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I wish to again thank and acknowledge all staff at Winnunga for 

their sterling response to the demands of operating our health 

service in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic. While not           

unexpected, having regard to our role and purpose as a          

community health service, we did in recent weeks become      

exposed to COVID-19 resulting in all staff being classified as     

casual contacts which necessitated the closing of the clinic for a 

two day period.  

The entire building was deep cleaned by forensic cleaners over 

the weekend, and the Winnunga Public Health Medical Officer 

together with other key staff developed further required          

procedures to Winnunga’s pandemic plan, especially around  

additional use of PPE and staff movement around the building. We were able to re-open 

on the following Wednesday, following staff COVID-19 testing and receipt of negative 

results.  

I thank ACT Health for their support throughout this process, especially arranging for 

clients who were due to have their COVID-19 vaccinations at Winnunga on the Monday 

and Tuesday, to be able to present at the AIS Arena vaccination site for their vaccines. 

I urge all First Nations people who are not yet vaccinated to come to Winnunga to     

receive the jab, or if there are issues in relation to the vaccination about which you 

would like more information please talk to one of our health care workers. We are all in 

this together and it is vital for the wellbeing of all of us that we all be vaccinated. 

In addition to ensuring the health care needs of all of our clients and the broader       

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community are being met, I have been heavily    

involved in recent weeks in a range of issues relating to the operation of different      

aspects of the ACT criminal justice system and their impact, in particular, on First       

Nations people. 

I have, for example, continued to support Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander      

peoples who are or have been imprisoned in the AMC and to advocate for the            

appointment of a Royal Commission into the overt failings of the ACT justice system, 

most particularly as it impacts on our people. 

In this regard I have welcomed the report of the Inspector of Corrections, Mr Neil   

McAllister into the strip-searching regime at the AMC. As you may be aware the         

Inspector has delivered a damning report which highlights that ACT Corrective Services 

has in the operation of the AMC breached not just the ACT Human Rights Act and the  
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human rights of detainees but also the Corrections Management Act.  

I have lodged a submission with the ACT Government in relation to the proposal to raise 

the age of criminal responsibility from 10 to 14. This is a proposal I support, and I have 

commended the Government for progressing the matter. I have, however, cautioned 

the Government that if it does not, as a matter of urgency, deal in a substantive way 

with the full range of issues that are precursors to Aboriginal children coming into     

contact with the justice system, such as poverty, racism, unemployment, poor housing, 

and unacceptable educational outcomes, then raising the age of criminal responsibility 

will do little more than simply put off for a couple of years the age at which Aboriginal 

children will end up in juvenile detention. If this was to be the case, the change will have 

achieved virtually nothing and will be seen as having been little more than a political 

stunt designed to give middle class politicians a ‘warm and fuzzy’ feeling. A copy of my 

submission is at page 14 of this Newsletter. 

I have also commented publicly on the revelation that an Aboriginal client of Winnunga, 

who was the subject of the now infamous ‘hangman’ drawing in the AMC, and is suing 

the ACT Government for damages for the breach of its duty of care to him which the vile 

and racist drawing represents. I have included a press article on this matter at page 10. 

It is in large measure because of the growing scandal about the treatment of Aboriginal 

and/or Torres Strait Islander peoples in the AMC and other parts of the ACT justice    

system that I and a significant cohort of the local Aboriginal leadership have maintained 

our determination for the establishment of a Royal Commission into all aspects of the 

justice system including the factors and circumstances that bring Aboriginal peoples into 

its orbit.  
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Fact: Racism is more than just words, beliefs and actions. It includes all the barriers that prevent people from 

enjoying dignity and equality because of their race.                                                                            

(https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/race-discrimination/what-racism) 

Image source: Croakey 
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The following is a letter written to the ACTCS Commissioner by a prisoner 

Mr Johnson 

As Australia draws closer to the deadline for OPCAT compliance, I have been taking 

steps to ensure that the many practices of AMC that breach human rights standards are, 

at a minimum, recorded. This has included submissions to the delegates’ meetings,   

internal complaints, direct correspondence with senior AMC staff, public posts on "The 

Real AMC" Facebook page, communications with politicians, media, and existing      

oversight bodies. The intention is to paint AMC as accurately as possible as a prison 

where punishment dominates, and community safety is jeopardised by a refusal to 

adopt practices that could be described as "rehabilitative".  

The lack of an incentivised regime was identified by the ICS as a serious flaw, over two 

years ago recommending that an IEP policy be finalised "as a matter of urgency". We've 

spoken about this issue in person, prisoners in AMC have no reason to behave. There is 

no way for a prisoner to improve the conditions under which he resides within the    

current regime. The only way to access something enjoyable, or meaningfully           

communicate with loved ones is to break the rules. As someone who doesn't drink, 

smoke, use drugs, or gamble, AMC leaves me with no options to find some stimulation 

in my day. I am seriously considering taking up smoking can nab is just to have        

something to look forward to and enjoy every now and again. The point I am making is 

that, going further than the lack of an incentivised regime, AMC incentivises                

non-compliance. A prisoner can follow the rules and get nothing, or break the rules and 

listen to music, stream content, connect with loved ones, play games, and otherwise    

escape from the daily monotony of AMC. It's not really much of a choice.  

