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Monitoring the extent and nature of deaths in custody in Australia has been made possible
through the National Deaths in Custody Program (NDICP). Established in 1992, the NDICP
collects data on all deaths that have occurred in police, prison or juvenile custody in
Australia since 1980. The NDICP provides an important role in the monitoring, research
and dissemination of information on deaths in custody and is thought to be the only such
program in the world.

This report presents detailed tabulated information on deaths in custody in Australia for the
year 2001 and also provides jurisdictional breakdowns for comparative purposes. During
2001 there was a total of 87 deaths in police and prison custody. The majority occurred in
prison custody (n=56), with the remaining 31 deaths taking place in police custody. There
was a total of 19 Indigenous deaths during the period under review, the majority of which
were deaths in prison custody (n=14). There were no deaths in juvenile detention in
Australia during 2001.

When compared to 2000, the overall number of deaths in custody has remained relatively
stable; however, during 2001 the number of prison deaths decreased from 64 to 56, whereas
the number of police custodial deaths increased from 25 to 31. Of the 31 deaths in police
custody, 24 were during the course of custody-related police operations and seven occurred
in “close” police custody (the highest and lowest figures, respectively, recorded in 12 years).

Overall, the leading cause of death in prison custody was death due to natural causes
(accounting for 54 per cent of deaths), while fatal trauma injuries were the leading cause of
death in police custody (accounting for 66 per cent of deaths)—the majority of which were
the result of fatal motor vehicle accidents.

Adam Graycar
Director
Australian Institute of Criminology
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The Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (RCIADIC) recommended in
1991 that an ongoing program was required to monitor Indigenous and non-Indigenous
deaths in prison, police custody and juvenile detention.

It was recommended that such a program perform the following functions:

• maintain a statistical database relating to deaths in custody of Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal persons;

• report annually to the Commonwealth Parliament; and

• negotiate with all custodial agencies with a view to formulating a nationally agreed
standard form of statistical input and a standard definition of deaths in custody.

In response, the National Deaths in Custody Program (NDICP) was established at the
Australian Institute of Criminology (AIC) in 1992 and continues to provide comprehensive,
timely and authoritative data on all deaths which occur in custody and custody-related
police operations. Although the NDICP began recording information in 1992, data on all
custodial deaths between 1980 and 1992 were collected retrospectively, placing the NDICP
in the unique position of holding detailed information on custodial deaths in Australia that
spans 22 years.

The NDICP examines the circumstances of deaths in prison and police custody and juvenile
detention around Australia on an ongoing basis. The purpose of monitoring deaths in
custody is to provide accurate, up-to-date information that will contribute to public policy
discussion in this important area, and to increase public understanding of the issues. It also
allows for the monitoring of long-term trends and patterns in police custody and custody-
related police operations.

The final report of the royal commission outlined the types of deaths that would require
notification to the NDICP (Recommendation 41). They are:

• a death, wherever occurring, of a person who is in prison custody, police custody or
detention as a juvenile;

• a death, wherever occurring, of a person whose death is caused or contributed to by
traumatic injuries sustained, or by lack of proper care, whilst in such custody or
detention;
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• a death, wherever occurring, of a person who dies, or is fatally injured, in the process of
police or prison officers attempting to detain that person; or

• a death, wherever occurring, of a person attempting to escape from prison, police
custody or juvenile detention (RCIADIC 1991, p. 190).

����	�	�	��

The information held in the NDICP database is based on three main data sources:

• NDICP data collection forms completed by all state and territory police services and
correctional departments in Australia and sent to the AIC directly whenever a death
occurs (including additional information such as offence records and police narratives);

• state coronial records, such as transcripts of proceedings and findings, as well as
toxicology and post-mortem reports; and

• information gleaned from national press clippings tailored to the NDICP requirements
and provided on a daily basis by Media Monitors.

NDICP data collection forms allow information to be recorded on approximately 40 variables
relating to the circumstances and characteristics of each death in custody. All relevant
information from the completed data collection forms is then entered into the NDICP
database.

Coronial data used in the NDICP data collection process (including coronial rulings and
findings, and toxicology and pathology reports) are accessed through the National Coronial
Information System (NCIS). NCIS has recently been developed and is managed by Monash
University’s National Centre for Coronial Information (MUNCCI). The NDICP submitted
an ethics application to MUNCCI in order to obtain access to the NCIS. The AIC was
granted access to the system in July 2001 on a fee-for-service basis. In certain jurisdictions
data will no longer be available from coroners on an individual basis. Where jurisdictions
do not provide information to the NCIS, data is obtained by liaising directly with the
contact in that area upon completion of the inquest on a case-by-case basis.

