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As familiar as I am with the operations of the Alexander            

Maconochie Centre (AMC) and its many limitations, problematic 

history and deficiencies, as reported each year by the          

Productivity Commission in its annual reports on Government 

Services and by the occasional reports of Inspector of               

Corrections, Mr Neil McAllister, the ACT Auditor-General and    

Mr Phillip Moss in their (mostly critical) reports on the          

operations of the prison, I was nevertheless shocked to my 

core by the recent revelations of the forcible strip search by   

prison officers of a vulnerable Aboriginal woman, a long-time 

resident of Canberra and client of Winnunga. 

I have accordingly written to the Minister for Corrections, Mr 

Mick Gentleman and asked him to commission, as a matter of 

urgency, an independent, external inquiry into not just the incident but the existence of 

and response to systemic and institutional racism, bias and discrimination within the 

AMC. As far as I am concerned nothing else will suffice. 

In my letter I advised the Minister that the treatment which the woman had been     

subjected to was heartless and totally unacceptable. I told him that the woman was in 

his care and under his control and yet had been treated with not only a callous           

disregard for the serious health conditions she lives with, but with complete disregard 

for her human rights, dignity, mental and psychological wellbeing and her Aboriginality. 

I reminded the Minister of the initial report prepared by the Inspector of Corrections, 

Mr Neil McAllister, titled ‘The care and management of remandees at the Alexander 

Maconochie Centre 2018.’ 

I drew the Minister’s attention to the following finding of that review: ‘The high-security 

accommodation unit designed for men and located within the main male prison is     

unsuitable for female remandees as it: 

Exposes women with histories of domestic violence or sexual assault to the possibility of 

re-traumatisation due either to the location, or the necessity to walk past male           

accommodation areas when accessing the clinic, education and visits.’ 

The Inspector did not, apparently consider the possibility that female remandees might 

be re-traumatised as a result of the actions of prison staff. 

The point I was seeking to make was, of course, that as far as I am aware none of the 

findings of substance from that particular review of the Inspector of Corrections 
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relating specifically to the care and management of female detainees in the AMC has 

been adopted. Which, regrettably, is par for the course when it comes to reports relevant 

to Corrections ACT. 

To all appearances the AMC is a train wreck. It is time for the wreckage to be cleaned up. 

It is with genuine sadness that Winnunga AHCS bids farewell to Dr Nadeem Siddiqui and 

Dr Afifah Tahir. Dr Nadeem and Dr Afifah migrated to Australia, almost eight years ago, 

with Dr Nadeem taking on the position of Executive Director of Clinical Services at      

Winnunga AHCS. Dr Afifah joined the clinical team soon after, and both have in the words 

of Winnunga CEO Julie Tongs, been central to Winnunga’s capacity to meet the health 

needs of the more than five thousand Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander clients who 

access the service each year.  

Dr Nadeem has ensured the clinical governance of Winnunga AHCS is exemplary, and of 

the best quality to continue to robustly respond to the health needs of the community in 

a caring and respectful manner.   

Julie said in light of the problematic health status of so many Aboriginal peoples the    

positive, and in many instances life changing impact which Dr Nadeem and Dr Afifah have 

had on the health status and the lives of so many members of the local Aboriginal      

community is simply inestimable. Julie said that she could not thank Dr Nadeem and Dr 

Afifah enough for all they have done for Winnunga’s clients and the wonderful support 

they have provided to her and all the staff at Winnunga AHCS over the years. 

Dr Nadeem and Dr Afifah have decided on something of a tree change and are relocating 

to a health practice in regional Victoria. Julie said, on behalf of herself, the Winnunga 

Board and all staff at Winnunga that she wished Dr Nadeem and Dr Afifah all the best for 

the future and wanted them to know their support and care of the Aboriginal community 

will not be forgotten. 
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The Guardian, 26 January 2021 by Lorena Allam 

The sexual assault survivor, who is on remand in the territory’s only prison, says she felt ‘absolute fear 

and shame’ 

 

 

 

An Aboriginal woman with a serious heart condition, who is on remand in the ACT’s only prison, has said she 

was forcibly stripped naked by guards in full view of male inmates, in an alleged incident the territory’s    

Aboriginal health service has described as a “disgusting” abuse of human rights which “could have killed 

her”. 

The 37-year-old has a pacemaker and a collapsed lung. She also has borderline personality disorder and is a 

sexual assault survivor. She has been on remand at the Alexander Maconochie detention centre for six 

months. 

The woman has outlined her version of events in a letter seen by Guardian Australia. 

In early January, she was told her grandmother had died and the funeral was being held in a week’s time. 