Compounding this issue is the one of collective punishment, a practice prohibited by a 

number of human rights instruments. To clarify, collective punishment was defined in 

the Guidance Document on the Nelson Mandela Rules published by the OSCE Office for 

Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) and Penal Reform International (PRI) 

in the following way:  "Collective punishment" refers to sanctions which affect the 

whole prison population or a group of prisoners regardless of their individual              

responsibility. It includes sanctions such as restricting the out-of-cell time or activities of 

all the occupants of particular cells, or full prison lock downs applied as punishments 

rather than purely for security purposes. Some incidents may also result in policy  

changes which have the effect of collective punishment, including the imposition of 

shorter visiting hours and restrictions on bringing food to prisoners. (p.99)  

As you are no doubt aware, AMC uses collective punishment in a number of ways. For 

example, deleting the ABC comedy channel (now known as TV Plus) from all prisoners 

because of the small number of child sex offenders who reside at AMC. Another         

example is banning the private family visits because of an incident between a prisoner 

and his partner, the list goes on (bans on recreational items, finance policies, buy-ups 

practices, visit restrictions etc.). Looking at the above definition of collective               

punishment, there are very few aspects of AMC that have not been impacted by the 

practice of collective punishment.  
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As I write this, I am in my third day of a unit wide solitary confinement regime imposed 

in response to a number of prisoners who were slow to comply with a direction to go 

into a lock down after a minor scuffle between a guard and prisoner on a solitary       

confinement order (which I'm informed the guard instigated). It is important to view 

this within the context of the extended lock downs that AMC regularly imposes and the 

profound psychological effects these have on prisoners. This is compounded by the   

prohibition of recreational items that many other jurisdictions provide access to for just 

this reason, and the fact that the majority of prisoners are sharing cells designed for 

single occupancy. The hesitancy to return to a lock down after such significant periods in 

lock down is natural and in this context, completely justified.  

Personally, the lock downs do not bother me as much as they do others. Beyond 45 

minutes each day of exercise, I spend most of my days in my cell anyway. There's    

nothing else to do right? No sport to play, no jobs beyond menial service roles, no     

recreation beyond gambling, drugs or other contraband. The one thing that I do use is 

the unit phone but being limited to 10 minute phone calls, sharing a phone with 20    

other prisoners, charged up to $5 per call, and having to make the calls where prisoners 

can lie in their bed and listen to every word results in the phones being far less           

appealing than they could be. I do make calls but I make them for my family, not for me. 

Just to be clear, it's not that lock downs are easy, it's that they're just not much worse 

than unlock due to the starkness of the AMC environment.  

Imposing a "regime" (the term used for unit wide solitary confinement of 23 hour lock 

downs), or other collective punishment, has the potential to result  in significant        

negative outcomes. Collective punishment is not just prohibited because it is unfair, it is 

prohibited because the repercussions of this practice counter what good management 

should be seeking to achieve. Collective punishment encourages vigilantism, it creates 

further division between guards and prisoners, discourages compliance, and detracts 

from lessons of individual responsibility. You're telling prisoners that it doesn't matter if 

they comply, they'll be punished anyway. Using the current "regime" as an example, the 

majority of prisoners went into lock down as instructed yet are being punished in the 

same way as those who were slow to comply. What message is that sending? What do 

you think this will mean for future compliance? If I'm going to be punished anyway, I 

may as well stand in solidarity with my fellow prisoners next time. That makes sense 

doesn't it? The practice is putting the safety of staff and prisoners at risk.  

On a personal note, I've gone from a compliant prisoner to not giving a shit. Whereas 

once it was in my interest to comply with the prison regime, now the opposite is the 

case. Parole is too far away and too uncertain for it to influence my conduct, especially 

as compliance with such a stark regime is having an increasingly negative effect on my 

mental health. How many prisoners are like me and would like to comply with a fair, 

just, and rehabilitative regime but instead find themselves in the AMC where            

compliance equates to punishment far above and beyond the deprivation of liberty?  
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I just want to study, maintain relationships with my loved ones, look after my health, 

and have something to do in my downtime. Is that really too much to ask? Why has 

there been such a concerted effort to prohibit prisoners from engaging in those things 

that a rehabilitative prison would seek to encourage? The most upsetting part is that 

AMC is supposed to be better, named after a penal reformer, touted as human rights 

compliant, and with a mission statement that speaks to positively changing lives,       

rehabilitating, and preventing future victims. What has gone wrong? Why has             

retribution become the dominant philosophy driving the operations of AMC? I don't 

expect an answer to those questions but they do need to be asked.  

In short, AMC is not only failing to incentivise appropriate behaviour, but is actively   

encouraging non-compliance by imposing collective punishments and an environment 

so stark that any prisoner looking to maintain his mental health, or relationships, must 

break the rules to do so. Far from rehabilitative, this environment fosters significant  

animosity towards staff and the regime, ingrains a criminal mentality, and is in stark 

contrast to tenets of effective prison management or human rights within a prison    

context.  