The current data set of the NDICP covers a 22-year period, from 1980 to 2001. The data set
contains details relating to 1,532 individual custodial deaths which include:

• 549 deaths in police custody (and custody-related police operations);

• 967 deaths in prison custody; and

• 16 juvenile detention and juvenile welfare deaths.

The majority of deaths recorded in the NDICP are of non-Indigenous persons (n=1,238),
with Indigenous persons accounting for approximately 20 per cent of all custodial deaths
(n=291).
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The NDICP uses the definition of a “death in custody” as recommended by the RCIADIC as
a guide as to which cases should or should not be included in the NDICP database. While
most of the cases are clear-cut and fall within the definition, there are some where it is not
clear as to whether or not the death should be classified as a death in custody according to
the definition. As a result, the NDICP established an internal review committee which
comprises a lawyer and several researchers who work in this area. The NDICP Review
Committee was formed to examine those cases where uncertainty exists regarding the
classification of the death as a “death in custody”. The committee considers each case
individually and makes a determination based on their interpretation of the definition and
the available information.

A total of 11 deaths that occurred during 2001 were considered by the review committee as
borderline. Three deaths were considered to be “deaths in custody” and the remaining eight
deaths were considered to fall outside of the NDICP definition, and were therefore excluded
from the database. In addition, during 2001 there were four deaths in custody-related police
operations that have been excluded from the following analysis. This is due to the fact that

�
���������

��������	�
����	�
������

��������	�
����	�
��������	
������������������������

����	�
����	���������	��������	���	���
��������
�����������	
�����������������������

�������	�����	����������������
����	��������	��������	���	

�	����������	�����
�����
���������������	�����	�����������������	������	��������	���	�
�	����
��������� !! ��

�" #!$!%&�

��������	�
������
������

��������	�
���
��
��������������������	����������	�
�����������

��������	


�� ��������	��	��������	��������	���������'��
����
���
��������	�������
(�
���
���
������
���������	�
���	������������������
���	��	��������	������	����
�������������	�����	�����������	��	��������	&�

)� *�������������	�
���
���
������	������������
����������	�
�����
�	��
�������������
�����������
�������	
�����������������	��������	���)��
���
���+�����������������	����	
����������������
��������
�����������������)�����������	����
�������)�������
��������	����������
��
����

�	��
�����������
����	����)���)���������	���
�	�����	����	
�����
�	���������
����	,��)���������

��������	�

*����������������	��
������-��������
���
���
������	��������������
�������������	������������
���
����	����������
��
�����
�	��
�����������
����	����)���)���������	���
�	�����	����	
�����
�	��������

����	,��)��������������������	
������������������������
��)����)������	�������
����������
����
��������������
��	����������	���
����	�������'��
��������	����
�������

1 This definition of a “death in police custody” is based on a resolution of the Australasian Police Ministers’
Council, made in 1994.
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they were also considered borderline cases and a decision regarding their inclusion or
exclusion in the NDICP database has been deferred pending upcoming determinations by a
coroner in each case. Three of these deaths occurred in Victoria (police pursuits) and one in
Tasmania (police pursuit).

���������
���������
�����	���!""#

What follows is a summary of findings relating to deaths in custody in 2001 for all custodial
deaths, deaths in prison custody and deaths in police custody and custody-related police
operations, with particular regard to demographic factors and the circumstances
surrounding the deaths.

��������	�����������

In 2001 a total of 87 deaths occurred in police and prison custody in Australia. During this
time there were no deaths recorded in juvenile detention. New South Wales recorded the
highest number of custodial deaths with a total of 34 deaths, followed by Queensland with
19 deaths. Western Australia recorded 13 deaths during 2001, Victoria recorded 10 deaths,
South Australia recorded eight deaths and the Northern Territory three deaths. There were
no custodial deaths recorded in Tasmania or the Australian Capital Territory during this
period.

��������	
��

Similar to previous years, males accounted for the majority of persons who died in custody
during 2001 (n=84) (see Collins & Mouzos 2001). There were three female deaths during
2001 of which one occurred in South Australia and two in Western Australia. Of the 87
deaths in custody, 78 per cent were of non-Indigenous persons (n=68). Overall, the mean
age of persons who died in custody during 2001 was 38 years. For non-Indigenous persons
the mean age of death was 39 years; Indigenous persons were slightly younger at time of
death with a mean age of 34 years. (The median age of death for both Indigenous and non-
Indigenous persons was 34 years.)
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In terms of the cause and manner of death, self-inflicted hangings and deaths due to natural
causes were the most common causes of death during 2001. For Indigenous persons the
leading cause of death was hanging, followed by death due to natural causes (42% and 32%
respectively). For non-Indigenous persons, death due to natural causes was the leading
cause of death (38%) followed by hanging deaths (26%) and death caused by external or
multiple trauma (24%).