The woman said she asked permission to attend and “completed paperwork” to make the request official. 

The day before the funeral, she was told that “due to logistics” the request was denied, which caused her to 

become “very upset”. She said a number of prison guards and nurses tried to move her to the Crisis Support 

Unit, or CSU, “because they fear for my safety and mental health”. The woman said she had spent time in 

isolation in previous weeks and was distressed at the prospect of going back. 

She alleged that officers stripped her naked by cutting off her clothes to check she had “nothing on me for 

my safety”. She claimed four female officers in “full squad gear” – two male officers and two male            

nurses – were present. The incident was allegedly visible to several male detainees. She also claimed she 

was menstruating at the time which she said compounded her embarrassment and distress. 

“Here I ask you to remember that I am a rape victim, so you can only imagine the horror, the screams, the 

degrading feeling, the absolute fear and shame I was experiencing … as well as the grief and despair,         

disappointment of not being able to attend my grandmother’s funeral,” she wrote. 

 Aboriginal Woman in ACT Prison Alleges She Was 

Stripped Naked in Front of Male Inmates 

An Aboriginal woman on remand in Canberra’s       

Alexander Maconochie Centre says she was stripped 

by guards in full view of male detainees in what she 

says was a horrifying and degrading experience.     

Photograph: Lukas Coch/AAP 
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The woman is a client of the Winnunga Nimmityjah Aboriginal health centre which runs a 

daily clinic at the prison. 

The Winnunga Nimmityjah chief executive, Julie Tongs, said the treatment alleged in the 

letter showed a “complete disregard” for the woman’s dignity and well-being. “It’s      

disgusting and I don’t think things like that should be happening in this day and age,” she 

said. 

“To do that to [the woman] especially with all her health issues, putting her at such huge 

risk, but also the trauma from her previous history of sexual abuse, that is just not       

appropriate. I don’t care whether she’s in prison or not, it should not be happening. 

“I get that there are times when people fear for a detainee’s safety, but there are other 

ways of doing business. It’s just not right, they could have killed her, she could have died. 

And who takes responsibility then?” 

In the ACT, men and women are housed in the same jail. Tongs said female inmates 

“have to walk past the men to get to the health centre or to go to the programs area, and 

that’s not an ideal situation, especially for women that have been sexually or physically 

abused”. 

A 2019 report into the prison by the corrections inspector, Neil McAllister, found that 

women’s proximity to the men’s units exposed them “to verbal harassment and abuse”. 

“The ACT government needs to find a long-term solution to this problem,” he wrote. 

Tongs has written to the ACT corrections minister, Mick Gentleman, demanding an       

independent investigation into the incident as well as a broader inquiry into alleged    

racism inside the Alexander Maconochie centre. 

A spokesperson for Gentleman confirmed he had received the letter and Tongs’ request. 

“The Alexander Maconochie Centre has strong oversight from a range of different     

agencies, including the Official Visitor, the ACT Ombudsman, and the ACT Human Rights 

Commission. ACT Corrective Services works with oversight agencies to respond to and 

address complaints from detainees,” the spokesperson said. 

The spokesperson said the minister was aware the incident had been brought to the 

attention of the human rights commission. 

Tongs said the ombudsman, the human rights commissioner and the corrections          

inspector had all been notified of the incident. 
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City News, 20 January 2021 By Andrew Mathieson  

DEMANDS have grown “urgently” to implement recommendations from a 2018 

ACT child protection system report over a five-year high in incarcerated              

indigenous children and teenagers.  

Winnunga Nimmityjah Aboriginal Health and Community Services have expressed 

“deep concern” over rates of incarceration of young Aboriginals and/or Torres 

Strait Islanders in the ACT that were detailed in the latest Productivity                

Commission’s report on government services. 

Aboriginals and/or Torres Strait Island children and teenagers spent 1877 nights in 

custody through 2019-20 in Canberra compared to 1073 nights 12 months earlier. The 74.9 per cent surge in 

numbers last year from the report released on Wednesday (January 20) is the highest number in the          

territory since 2014-15. 

Winnunga Nimmityjah Aboriginal Health and Community Services chief executive Julie Tongs was               

exasperated why indigenous youth have been locked up at 18 times the rate of non-indigenous youth. “This 

report shows why the ACT government needs to urgently implement all of the 28 recommendations from 

the ‘Our Booris, Our Way’ report,” Ms Tongs said. 

“By urgently acting on the ‘Our Booris, Our Way’ report, the ACT government can at last begin to address the 

systemic failures for Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander children involved with child protection in the 

ACT and ensure that Aboriginal children receive the care that they need. 