The good news is, it's easily fixable. Prohibit collective punishments and, using the    

definition provided above, go through those standing collective punishments and      

reverse the decisions. Implementing an effective IEP scheme is also vital. Prisoners are 

not going to comply with a regime when it is in their interest not to. ACTCS cannot   

punish their way out of the problems of AMC. I can safely say that I am in the majority 

and that most prisoners would love to comply with a regime that allowed us to meet 

our needs legitimately. Personally, I look forward to the day that I can again become a 

compliant prisoner. Obviously, that won't happen until such time as it is in my interest 

to do so. My mental health and relationships are too important to sacrifice them merely 

to appease prison guards seeking solely to punish out of some misguided sense of 

vengeance.  

It is past time that AMC shifts its focus from punishment to rehabilitation. I understand 

that many of the current staff at AMC would not be supportive of this shift but it needs 

to be remembered that AMC exists to rehabilitate prisoners in the interest of            

community safety. Success cannot be defined by the job satisfaction of punitive prison 

guards, but in releasing prisoners back into the community in a position to live law  

abiding lives.  

 

Regards,  

19 September 2021 
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CityNews, Tuesday 8 September 2021 

“Left hanging by its silence is how 

the government proposes to     

respond to the fact that the      

inspector of Corrections has      

formally reported that two laws, 

the Corrections Management Act 

and the Human Rights Act, have 

been breached,” writes political 

columnist JON STANHOPE. 

THE silence of every member of 

the ACT’s Labor/Greens           

governing majority following the 

tabling of an excoriating report 

by the ACT inspector of Correctional Services, Neil McAllister, into the forcible strip 

search of a young and extremely vulnerable Aboriginal woman, being held on remand 

in the Alexander Maconochie Centre, evokes Elton John’s famous lyric: “sorry seems 

to be the hardest word”. 

The woman in question, her name is Julianne, lives with multiple and potentially          

life-threatening illnesses affecting her heart and lungs. She has a pacemaker. She is also 

a survivor of sexual assault and has mental health issues. At the time she was strip 

searched she was experiencing deep grief at the recent death of her grandmother 

whose funeral AMC management had refused her permission to attend. I have known 

Julianne for several years. I consider her a friend and unlike the ACT government I have 

not turned my back on her. 

In his damning report, the inspector found, among other things, that Julianne’s        

treatment was “highly degrading and traumatising” and a clear breach of the ACT’s   

Human Rights Act. He separately found that the Corrections Management Act had also 

been breached. 

Corrections Minister Mick Gentleman released a statement on behalf of the               

government, ie all sitting members of the Labor and Greens parties, following the      

tabling of the inspector’s report in the Legislative Assembly. The Minister chose not to 

comment at all on the treatment meted out to Julianne at the hands of his government. 

In fact, he did not mention her name or existence let alone what had been done to her. 

He did not express any contrition or regret at the “highly degrading and traumatising” 

treatment she was forced to endure or that her human rights were breached.  
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He did not apologise. He did not say sorry. Neither did a single member of 

the government – Labor or Greens. 

They chose instead to congratulate themselves, despite the very public     

exposure of their appalling treatment of this extremely vulnerable Aboriginal 

woman, and to boast about their magnanimity in ordering the purchase of a 

body scanner to minimise the use, in the future, of strip searches at the 

AMC. 

Mr Gentleman concluded his statement on behalf of his Labor and Greens 

colleagues not, as one might have expected, with an apology or an             

expression of regret at the treatment meted out to Julianne and other      

detainees in the AMC including the breaching of their human rights, but by 

acknowledging instead AMC staff, including presumably those involved in 

the issues reported on by the inspector of Corrections. He said: “I’d like to 

thank the committed staff within ACT Corrective Services for their professionalism and dedication.” 

Dedication and commitment to what exactly is not clear, but regardless of the circumstances that              

necessitated the making of the statement let’s hope the Minister did not mean to strip searching vulnerable 

Aboriginal women in breach of their human rights. 

To be blunt I find it hard to believe that such a callous and tone-deaf response to such a scarifying report 

could have originated in the Minister’s office.  

An issue left hanging as a result of the government’s silence is how it proposes to respond to the fact that 

the relevant statutory officer in this matter, the inspector of Corrections has formally reported that the law, 

in fact two laws, the Corrections Management Act and the Human Rights Act have been breached. Who, for 

instance, is to be held accountable for that and for how long and under how many Ministers have these laws 

been broken? 

Under the Westminster system of government, which applies in the ACT, there are occasions, for example, 

when Ministers must accept personal responsibility for breaches of the law that occur in organisations or 

agencies for which they have administrative responsibility. 

It is not unusual, where an agency has breached the law or other accepted standards of governance, that the 

responsible Minister or Ministers will, consistent with the Westminster conventions, resign or be sacked. 

That was certainly the position adopted by the ACT Labor Party in relation to issues related to the              

development of Bruce Stadium under then Liberal Chief Minister Kate Carnell when the Liberal Party was 

last in government, and one assumes it continues to hold to that position.  

It is also surely relevant in considering how the breaches of the law identified by the inspector of Corrections 

should be dealt with that the federal Labor leader, Anthony Albanese, has demanded that Christian Porter 

resign not just from the ministry but from parliament, for allegedly breaching not the law but a non-legally 

binding ministerial standard. 