“Manner of death” examines accountability for the death. When the manner of death is
classified as “accident”, this includes deaths that result from toxicity of drugs and/or
alcohol, head injuries, burn injuries, drowning, and fatal injuries following a motor vehicle
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accident. It also includes hangings where the coroner has found the incident to be
accidental. It is important to note that some alcohol and drug-related deaths are classified as
accidental deaths unless the coroner has clearly stated that the death was intentional and
therefore a self-inflicted suicide.

Overall, self-inflicted death was the leading manner of all deaths in 2001. Forty-two per cent
of the deaths of Indigenous persons, and 38 per cent of the deaths of non-Indigenous
persons were self-inflicted. While self-inflicted death was the leading “manner” of death for
both Indigenous and non-Indigenous persons, death due to natural causes was also a
significant manner in which people died in custody.

The NDICP collects information on the most serious offence leading to custody. The
Australian Bureau of Statistics’ Australian National Offence Classification scheme is used to
group offences into six categories: violent, theft-related, good order, drug-related, traffic,
other/unknown. For the purposes of the NDICP, “violent offence” includes homicide,
assault, sex offences, other offences against the person, and robbery; “theft-related offence”
includes break and enter, other theft, property damage and fraud; “good order offences”
include public drunkenness offences, protective custody for intoxication in jurisdictions
where public drunkenness is not an offence, justice procedure offences, breaches of
sentences (including fine default) and other offences against good order (for example,
prostitution, betting and gambling, disorderly conduct, vagrancy, offensive behaviour);
“drug-related offences” include possess, use, deal, traffic, manufacture/grow drugs; “traffic
offence” includes road traffic, driving and license offences; and “other/unknown” includes
other offences not elsewhere classified or where most serious offence is unknown.

During 2001 the majority of people who died in custody were being detained immediately
prior to their death for violent offences or theft-related offences. For Indigenous persons,
almost half were in custody at the time of death for violent offences (47%) followed by theft-
related offences (32%). Non-Indigenous persons were also most likely to have been in
custody prior to death for violent offences (39%), followed by theft-related offences (22%).

An examination of the environment in which persons died in custody during 2001 indicates
that for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous persons, the most common location of death
was in a cell. Almost half of the Indigenous deaths and more than one-third of the non-
Indigenous deaths occurred at this location. Non-Indigenous persons were found to be more
likely than Indigenous persons to die in a public hospital (31% versus 16%).

��������
�����	
�����	��

During 2001 there was a total of 56 deaths in prison custody in Australia, 14 of which
involved Indigenous persons. The majority of prison deaths occurred in New South Wales
(34%), followed by Queensland (27%) and Western Australia (18%). There were no deaths
recorded in juvenile detention in Australia during 2001.
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Of the 56 deaths that occurred in prison during 2001, the youngest person who died was
aged 19 years and the oldest person was aged 82 years (the mean and median age for prison
custody deaths was 43 and 39 years, respectively). Non-Indigenous persons who died in
prison were older than their Indigenous counterparts (a mean age of 44 years versus a mean
age of 37 years). During 2001, both women who died in prison were Indigenous. Of the 54
male deaths in prison custody, there were 42 of non-Indigenous persons and 12 deaths
involving persons of Indigenous origin.
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The majority of prison deaths that occurred during 2001 were as a result of natural causes
(54%) while hanging was the second leading cause of death (45%). There was only one other
death in prison and this was attributed to multiple causes. The majority of non-Indigenous
prison deaths were due to natural causes (57%), whereas the majority of Indigenous deaths
were due to hanging (57%).

In terms of manner of death, just over half of all prison deaths were due to natural causes
(54%). A further 45 per cent were due to self-inflicted death. One death was classified as
accidental. Fifty-seven per cent of Indigenous deaths were self-inflicted while this was the
case for only 42 per cent of non-Indigenous deaths.

When the most serious offence leading to custody is examined, the data reveal that over half
of all Australian prisoners who died during 2001 were incarcerated for violent offences
(homicide, assault and sex offences) (53%). Eighteen per cent of prisoners who died during
2001 had a theft-related offence as their most serious offence. These proportions are similar
when comparing Indigenous and non-Indigenous deaths—50 per cent of Indigenous
persons and 54 per cent of non-Indigenous persons were incarcerated for violent offences.
However, a slightly higher proportion of Indigenous than non-Indigenous persons were
incarcerated for theft-related offences prior to death (22% versus 18%).

The majority of persons who died in prison custody died in their prison cell; this was
consistent for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous persons. A public hospital was the
second most common environment of death during 2001. In terms of the type of prison in
which deaths occurred, 86 per cent occurred in government-run prisons (n=48) and a
further eight deaths occurred in privately run facilities.