“These figures highlight why we need additional investment to support Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait       

Islander children, youth and families and to build capacity of Aboriginal community-controlled organisations. 

“We also call on the ACT government to appoint an Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander Children’s     

Commissioner to the ACT Human Rights Commission.” 

The latest figures have cast a dark shadow on the ACT being perceived for its progressive ideals in the    

country. The ACT Council of Social Service has slammed the indigenous “over-representation” in custody. 

The data from the report on government services also revealed the 2019-20 rate of children in care was over 

72 per 1000 children under 18 years in the ACT. This was 14 times higher than the rate for non-indigenous 

children and above the national rate. 

“Urgent policy and legal reform are also needed,” ACTCOSS chief executive Dr Emma Campbell said. “We are 

keen to see the ACT government deliver on its commitment to raise the minimum age of criminal               

responsibility from 10 to 14 years of age as soon as possible. 

“We need to build a child protection system capable of ensuring the safety and well-being of children while 

working to keep families together and/or connected. “Implementing all recommendations of the ‘Our 

Booris, Our Way’ review into the care and protection of Aboriginal children in the ACT will be critical to 

achieving this.” 

High ACT Rates of Indigenous Child                  

Incarceration Found: Report 

Winnunga Nimmityjah 

Aboriginal Health and 

Community Services chief 

executive Julie Tongs. 
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Secretariat of National Aboriginal and Islander Child 

Care (SNAICC), in late December 2020 released an 

Options Paper on possible models to inform the  

establishment of a position of National                

Commissioner for Aboriginal and Torres Strait      

Islander Children. 

The options paper was developed following the   

earlier development by SNAICC and Family Matters 

of a position paper outlining the clear and           

compelling case for a national commissioner       

dedicated to advancing the rights of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander children across Australia. 

It is notable that the Our Booris Our Way inquiry 

into the specific needs of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander children in the ACT recommended, in 

the earliest stages of its inquiry, almost three years ago, the appointment of an ACT  

Commissioner for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children. The Our Booris Our Way  

recommendation was made in recognition of the fact that the ACT has consistently      

reported the worst outcomes in Australia in relation to the numbers of Aboriginal        

children in out of home care or otherwise in touch with the care and protection system. 

Indeed the ACT’s record in relation to the care and protection of Aboriginal children is 

one of the deepest shame. 

It is a matter of growing and grave concern within the Aboriginal community in Canberra 

that the ACT Government has clearly given no priority to the implementation of this    

fundamentally important recommendation or indeed to the raft of recommendations 

made through the Our Booris Our Way review. 

Winnunga AHCS CEO Julie Tongs said that while she, and she was sure along with the 

broader Aboriginal community of Canberra, were fully supportive of the creation of an 

office of National Commissioner for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children the 

greater and more urgent priority was for the immediate appointment, by the ACT       

Government, of an ACT Commissioner. Ms Tongs said that as far as she is concerned the 

ACT Governments’ tardiness in its response to the recommendations of the Our Booris 

Our Way review is simply unconscionable. 
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Fact: SNAICC is the national voice for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children.                                                 

For more information about SNAICC go to: www.snaicc.org.au 

SNAICC Call For Appointment of a        

National Commissioner for Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander Children 
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Canberra Times, 27 December 2020 by Jasper Lindell 
 

The gap between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and general student attainment in 
ACT public schools shows the institutions are continuing to fail Indigenous students, a 
leading Indigenous education expert says. Less than a quarter of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students in ACT public schools received a tertiary entrance statement at 
the end of Year 12 last year, about half the rate of the general school population. 
 
Only 77 per cent of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander public school students in Year 10 
went on to public secondary education, compared to 93 per cent of the general Year 10 
cohort. Emeritus Professor John Lester said the figures, revealed in the ACT education 
directorate's annual report, were particularly scary because Indigenous communities in 
the ACT were among the least disadvantaged in the country. 
 
"We're talking about a cohort of community members who are generally among the best 
educated among Indigenous people and they're still not performing, and their kids are 
still not performing," Professor Lester said. Professor Lester said quality teaching and  
personalised learning plans were key to improving outcomes for Indigenous students. 
 
"There's no magic panacea. The panacea is quality teaching and that's something all 
schools should be achieving," he said. Twenty-two per cent of Year 12 Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students achieved a tertiary entrance statement in 2019, beating a 
target of 20 per cent. The target for the wider student population is 50 per cent, with 46 
per cent of students receiving an entrance statement in 2019. 
 