The Law Was Broken Twice, So Which Minister 

Will Go? (cont’d) 

Jon Stanhope 
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City News, Opinion Piece by Julie Tongs, 2 September 2021 

“The current wait time in the ACT for 

allocation of priority (ie urgent) public 

housing, is 12 months and for people 

not eligible for priority housing the    

average wait for public housing is four 

years,” writes indigenous leader JULIE 

TONGS. 

I HAVE provided the ACT government 

with draft terms of reference for a Royal 

Commission into the disproportionate 

levels of contact which Aboriginal     

peoples in the ACT have with the justice system and are incarcerated. 

They include, among a wide range of issues to be considered by the proposed Royal 

Commission, a specific reference to the standard and appropriateness of housing       

occupied by Aboriginal peoples living in Canberra. The terms of reference were drafted 

by Ken Cush and Associates, who are generously supporting the Aboriginal community 

with advice and services, based on advice provided by a group of senior Aboriginal   

leaders. 

As with so many measures of disadvantage Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 

in the ACT fare poorly in any comparison of any aspect of housing whether it be in     

relation to home ownership, homelessness or the adequacy, standard or suitability of 

the housing they occupy. 

It is axiomatic that any inquiry into the reasons for the over-representation of Aboriginal 

peoples in contact with the justice system must include a detailed audit and                

investigation of the range of social factors, including housing and homelessness, which 

may lead to such contact and ultimately imprisonment. 

It was, therefore, coincidental but nevertheless deeply concerning to learn of the range 

of issues which the Official Visitor for Homelessness, Mr Simon Rosenberg included in 

his first formal report as Official Visitor to the Minister for Homelessness and Housing 

Services, Ms Rebecca Vassarotti. 

Mr Rosenberg advised community representatives at a meeting he recently addressed 

that the range of serious concerns which he reported to the Minister included: 

 

 

 

‘As with so 

many 

measures of 

disadvantage 

Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait 

Islander 

peoples in the 

ACT fare 

poorly in any 

comparison of 

any aspect of 

housing...’ 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

Homelessness Has To Be Part Of           

Aboriginal Probe 

Fact: Racism can be revealed through people’s actions as well as their attitudes. It can also be reflected in        

systems and institutions.                                                                                                    

(https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/race-discrimination/what-racism) 

Homeless…Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

peoples in the ACT fare poorly in any comparison of 

any aspect of housing. 
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• The long wait for public housing. 

• The need for increased cross-sector work is for example disability, mental health 

and AOD. 

• Multiple complaints that service users are frustrated because of the number of 

women who cannot get custody of their children because of the length of the  

public housing waiting list. 

• Concerns that people with alcohol and other drug dependencies who are evicted 

from rehabilitation services because, for example, of a relapse, are often in effect 

evicted into homelessness. 

 

I understand that the current wait time in the ACT for 

allocation of priority (ie urgent) public housing, is 12 

months and for people not eligible for priority    

housing the average wait for public housing is four 

years. 

I was particularly distressed to learn from Mr        

Rosenberg’s report that there are women in          

Canberra, many of whom I have no doubt are        

Aboriginal, who have been separated from their   

children and while eligible to be reunited with them 

are prevented from resuming custody because there is 

simply no available public housing for them to access. 

In my opinion this is not only shameful, it is cruel. 

An issue which I am not aware that the Official Visitor for Homelessness included in his 

report to the minister, but which is of utmost concern to me, is the absence of a clear 

and reliable pathway for detainees at the AMC into secure housing upon release from 

prison.  

I am aware of inmates who have, for example, been unable to take advantage of a grant 

of parole and are forced to remain in detention because they do not have a secure 

place, outside prison, in which to live. 

I have been calling on the ACT government repeatedly over the last five to six years to 

facilitate the establishment of an Aboriginal housing corporation and an indigenous  

specific housing policy in order that some of the most pressing housing-related issues 

facing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people might be addressed, but to no avail. 

The government has not developed a genuine Aboriginal housing policy or empowered 
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Homelessness Has To Be Part Of           

Aboriginal Probe (cont’d) 

Fact: People often associate racism with acts of abuse or harassment. However, it doesn’t need to involve      

violent or intimidating behaviour. (https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/race-discrimination/what-racism) 

Julie Tongs 
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the Aboriginal community to work in partnership with it to meet the needs of all       

Canberrans, Aboriginal or otherwise, dependent on public housing support. 

It has instead, in the decade 2010 to 2020 (during which period Canberra’s population 

grew by 63,395 people), actually reduced the number of units of public housing in    

Canberra by a total of 78.  

It is notable that the social-housing sector had fared little better than public housing 

with the ACT government imposing savage cuts on CHC Community Housing, the major 

social housing provider in the ACT, to the point it is barely able to function. 

I have not been successful in locating a copy of Mr Rosenberg’s report and would be 

grateful if Minister Vassarotti would make it available. I also urge her to take control of 

Housing ACT and put an end to the unceasing difficulty which poorer Canberrans       

experience in seeking to access, let alone enjoy, one of the most basic and fundamental 

human rights – the right to housing. 

