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The Deaths in Custody Monitoring Program at the Australian Institute of
Criminology is unique. To our knowledge, no other country has a similar
monitoring process and database. This paper draws on that data and
summarises Aboriginal custodial mortality since 1980. Over the past two
decades, an average of 6.3 Aboriginal people have died in prison each year,
with 17 deaths in 1995—the peak year. Among non-Aboriginal prisoners,
47 per cent of deaths have been suicides and 30 per cent were due to
natural causes (the remainder were accidental deaths or homicides).
Among Aboriginal prisoners, there have been more deaths from natural
causes than from suicides over the years, but for the last four years suicide
deaths have exceeded those from natural causes.
Among the key issues identified in this paper:
= A doubling of both the number of Aboriginal deaths and the number
of prisoners in Australian prisons.
e In the decade before the Royal Commission, 12.1 per cent of deaths in
prison were of Aboriginal people. In the decade since, that has risen to
17.2 per cent. At June 1998, Aboriginal people comprised 18.8 per
cent of the prison population; in 1988 this figure was 14.7 per cent.
= While the average age of Aboriginals at death has not changed, the
proportion of Aboriginal men aged 20-24 who died has increased
from 7.7 to 27.5 per cent of all Aboriginal deaths.
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ABORIGINAL DEATHS IN CUSTODY
Custodial Authority 1980—-1989**** 1990-1999***

No. Percentage No. Percentage
Police* 67 60.9 20 18.3
Prison 39 35.5 88 80.7
Juvenile detention 4 3.6 1 0.9
Total 110 100.0 109 100.0
Custody-related
operations ** n.a. n.a. 30 n.a.

*Institutional settings only

**Not available before 1990

***Includes 13 deaths from 1 Jan. to 30 Sept. 1999; 8 in prison, 2 in police
custody, 3 in custody-related police operations.

****Includes the 99 deaths investigated by the Royal Commission up
to 31 May 1989, and subsequent deaths up to 31 December 1989.
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he Royal Commission into

Aboriginal Deaths in Custody
(RCIADIC) reported to Parlia-
ment on 9 May 1991 on the
deaths in custody of 99 Aborigi-
nal people who had died in
Australia during the period 1
January 1980 to 31 May 1989.
About one third of these deaths
occurred while the individuals
were in prison custody. Since 31
May 1989, and up to 30 Septem-
ber 1999, another 147 Aboriginal
deaths in custody have occurred
throughout Australia (this figure
includes the deaths in prison of 2
Torres Strait Islander males
during 1996). Unlike the deaths in
the 1980s, the overwhelming
majority of Aboriginal deaths
during the 1990s have occurred in
prisons (n = 88). This paper
compares national Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal deaths during the
1980s and 1990s (see Table 4),
with particular attention to sui-
cide in prison. A companion
paper will focus on jurisdictional
comparisons and provide an up-
to-date listing of all Aboriginal
deaths in prison since 31 May
1989.

Background

The Royal Commission’s task was
to examine the circumstances of
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Table 1: AUSTRALIA 1980-1998, Number of Deaths in Prison
Custody by Year and Aboriginality

Year Aboriginal Other  Total Aboriginal
Deaths Deaths Deaths Deathsas % of
No. No. No. Total Deaths

1980 5 25 30 16.7
1981 1 27 28 3.6
1982 4 21 25 16.0
1983 5 26 31 16.1
1984 4 27 31 12.9
1985 4 22 26 15.4
1986 1 16 17 5.9
1987 5 48 53 9.4
1988 6 36 42 14.3
1989 4 36 40 10.0
1990 5 28 33 15.2
1991 8 31 39 20.5
1992 2 34 36 5.6
1993 7 42 49 14.3
1994 11 42 53 20.8
1995 17 42 59 28.8
1996 12 40 52 23.1
1997 9 66 75 12.0
1998 9 59 68 13.2
Total 119 668 787 15.1
Annual Av. 6.3 35.2 41.4

1999* 8 35 43 18.6

* 1 January 1999 to 30 September 1999

the deaths; the actions taken by
authorities; and the underlying
causes of Indigenous deaths in
custody including social, cultural
and legal factors. The investiga-
tion found that the high number
of Indigenous deaths in custody
reflected, in the first instance, the

Figure 1: AUSTRALIA 1980-1998, Number of Deaths in Prison Custody by Year

and Aboriginality
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disproportionate rates at which
Indigenous people come into
contact with the criminal justice
system. The Commission con-
cluded that the most significant
reason for this contact was the
severely disadvantaged social,
economic and cultural position of
many Indigenous people.