"While ever we have low expectations, we'll get low results. I'd be disgusted putting up 
that as an option," Professor Lester said. The directorate's report said the small number 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students meant changes in circumstances for a 
very small number of students could drive large percentage variations. The results must 
be interpreted with caution, the report said. 
 
Professor Lester, who is a life member of NSW Aboriginal Education Consultative Group 
and was the director of Aboriginal education training in the NSW education department, 
said his research found schools generally failed Aboriginal students in the first five years. 
"The information from the ACT is that it doesn't matter if they come from rich, educated 
employed groups of community ... schools still can't get the results," he said. 
 
Professor Lester said preschool initiatives had been positive but engagement needed to 
continue through primary school to ensure Indigenous students would stay on for high 
school. 
 
"When you look at it, it's not a big job for somewhere like the ACT. ... In a school with half 
a dozen Aboriginal kids, which would be fairly common in the ACT, the school could make 
that happen. They've got the resources," he said. 
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Fact: Twenty-two per cent of Year 12 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students achieved a tertiary entrance 

statement in 2019. 

Education Gap for Indigenous Students 

in ACT 'Scary': Expert 
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A spokeswoman for Education Minister Yvette Berry said the ACT government was     
committed to supporting educational outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students in the ACT. "The education directorate is working with high schools and colleges 
to strengthen transition programs and activities for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
year 10 students. Colleges and their neighbouring high schools have processes and      
programs in place to support successful transitions. [Vocational education and training] 
pathways also provide options for year 10 students and encourage them to continue 
their education," the spokeswoman said. 
 
The spokeswoman said the year 12 tertiary entrance attainment results for Indigenous 
students reflected student choice in a small cohort of students. "Students often choose 
alternate pathways to university study, or choose not to pursue a university education, 
for example, choosing an accredited (not tertiary) package," she said. 
 
The education directorate expanded the Koori Preschool program for four-year-old     
Indigenous children from 12 hours to 15 hours a week. The report said the program    
provides play based programs emphasising cultural connection and identity. "Early entry 
is also available for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children to enroll in a            
mainstream preschool up to six months earlier than their same age cohort," the           
directorate's annual report said. 
 
The report said public schools received funding to support Indigenous students and 
"embed Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures and perspectives throughout the 
curriculum". "A significant amount has been achieved during the reporting period in   
continuing to strengthen cultural integrity within our schools and supporting services. 
The Directorate is committed to supporting all students to ensure they have a safe and 
supportive environment in which to learn," the report said. 
 
In February, there were 2645 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students enrolled in 
ACT schools, a jump of 4.7 per cent from the previous year. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The gap between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and general student attainment in ACT   

public schools shows the institutions are continuing to fail Indigenous students, a leading           

Indigenous education expert says. Picture: Shutterstock 
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It is really important to keep doing COVID tests even if case numbers are low. Outbreaks 
on other states have shown how easily COVID can spread, and the earlier we detect any 
cases the safer our community will be. 
 
If you or your children have a fever, cough, sore throat, runny nose, shortness of breath 
or sudden loss of taste or smell please attend a Respiratory Clinic for testing. 
 
The Winnunga AHCS Respiratory Assessment Clinic is open Monday to Friday 9am to 
5pm.  
 
COVID-19 information can change very quickly right across Australia. If you are planning 
to travel or would like the most up to date information on the COVID-19 status in the 
ACT, please visit the ACT Health website at https://www.covid19.act.gov.au/ 
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Here are some of the latest photos of the new building. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Winnunga AHCS New Building  

Main entrance External courtyard 

Community studio and playground Outdoor counselling 

Outdoor waiting deck Ground floor main waiting area 
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What do you do on the weekends?           
I'm all about family. On the weekends you'll 
probably find me dressed as a Ninja Turtle 
(I'm Mikey!) while playing in mud and riding 
a scooter! When I get time to myself I enjoy 
going to the gym. 

               

What is your favourite food?                       

All the sweet things!                           

 

What do you like most about working at        
Winnunga?                                                  
Working with, and for, mob.                                                

 

My Favourite pet?                                     

Dogs. We have 2 huskies and a bunny at 

home.                                        

 

What is your pet hate?                                

Inequity, and noise when I'm trying to sleep! 

                          

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Name:  Jessica Higgins-Anau  

 

Position: Psychologist - children, youth, 
parents and families.  

 

Who’s your mob? Darug.  

 

Where’s your country?                         
Western Sydney/ Blue Mountains/ 
Hawkesbury.              

 

Who is your favourite singer/band?       
No particular favourite - I like reggaeton, 
island music, RnB.           

    

What is your favourite song?                 

This is always changing, though my        

anthem this week is 'Good As Hell'!                
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