Julie Tongs is the CEO of Winnunga Nimmityjah Aboriginal Health and Community Services. 
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Homelessness Has To Be Part Of           

Aboriginal Probe (cont’d) 

Fact: Racism takes many forms and can happen in many places. It includes prejudice, discrimination or hatred 

directed at someone because of their colour, ethnicity or national origin.                                                              

(https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/race-discrimination/what-racism) 

Photo: www.uq.edu.au/news 
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Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, Floriade was not able to go ahead this year in the way 

we are used to, however, we are pleased here at Winnunga to have been provided with 

a piece of Floriade to share with our clients. A big thank you to the organisers of        

Floriade for distributing flowers right around Canberra, including at Winnunga! 
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Floriade Comes to Winnunga 

Fact: Floriade started in 1988 as a massive one-off display of bulbs and annuals – flowers that are suited to    

Canberra’s extreme temperatures. It’s now the largest flower festival in the southern hemisphere.  
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The Guardian, Christopher Knaus and Lorena Allam, 21 September 2021 

Lawyers say whiteboard image of man hanging was a ‘disrespectful, degrading and 

hurtful parody’ 

A vulnerable Indigenous inmate 

who prison officers allegedly        

depicted hanging from a noose on a 

prison whiteboard is suing the    

Australian Capital Territory          

government, alleging the drawing 

was a “vile and racist caricature” of 

“another Indigenous person they 

wished to see die in custody”. 

In May 2018, correctional officers at 

the ACT’s jail, the Alexander            

Maconochie Centre, allegedly drew 

what appeared to be a game of hangman on a staff whiteboard. The man depicted 

hanging from the noose was an Indigenous inmate who has mental health issues and 

has previously attempted suicide. 

A boat is shown sailing past with one of the passengers saying “yay”. 

In proceedings lodged in the ACT supreme court, the man’s lawyers, Ken Cush &        

Associates, say the whiteboard and the hangman picture were used as a “vehicle to  

ridicule, degrade, disrespect, and vilify the plaintiff amongst the correctional officers 

and detainees in the AMC”. They say the image was a “humiliating, disrespectful,       

degrading and hurtful parody”. 

The drawing remained on the whiteboard for some time, and photos were taken and 

distributed across the prison, including to other detainees, the statement of claim     

alleges. The lawyers allege those responsible knew or ought to have known that the 

man was a vulnerable Indigenous person due to his mental health issues and previous 

suicide attempts, and that subjecting him to ridicule and humiliation was “likely to cause 

him harm, distress, and aggravate or exacerbate his pre-existing mental health          

conditions”. 

 

 

 

‘...used as a 

vehicle to  

ridicule, 

degrade, 

disrespect, 

and vilify the 

plaintiff 

amongst the 

correctional 

officers and 

detainees in 

the AMC.’ 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

Indigenous Inmate Sues ACT             

Government Over ‘Vile and Racist’ Image 

Allegedly Drawn by Prison Staff 

Fact: Our Vision - To be recognised as a leader in the provision of effective corrective services which positively 

change lives, reduce re-offending and prevent future victims.                                                                   

(https://correctiveservices.act.gov.au/about-us/vision-mission-and-values) 

An Indigenous man is suing the ACT government over 

a picture allegedly drawn by officers at the Alexander 

Maconochie Centre in Canberra.                               

Photograph: Lukas Coch/AAP 
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The case alleges the government and the prison staff responsible failed in their duty of care to the detainee 

and their duty to prevent him from suffering harm. It is also alleged they failed to protect his human rights, 

which are upheld in the ACT by a dedicated Human Rights Act. When it was built, the AMC was intended to 

be the nation’s first human rights compliant prison. 

The case alleges the correctional officers’ actions, which the government is vicariously liable for, caused the 

man mental harm and exacerbated existing mental health issues. It is alleged the actions of the staff         

responsible were deliberate, a gross violation of their duties, a perversion of their authority, and were   

spiteful and arrogant. 

The officers responsible were never punished for their actions, the case alleges, and the drawing constituted 

“a vile and racist caricature of the plaintiff as being another Indigenous person they wished to see die in  

custody”. The ACT corrections minister Mick Gentleman’s office said he could not comment on the matter 

because it was before courts. But the government’s defence in the case, filed on Friday, reveals it has not 

been able to identify who drew the image. The government admits the drawing depicted the plaintiff, but 

says it does not know whether the staff knew of his mental health issues or previous suicide attempts. 

Indigenous Inmate Sues ACT Government Over 

‘Vile and Racist’ Image Allegedly Drawn by    

Prison Staff (cont’d) 

Image on a whiteboard drawn by prison staff at the Alexander Maconochie Centre in May 2018, with a statement.         

Photograph: Supplied 
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The government also denied the staff responsible intended for the picture to be         

distributed through the prison community or use the whiteboard as a means to          

humiliate and vilify the detainee. 

“The defendant denies that the plaintiff suffered injury, loss and damage by reason of 

its breach of duty of care as alleged,” the government’s defence says. 

The ACT also denied it was “liable to the plaintiff for damages, aggravated damages, 

exemplary damages”. 