Since the Royal Commission,
the number of Aboriginal prison-
ers has more than doubled—from
1809 in 1988 to 3750 in 1998. At
the same time, the number of
deaths of Aboriginal people in
prison also rose, to peak at 17 in
1995. The increasing number of
deaths of both Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal people in
Australian prisons is a recognised
and debated issue.

The monitoring and regular
reporting of trends in custodial
deaths identifies where patterns
in the causes of deaths have
changed and where efforts must
be concentrated if there is to be
any reduction in the number of
such deaths. Past reports from the
Australian Institute of Crimin-
ology (AIC) have acknowledged
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Table 2: AUSTRALIA 1980-1998, Deaths in Prison Custody by Manner of Death and Aboriginality

Manner of Death Aboriginal % Other % Total Prisoners %
Suicide/Self-inflicted 53 44.5 314 47.0 367 46.6
Natural Causes 56 47.1 201 30.1 257 32.7
Homicide 5 4.2 55 8.2 60 7.6
Accident (e.g. drugs) 3 2.5 82 12.3 85 10.8
Other 2 1.7 6 0.9 8 1.0
Not Known O 10 15 10 1.3
Total 119 100.0 668 100.0 787 100.0

Figure 2: Aboriginal Deaths in Prison Custody 1980-1998, by Manner of Death
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the significant reduction in the
number of deaths in police lock-
ups, while at the same time
pointing to the number of deaths
taking place in some custody-
related police operations (such as
high-speed police pursuits or
shootings following police con-
frontations). With almost 20 years

Natural
causes

Figure 3: Non-Aboriginal Deaths in Prison Custody 1980-1998, by Manner of Death
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of data now collected and an

ongoing monitoring system well

established, the AIC has the

opportunity to undertake more
detailed analysis and to enhance

current knowledge.

Accident Other Unknown

Number of Aboriginal and Non-
Aboriginal Deaths in Prison

Table 1 and Figure 1 show the
distribution of both Aboriginal
and non-Aboriginal deaths in
prison custody over the 19-year
period. At the time of writing,
complete documentation had not
been received from all custodial
authorities relating to all deaths
that had occurred during the 1999
calendar year. Analysis in the
remainder of this report is there-
fore based only on data spanning
the period 1 January 1980 to 31
December 1998. Key features are:
= Atotal of 787 people have
died in prison custody in
Australia since 1980.
= More than 15.1 per cent
(n=119) of all prison deaths
were of Aboriginal people.

= During the 1990s the number
of deaths annually of Indig-
enous and non-Indigenous
people in prison has more
than doubled (from 33
deaths in 1990 to 68 deaths in
1998).

= Non-Aboriginal and total
deaths in prison peaked in
1997 (66 and 75 deaths
respectively).

= Aboriginal deaths in prison
rose steadily from 5 in 1990
to peak at 17 in 1995. Since
that time the numbers have
declined.

= Based on the limited
information that was
available on deaths during
1999, there have been
approximately 43 deaths in
prison, including 8 deaths of
Aboriginal people.
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Table 3: AUSTRALIA 1980-1998, Total Deaths and Suicides in Prison Custody by Year
and Aboriginality

Year TOTAL DEATHS | SUICIDE DEATHS | Suicide Suicide  Suicide
Deaths as Deaths as Deaths as
% of % of % of
Aborig. Other Total |Aborig. Other Total | Aboriginal — Other Total
Deaths Deaths  Deaths

