flat Out.
Anarchist  Black Cross believe every person in prison is political and work to ensure individuals are empowered and people on the outside can provide support on the systemic issues. 
· The Decarceration network of CHRIP supports this kind of work and the fact sheets for community education developed by CLCs are very helpful.
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3. WHAT RESOURCES DO WE NEED, AND HOW WE CAN WORK COLLABORATIVELY AND AS ORGANISATIONS TO ADDRESS THESE ISSUES MORE EFFECTIVELY?

· We should look at effective collaboration, everyone having common goals so would be great to have common resources and shared or not doubled up services. Develop good Cross skill training for  lawyers to  know how to refer  to other non-legal sector services. 
· We need to identify sustainability issues for projects that have limited funding sources
· We need to continue developing community education, but also the possibility of basic fact sheets for those on the inside.We continue to lobby for additional housing and for rules regarding waiting lists and the definition of homelessness to be changed.. Basically there is not enough housing, money spent on keeping people inside should be used to built more public housing!
Focus Group 2- Working with people post release

1. WHAT ARE THE SYSTEMIC ISSUES?

· It is important to ensure the medical issues of people post release are given great attention. 
· Isolation, lack of support to address mental health issues are some key areas of concern. Post prison, clients do not have access to housing. Most people live in cars, tents and have no ID. Many clients have their car impounded when they go to prison and al their contents gets lost as most of it is stored in their cards. 

· The clients have their parole dates postponed due to lack of appropriate support services. Initially the Office of Housing provided accommodation fro 6 months post prison now it has been reduced to 3 months. Sometimes the clients have bad rental records, because no one has communicated to the Office of Housing or the landlords when these people have been imprisoned. When people exit prison they do not have any identification, e.g. drivers licence or Medicare card and this creates a problem for them. It also takes a while before they can access Centrelink payments. 
After exiting prisons, people find it very difficult to secure employment due to criminal records. They face discrimination due to criminal record and cannot access housing and employment. Extensive work has been undertaken by Flat Out, Homeless Persons Legal Clinic and other community organisations. Often when people come out of prison they realise their house has been trashed by squatters and the Office of Housing issue them a maintenance bill. 
· Many people are served with warrant on release with old charges. It is important for them to be informed of outstanding charges. Deliberate punishing, tougher sentencing, or concurrent sentences do not support people with rehabilitation. It is important that there is more compassionate way to deal with fines and outstanding warrants when people are released from prison and are left with very limited support. Similar issues relate for people who are charged interstate or jailed interstate. The communication system needs to improve. Families face a lot of problem related to child protection, custody issues and very often VLA is conflicted out and need to find appropriate referrals which can often be an issue.
2. WHAT WORK ARE WE DOING?
· At Springvale Monash Community Legal Centre, students and lawyers work on projects to explore how we can prevent people from going to prison. 
· Corrections Working Group at the FCLC have undertaken some extensive work in the past. Important to explore how we can ensure we have access to information for prisoners and the law handbook is good resource. 
3. WHAT RESOURCES DO WE NEED?

· Further community legal education and peer education models to explored. 
· If online resources are a problem we should explore finding ways we can provide hard copy information. Setting up a library in the prison with updated information will be a good process. Interns from REPRIEVE have undertaken some excellent work which can be duplicated. Important to set up a working group to address housing issues. 
Further work needs to be done to address security issues and strip search issues. 
· People exiting prisons should be provided excellent support with counselling, free transport and ensure they feel safe. It was also proposed we should even explore a consumer reference group. 
Focus Group 3- Working with people who are risk of imprisonment.

1. What are the systemic issues prior to incarceration?

· People who have employment, housing, mental health issues, intellectual disability, sexual abuse and experience poverty are often at the risk of being imprisoned. 
· There is need to ensure there is adequate funding for people to access psychological reports before going to courts. 
2. Current service provision:

· The current practice with VLA to get psych report is based on the lawyer assessment of mental health issues and how that can support the case. Lawyers are not trained to make these assessments and this can often disadvantage the clients. There are other issues where people are not pre- diagnosed or undiagnosed ID’s, ABI’s, MH . If there is no psych report lawyers can get FOI report from hospitals, which are free for clients and it takes 2 weeks. 

· It is important for justice to access health records and not have to subpoena in each case. The screening process for ID, CD, MH etc. to pick up the mental health issues will support the clients when they attend courts. 
· There are further issues of accessing support before people go to court, credit bail, counselling for grief and loss, rehabilitation. Salvos have programs to prevent incarceration  but they are expensive (depending on areas). For example the program in Dandenong cost around  $50. 
· Some clients finish recommended courses for pleas and it is very helpful. Clients needs to be motivated and feel comfortable to access these services. Often people do not engage due to a bad experience.  We need to ensure we build an ongoing continuing relationship with clients and not have a fragmented approach. We need to ensure the legal system needs to work with housing and D&A services and take a more preventative approach and not just an interface when there is a problem. Further resourcing can address issues of networking and staff having more time to plan.
· We need to ensure clients are supported before they are charged. Clients should be in position to access disability support programs (DJC).  Agencies like Homeground’s provide an excellent service at Magistrates’ Court once a week.

· Homelessness is still an issue and often sentencing is greatly influenced by stable housing. Neighbourhood Justice Centre has tried to address this issue. Some magistrates are very sympathetic to people who are homeless. 
3. What resources / intervention could assist prior to intervention?

Some important issues to consider : 

· Funding for CAU – Mental Health System
· Student liaison officer and youth workers for schools 

· Identifying hotspots prior to incarceration

· Improving literacy programs in school and providing life skills.

· Address issues for teenagers who lose licences. Providing CLE on these issues for young people. 
· Mandatory sentencing – must get rid of it.
· Community based orders do not work for homeless clients 

· All courts should have housing support / information workers and Credit Bail program attached.
· Resources for Mental health services – diagnosis + resources prior to imprisonment

· More diversions from imprisonment 

· Note pressure for police + courts to imprison people due to law and order perpetuated through media

· Education of police and courts around Mental Illness and importance of diversion schemes

· Media power to determine law and order narrative, pushing for longer sentences and criminalisation – e.g. at the moment crackdown on breach of Intervention Orders

· Magistrates need to be made accountable – some fantastic, divert as much as possible, others refuse to hear diversions (i.e. clearly do not believe in them) 

· Consistency of programs, supports, rather then ad-hoc – involves networking and resourcing around what programs available, affordable and accessible.

· Housing 
– securing office of housing property while inside – need system to ensure people definitely hold on to housing whilst inside (despite 6 month limit on temporary absence).

· Opportunities for education and training for imprisoned people and young people.

· Keeping people engaged – especially youth – with services
Conclusion 
The forum identified lack of housing, employment, education, support, mental health services and  drug and alcohol program as the keys factors why people are at the risk of being imprisoned or why people reoffend when they come out of prisons. 