Julie Tongs, the chief executive of the Winnunga Nimmityjah Aboriginal health centre, 

said the drawing was “absolutely disgusting” and the inmate who saw it has since 

suffered severe mental health issues. 

“It’s a perversion of their authority, and it should never have happened,” Tongs said. 

The ACT corrective services commissioner apologised for the incident in 2018 but Tongs 

said that didn’t go far enough. 

“Sure they said they’d done the wrong thing, but why would you even do it?” Tongs 

said. “Why would you even go there, if you weren’t thinking that? And why would you 

leave it on the whiteboard?” 

She said the man who saw the drawing has since suffered serious mental health issues, 

fearing for his life in custody. He has now been moved to a different facility. 

“At the end of the day they’re human beings, and the majority of them are there       

because they have got mental health issues of addiction.” 

She is now calling for a broader investigation into the AMC. 

“Nothing less than a Royal Commission will suffice. It’s time that people right across the 

country and the world see what really happens in a so called human rights compliant 

prison here in the ACT,” she said. 

“The whole system, it’s a failure. They need to do things differently. And they need to 

change the way that they do it.” 

 

 

 

‘It’s a 

perversion of 

their 

authority, and 

it should never 

have 

happened… 

The whole 

system, it’s a 

failure. They 

need to do 

things 

differently.’ 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

Indigenous Inmate Sues ACT             

Government Over ‘Vile and Racist’ Image 

Allegedly Drawn by Prison Staff (cont’d) 

Fact: ACT Corrective Services (ACTCS) is committed to meeting the objectives of the ‘healthy prison’ concept  

under the four pillars of ‘Safety’, ‘Respect and Dignity’, ‘Purposeful Activity’ and ‘Rehabilitation and Release 

Planning’. (https://correctiveservices.act.gov.au/custody/alexander-maconochie-centre) 
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The Human Rights Act was drafted to protect individuals against violations of their human rights by          
government and government agencies but fails to provide an accessible way to make complaints about 
breaches.  
 
Currently, there is no accessible way for people to enforce their rights under the ACT Human Rights Act. If a 
person’s human rights are breached by ACT Government bodies or services, the only recourse available is to 
take a legal action to the Supreme Court. There are significant cost barriers associated with this type of legal 
action, and no ability to seek compensation for the harm done.  
 
Your petitioners, therefore, request the Assembly to:  
- enable a complaint about any breach of the Human Rights Act to be made to the Human Rights            
Commission for confidential conciliation, and  
 
- if conciliation is unsuccessful, enable a complaint about a breach of the Human Rights Act to be made to 
the ACT Civil and Administrative Tribunal for resolution.  
 
This would transform the Human Rights Act from being a largely theoretical document, to one which    
members of our community can use to ensure their human rights are protected. 

500 signatories are needed to compel the ACT Assembly to discuss the petition. The petition can be found 
at:                                           

https://epetitions.act.gov.au/CurrentEPetition.aspx?PetId=189&lIndex=-1   

Human Rights Petition 

https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fepetitions.act.gov.au%2FCurrentEPetition.aspx%3FPetId%3D189%26lIndex%3D-1&data=04%7C01%7C%7Ce3101d77727c417f1f9608d9675cf59b%7Cb46c190803344236b978585ee88e4199%7C0%7C0%7C637654471227739948%7CUn
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Julie Tongs provided a submission on Raising the Age, addressed to Minister Rattenbury,  

Minister Stephen-Smith and Minister Davidson. The below is what Julie stated. 

I support the proposal to raise the age of criminal responsibility, as proposed, to the age 

of 14 and I commend the ACT Government for its commitment to so doing.  

I have read the discussion paper and note the wide range of technical issues which the 

paper raises and in relation to which a response is invited. While acknowledging the  

importance of those issues I am limiting my response to what I see as the threshold   

issues, which you touch on in the Ministerial foreword and which are reinforced in the 

Executive Summary.  

In the foreword you note that: “Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have been, 

as a consequence of historical and ongoing traumas, dispossession, marginalization and 

discrimination, disproportionately affected by the criminal justice system, and that First 

Nations children and young people are overrepresented in our justice and care and   

protection systems in the ACT.”  

You then conclude that: “Raising the minimum age of criminal responsibility will be an 

important step towards ensuring First Nations peoples in the ACT can thrive in safe   

environments and have access to quality services that support the positive                  

development, health and wellbeing of children and young people.”  

You further claim: “This reform will provide the tools to respond to these harms as an 

inclusive and compassionate community, while also more effectively improving the  

safety of our community.”  

You do not identify what these tools are or how they will support the positive             

development, health and wellbeing of Aboriginal children. I regret it is not at all clear to 

me what exactly it is that you mean.  

In the Executive Summary it is advised that “Before any change is implemented, the ACT 

needs to have the right systems in place to support children whose behaviors             

significantly impact the safety and wellbeing of the child or young person, or that of  

another person.”  

It is further noted that an independent review of the service system needs and           

implementation requirements for raising the MACR in the ACT was commenced in    

February 2021 under the leadership of Professor Morag McArthur. The review team has 

been tasked with mapping the existing service pathways and needs of children and 

young people using harmful behaviors aged 10-13. It has been asked to identify gaps in 

the ACT service system and provide recommendations around options for replacing the 

youth justice system.  