1980 5 25 30 3 7 10 60.0 28.0 33.3
1981 1 27 28 - 15 15 0.0 55.6 53.6
1982 4 21 25 - 8 8 0.0 38.1 32.0
1983 5 26 31 1 16 17 20.0 61.5 54.8
1984 4 27 31 1 16 17 25.0 59.3 54.8
1985 4 22 26 1 10 11 25.0 45.5 42.3
1986 1 16 17 - 7 7 0.0 43.8 41.2
1987 5 48 53 3 20 23 60.0 41.7 43.4
1988 6 36 42 2 16 18 33.3 44.4 42.9
1989 4 36 40 2 20 22 50.0 55.6 55.0
1990 5 28 33 2 16 18 40.0 57.1 54,5
1991 8 31 39 5 12 17 62.5 38.7 43.6
1992 2 34 36 1 19 20 50.0 55.9 55.6
1993 7 42 49 2 21 23 28.6 50.0 46.9
1994 11 42 53 5 17 22 45.5 40.5 41.5
1995 17 42 59 9 19 28 52.9 45.2 475
1996 12 40 52 6 17 23 50.0 425 44.2
1997 9 66 75 5 29 34 55.6 43.9 45.3
1998 9 59 68 5 29 34 55.6 49.2 50.0
Ann.Av. | 6.3 35.2 414 28 165 193 44.5 47.0 46.6
Total 119 668 787 53 314 367 445 47.0 46.6

Manner of Aboriginal Death in
Prison

Table 2 details the manner of

death for those people who have

died in prison custody during the

19-year period under review.

= Death from suicide
represented almost 47 per
cent of all prison deaths.

Death from natural causes
accounted for 33 per cent,
followed by accidental
deaths (e.g. drugs) which
accounted for nearly 11 per
cent and homicide for nearly
8 per cent of deaths.

For Aboriginal people,
suicide and natural causes
together account for over 90

per cent of all deaths, with

natural causes the leading

reason for death.

The distribution in the
manner of death over the 19-year
period is displayed in Figure 2 for
Aboriginal people and in Figure 3
for non-Aboriginal people.
= Since 1994 the number of

Aboriginal deaths resulting

Figure 4: Prison Suicides as a Percentage of Prison Deaths, 1980-1998, Aboriginal and Non-Aboriginal Inmates
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Table 4: Comparison of Aboriginal and Non-Aboriginal Deaths in Prison, 1980-1989 and 1990-1998

1980-1989 1990-1998
ABORIGINAL | Non-Aboriginal | ABORIGINAL | Non-Aboriginal
Deaths % Deaths % Deaths % Deaths %
Overall Numbers
39 121 | 334 879 | 80 172 | 384 82.7
Jurisdiction
New South Wales 9 23.1 97 34.2 27 33.8 165 43.0
Victoria 0 0 78 275 2 25 52 135
Queendand 8 20.5 56 19.7 22 275 72 18.8
Western Australia 13 33.3 22 77 13 16.3 45 117
South Australia 5 12.8 21 7.4 10 125 33 8.6
Tasmania 0 0 7 25 1 1.25 12 31
Northern Territory 4 10.3 2 0.7 5 6.25 3 0.8
ACT 0 0 1 0.4 0 0 2 0.5
Gender
Male 38 97.4 271 95.4 77 96.3 370 96.4
Femae 1 2.6 13 4.6 3 3.7 14 3.6
Total 39 100 284 100 80 100 384 100
Manner of Death
Suicide/Self-inflicted 13 33.3 135 475 40 50.0 179 46.6
Natural Causes 21 53.8 89 31.3 35 438 112 29.2
Homicide 1 26 18 6.3 4 5 37 9.6
Accident 2 51 32 11.3 1 1.2 50 13.0
Other/Not Known 2 5.1 10 36 0 0 6 16
Age
17-19 5 12.8 23 8.1 10 125 22 5.7
20-24 3 1.7 55 194 22 27.5 67 17.4
25-29 13 33.3 60 21.1 9 11.2 61 15.8
30-34 7 17.9 39 13.7 15 18.7 57 14.8
35-39 2 51 21 74 11 13.7 37 9.6
40-44 5 12.8 20 7.0 4 5.0 27 7.0
45-49 1 2.6 15 53 5 6.2 32 8.3
50-54 2 51 16 5.6 2 25 25 6.5
55-59 1 2.6 10 35 1 13 22 5.7
60-64 0 0 7 25 1 13 10 2.6
65+ 0 0 17 6.0 0 0 25 6.5
Mean Age 31.3 34.8 30.3 37.0
Median Age 29.0 30.0 29.0 33.0
Most Serious Offence