The Australian Bureau of Statistics’ figures on prisoners in Australia (ABS 2002) show that
in 2001, 81 per cent of all prisoners were serving a sentence, while the remaining 19 per cent
were unsentenced prisoners on remand. Of the 56 prison deaths in Australia during 2001,
64 per cent involved sentenced prisoners and 34 per cent were unsentenced, or remand,
prisoners (n=19). This signifies a higher rate of death for unsentenced prisoners in
Australian prisons.
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Between January and December 2001 there was a total of 31 deaths in police custody and
custody-related police operations across Australia. Fifteen deaths occurred in New South
Wales, five in Victoria, four in both Queensland and South Australia, and three in Western
Australia. There were no deaths recorded in Tasmania, the Northern Territory or the
Australian Capital Territory.
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Of the 31 deaths in police custody, 77 per cent were classified as Category 2 deaths; that is,
deaths in custody-related police operations such as siege situations and pursuits (n=24). The
remaining 23 per cent of police-custody deaths were Category 1 deaths—situations in which
police officers would have had closer contact with the deceased prior to death, such as
shooting deaths, raids and deaths in police stations (n=7) (see box on page 11 for a definition
of deaths in police custody and custody-related police operations).

��������	
��

There was one female and 30 male persons who died in police custody during 2001. Most of
those who died in police custody were non-Indigenous (n=26), with five deaths of
Indigenous persons. Persons who died in police custody were much younger than those
who died in prison custody. For example, the mean age of persons who died in police
custody was 30 years, whereas the mean age of persons who died in prison was 43 years.
Non-Indigenous persons who died in police custody also tended to be older than
Indigenous persons at the time of death (a mean age of 31 years versus 24 years).
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When the cause of death of persons in police custody is examined, the majority of both
Indigenous and non-Indigenous deaths were due to external or multiple trauma (60% and
67% respectively). Following this, the manner or accountability for the death was most
commonly “accidental death” (60% and 58% respectively). Eight in 10 accidental deaths
involved fatal motor vehicle accidents.

In contrast to the finding that most persons who died in prison custody had been
incarcerated for violent offences, persons who died in police custody were more likely to be
in custody for theft-related offences. This was a characteristic of both Indigenous and non-
Indigenous persons who died in police custody.
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Most deaths in police custody occurred in a public place (80 per cent of Indigenous deaths
and 58 per cent of non-Indigenous deaths). Two deaths occurred within a police cell,
representing only six per cent of all police custody deaths. In addition, just over eight in 10
police custody deaths occurred while police were attempting to detain the individual (81%),
with around half of these attempts involving motor vehicle pursuits (48%) or other pursuits,
such as on foot (28%). About three per cent of deaths occurred while the person was
attempting to escape police custody. Similarly, few deaths occurred during police raids or
in institutional settings.

�����'����

The monitoring of the circumstances of all deaths in prison and police custody (and
custody-related police operations) and deaths in juvenile detention in Australia has the
potential to impact on the formation of policy in several key areas, including the
correctional management of women prisoners, Indigenous prisoners and prisoners from
different cultural backgrounds, and police operational practices.

The provision of timely and accurate information is essential in assisting stakeholders to
identify shifts in “at risk” populations and to monitor the effects of changes in policy and
operational standards.

For example, the findings of the NDICP may impact on procedures for holding persons in
custody. The data may also help to identify the type of people who are at most risk of
suicide or other types of deaths whilst in custody, and the circumstances and environmental
factors that may contribute to such deaths. The most important function of the NDICP is to
provide an annual report in order to communicate information gathered on custodial deaths
to its key stakeholders (police and corrections authorities), other government organisations,
non-government organisations and the general public. During the 10 years since the
program was established at the AIC there have been many additional requests for data.
Some examples of data usage follow.
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“Australian deaths in custody and custody-related police operations, 2000”, Trends and
Issues in Crime and Criminal Justice, no. 217, Australian Institute of Criminology, Canberra,
2001, Lisa Collins and Jenny Mouzos.

“Deaths in custody: 10 years on from the Royal Commission”, Trends and Issues in Crime and
Criminal Justice, no. 203, Australian Institute of Criminology, Canberra, 2001, Paul Williams.

“Deaths in private prisons and public prisons in Australia: A comparative analysis”,
Australian and New Zealand Journal of Criminology, vol. 34, no. 3, 2001, pp. 293–301, David
Biles and Vicki Dalton.
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2000, Vicki Dalton.
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Where rates are presented in the tables that follow, they have been calculated using the
annual Prisoners in Australia results of the National Prisoner Census (Australian Bureau of
Statistics 2002).

Some column percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding errors.

The Australian Capital Territory is not included in any of the following tables (excluding
trend figures) as there were no recorded deaths in custody in that jurisdiction in 2001.
Similarly, there were no recorded deaths in police or prison custody in Tasmania in 2001,
and there were no recorded deaths in police custody or custody-related police operations in
the Northern Territory in 2001.
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