I look forward with interest to the fruits of this review, most particularly the “systems” it 

recommends will be needed to support children, in particular Aboriginal children, at risk 

of coming into touch with the criminal justice system.  

 

 

 

‘You do not 

identify what 

these tools are 

or how they 

will support 
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development, 

health and 

wellbeing of 
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children. I 
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at all clear to 
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exactly it is 

that you 

mean.’ 

 

 

 

 

   

Raising the Age 
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To the extent I have concerns about the discussion paper and the pathway it appears to 

identify for supporting children, especially Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children, 

who have engaged in or may be at risk of engaging in criminal behaviors at a young age 

it is that very little, if any, attention is devoted to the role and impact of issues such as 

poverty, racism, family dysfunction, unemployment, homelessness, substance use,   

family violence, contact with the care and protection system, educational outcomes etc. 

etc.  

As I am sure you are aware there is virtually no data relevant to Aboriginal peoples in 

the ACT which does not reveal that over the last ten years or so that their life              

circumstances, as revealed by that data, is not worse today than it was a decade ago.  

The following is a small sample of just how serious the circumstances of the Canberra 

Aboriginal community, including children, are.  

In summary, in relation to health status:                                                                                     

* 81% have one or more long term health conditions-the second highest rate in         

Australia                                                                                                                                             

* 57% have one or more selected chronic conditions-the second highest rate in Australia                                         

* 47%  have eye/sight problems                                                                                                    

* 21% have ear/hearing problems-the second highest rate in Australia                                

* 40% have mental health/behavioral problems-the highest rate in Australia                     

* Only 47% of First Nations people in the ACT presenting at A&E were treated within the 

national benchmark-the lowest rate in Australia                                                                       

* 8% of First Nations people in the ACT waited more than 365 days for elective           

surgery - the second longest wait in Australia                                                                             

* A baby born to a First Nations woman in the ACT is 2.5 times more likely to be of low 

birth weight compared to a baby born to a non-First Nations woman.  

The data relevant to early childhood development, social and emotional wellbeing and 

education is similarly dire, for example:                                                                                       

* The proportion of First Nations children in kindergarten scoring “High Risk” of social 

and emotional difficulties is two and a half times that of non-First Nations children          

* First Nations children in the ACT are twice as likely to be developmentally vulnerable 

than non-First Nations children                                                                                                     

* The mean scores for First Nations school students in the ACT are, in several domains, 

either in persistent decline or are not keeping pace with improvements nationally.           

* The gap between the First Nations and non-First Nations children’s mean scores in 

ACT schools are, in effect, two years, i.e. the mean score of a First Nations student in 

Year 5 is similar to the mean score of a non-First Nations child in Year 3.                             

* The latest publicly available data shows that this gap has increased, i.e., worsened, in 

recent years in a number of domains.  

 

 

 

‘...there is 

virtually no 

data relevant 

to Aboriginal 

peoples in the 

ACT which 

does not 

reveal that 

over the last 

ten years or so 

that their life              

circumstances, 

as revealed by 

that data, is 

not worse 

today than it 

was a decade 

ago.’ 

 

 

 

 

Raising the Age (cont’d) 

Fact: The ACTPS Employee Values of Respect, Integrity, Collaboration and Innovation are enshrined in the Public 

Sector Management Standards and carry the endorsement of the Head of Service and the Strategic Board. 

(https://www.cmtedd.act.gov.au/employment-framework/managers-And-supervisors/managers-toolkit/values

-and-behaivour) 
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The latest publicly available data in relation to child protection and youth justice is     

similarly disturbing.  

• As at June 2020 the rate of First Nations children in out-of-home care in the ACT was 

72.3 per 1000 compared to a rate of 5.2 per 1000 for non-First Nations children. A first 

Nations child in the ACT is 14 times more likely to be in out-of-home care than a         

non-First Nations child - the third highest rate in Australia.  

• A first nations young person in the ACT is nine times more likely to be under youth 

justice supervision than a non-First Nations youth and in 2019-20 was 20 times more 

likely to be in juvenile detention than a non-First Nations young person  

All the data recorded above is an indictment of Australia and pertinently of the ACT. It 

reflects a shameful history of racism, failure, neglect and disinterest.  

However, for present purposes, my major concern, and indeed the purpose of this    

submission is to insist that measures be put in place to deal immediately and fully with 

all of the differing incidents of disadvantage endured by Aboriginal and Torres Strait  

Islander children living in Canberra, some of which I detail above. If this is not done then 

raising the age of criminal responsibility, by itself, is likely to do no more than delay for a 

few years an Aboriginal child’s entry into juvenile detention. In which case it will, with 

justification, be seen as being little more than a cheap political stunt.  

I am happy to expand on the views I express above if that would be of assistance.  

Yours in the struggle for justice.  

Julie Tongs OAM                                                            

8 September 2021  
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Raising the Age (cont’d) 

Fact: the ACTPS has expectations about the behaviour of its workforce. How you undertake your work, conduct 

yourself with your fellow employees or represent the ACTPS are important. (https://www.cmtedd.act.gov.au/

employment-framework/workplace-behaviours) 
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ALL Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander peoples aged 12 years and over are 
now eligible for a free COVID-19 vaccination 

The ACT is currently in lockdown as it deals with an outbreak of the highly infectious delta variant of    
COVID-19. Winnunga has increased both our testing and vaccination capacity to protect Aboriginal and/or 
Torres Strait Islander peoples in our region.  