Homicide 3 7.7 75 26.4 10 125 62 16.1
Assault 5 12.8 20 7.0 17 21.2 42 10.9
Sex Offences 13 333 27 9.5 17 21.2 60 15.6
Other Against Person 0 0 1 0.4 0 0 5 1.3
Robbery 0 0 38 134 5 6.2 59 15.3
Break & Enter 4 10.3 30 10.6 15 18.7 35 9.1
Fraud 0 0 4 1.4 1 13 12 31
Motor Vehicle Theft 2 51 7 25 2 25 12 31
B&E,F&Tnec 1 2.6 16 5.6 1 13 17 4.4
Property Damage 1 2.6 4 14 4 5.0 6 16
Drunk Offences 1 2.6 3 11 0 0 0 0
Justice Procedures 3 7.7 12 4.2 4 5.0 22 5.7
Good Order Offences 1 2.6 8 2.8 0 0 5 13
Drug Offences 0 0 18 6.3 2 25 36 9.4
Traffic Offences 4 10.3 6 2.1 1 13 9 2.3
Other/Not Known 1 2.6 15 5.3 1 13 3 0.7
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Table 4 cont.
1980-1989 1990-1998
ABORIGINAL | Non-Aboriginal | ABORIGINAL | Non-Aboriginal
Deaths % Deaths % Deaths % Deaths %
Time Spent in Custody Prior to Death

Less than 3 months 16 41.0 82 28.9 34 425 138 36.0
3-12 months 7 17.9 54 19.0 20 25.0 90 234
1to less than 5 yrs 8 20.5 57 20.1 17 21.2 108 28.0
5yrs & over 0 0 25 8.8 9 11.3 43 11.2
Not Known 8 20.5 66 23.2 0 5 1.3

Legal Status
Sentenced 32 82.1 187 65.8 53 66.2 258 67.0
Remand 15.4 84 29.6 26 325 123 32.0
Other 1 2.5 13 4.6 1 1.3 4 1.0

from suicide has been higher Key Findings the 1990s. However, a shift was

than, or equal to, the number
of deaths from natural
causes.

Aboriginal and Non-Aboriginal
Suicide in Prison

Table 3 gives the total number of
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
deaths and suicides occurring in
Australian prisons, on a year-by-
year basis, for the 19-year period.
Suicide deaths as a proportion of
total deaths are shown for each
discrete group (total, non-Ab-
original and Aboriginal). This is
dlsplayed graphically at Figure 4.
Suicide has accounted for
46.6 per cent of all prison
deaths.

= The same pattern was
evident for non-Aboriginal
people, with 47 per cent of
all deaths over the period
resulting from suicide.

= For Aboriginal people,
however, the pattern over
the 19-year period has
shifted quite noticeably. The
number and proportion of
suicide deaths has been
greater in this decade than
the decade before.

= Ineach year since 1995,
suicide has represented the
cause of more than 50 per
cent of all deaths of
Aboriginal people in prison.

A comparison of variables relat-
ing to deaths during the 1980-89
and the 1990-98 period highlights
some noticeable shifts:

Overall Number of Deaths
The number of Aboriginal deaths
in prisons has increased from 39
deaths during 1980-89 to 80
deaths during 1990-98. During
the same period, the prison
population rose from approx-
imately 9600 in 1980 to 19,906 in
1998. A greater proportion of
prison deaths during the 1990s
was of Aboriginal people—17.2
per cent compared to 12.1 per
cent during the 1980s.

Jurisdiction Jurisdictional
breakdowns and trends are
shown in Table 4 and will be
expanded upon in the
forthcoming paper Aboriginal
Deaths in Prison 1980 to 1998: State
Comparisons.

Gender Aboriginal women
rarely die in prison—1 death
occurred during the 1980s and 3
deaths during the 1990s.

Manner of Death The
leading manner of death for
Aboriginal people in prison
during the 1980s was illness.
During the 1990s death from
suicide has taken over as the
leading manner of death.

Age No significant change
was evident in the mean or
median age of those Aboriginal
inmates who died in prison.
Aboriginal prisoners aged 17-29
accounted for 53.8 per cent of all
Aboriginal deaths during the
1980s and 52.2 per cent during

noticeable in the proportion of
deaths of Aboriginal people in the
20-24 age group—up from 7.7
per cent in the 1980s to 27.5 per
cent in the 1990s. The proportion
of those aged 25-29 fell from 33.3
per cent to 11.2 per cent
respectively.

Legal Status The proportion
of Aboriginal prisoners who died
while held on remand more than
doubled from the 1980s to the
1990s (from 15.4 per cent to 32.5
per cent).

Time Spent More than 40
per cent of Aboriginal prisoners
who died during both decades
died within 3 months of
admission.
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Criminology.
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