Stay at home                                                                                                                                                                
Please follow all ACT Health advice for the lockdown period and only leave home for essential reasons. 
Wear a mask when outside your home. Only two people can visit another household, and only for essential 
reasons. 

More stay at home information is available at: https://www.covid19.act.gov.au/act-status-and-response/
lockdown?utm_source=Popularlinks&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=Popular%20links#Stay-at-
home 

Please follow ACT Health directions if you are a close contact, casual contact or secondary contact        
Residents of Canberra and surrounding regions are encouraged to regularly check the list of exposure sites 
and follow the directions for testing and isolation. A list of current exposure sites can be found at: https://
www.covid19.act.gov.au/act-status-and-response/act-covid-19-exposure-locations 

Requirements for testing and isolation differ for close, casual, and secondary contacts. If someone in a 
household is deemed a close contact, then the whole household is required to isolate. More information on 
the requirements for close, casual and secondary contacts can be found at: https://
www.covid19.act.gov.au/act-status-and-response/act-covid-19-exposure-locations#Contacts-information 

 All close and casual contacts are required to complete an online declaration form. 

https://actredcap.act.gov.au/redcap/surveys/?s=ENA34MC3TR 

Attending Winnunga and telephone consultations                                                                                            
Please maintain social distancing while attending Winnunga. Please 
do not gather in groups while waiting for services. Please use the 
hand sanitiser provided before entering the clinic, while waiting in 
the clinic and on your way out. 

If you do not need to attend Winnunga in person our doctors can do 
telephone consultations. To organise a telephone consultation please 
call Winnunga on 6284 6222. 

All clients and staff are required to wear a mask at all 
times when at Winnunga. 

Winnunga Respiratory Clinic                                                                   
The Respiratory Clinic is located in the old Winnunga building.       
Anyone who has a fever, cough, sore throat, runny nose, shortness of 
breath or sudden loss of taste or smell should go directly to this    
entrance. If you require testing because of recent exposure to   
COVID-19, please also present directly to the Respiratory Clinic.  

COVID-19 Update 
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Temperature, symptom and exposure screening is in place for all clients presenting to the main Winnunga 

entrance and you will be redirected to the Respiratory Clinic if you have symptoms or have been in an     

exposure location.  

Please get tested immediately if you have a fever or any respiratory symptoms                                               

In view of the current ACT outbreak and other outbreaks across the country, it is important to come        

forward for COVID-19 testing if you are unwell. If you or your children have a fever, cough, sore throat,   

runny nose, shortness of breath, headache or sudden loss of taste or smell please attend the Respiratory 

Clinic for testing. 

COVID-19 Vaccinations                                                                                                                                                 

Vaccination is a safe and effective way of preventing yourself, Elders and family members from becoming 

sick with COVID-19. Although COVID-19 vaccinations are not compulsory, they are strongly recommended.  

ALL Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander peoples aged 12 years and over are now eligible to receive a 

free COVID-19 vaccination at Winnunga. This includes Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander peoples who 

have not previously attended Winnunga.  

Non-Indigenous people who are current clients of Winnunga can also receive a COVID-19 vaccination at our 

service. If you are non-Indigenous, use the online eligibility checker to check if you are eligible for a          

vaccination in the current rollout phase. https://covid-vaccine.healthdirect.gov.au/eligibility  

 

Please call reception on (02) 6284 6222 to book your vaccination. If you are unsure 

about getting vaccinated, we encourage you to discuss this with one of our 

healthcare workers. 

If you are in quarantine you cannot attend Winnunga for a vaccination – please   

rebook your appointment for when you are out of quarantine. 

 

More information on COVID-19 vaccinations 

For the latest advice and updates from the Department of Health, visit:                                                             

https://www.health.gov.au/initiatives-and-programs/covid-19-vaccines 

 

COVID-19 Update (cont’d) 

https://covid-vaccine.healthdirect.gov.au/eligibility
https://www.health.gov.au/initiatives-and-programs/covid-19-vaccines
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What do you do on the weekends?       
Cook, play cricket, photography & volunteer 
for community organisations.        

               

What is your favourite food?                     

Hyderabadi Biryani.                       

 

What do you like most about working at        
Winnunga?                                                   
Winnunga's tireless efforts in providing    
services that the community needs the 
most. I am proud of the fact that I am able 
to support Winnunga and staff that support 
the community. 
                                                                                                     

My Favourite pet?                                       

German Shepherds.                                       

 

What is your pet hate?                               
Lack of transparency and lying.                                

                        

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Name: Praneeth Galla 

 

Position: Human Resources Manager  

 

Where are you from?                          
Southern India.                         

          

Who is your favourite singer/band?       
Sid Sriram.  

    

What is your favourite song?             

Changes as per mood and mostly Indian 

music.              

 

 

 

 Staff Profile 

We’re on the 

web! 

winnunga.org.au 


