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ABORIGINAL DEATHS IN CUSTODY 
Statement by Premier 

MR C.J. BARNETT (Cottesloe — Premier) [12.12 pm]: On 23 October 2014, I made a commitment to reduce 
the number of Aboriginal people in the state’s jail system and deaths in custody. This followed the tragic death 
of Ms Dhu in custody in August 2014. On 30 April 2015, I met with the family of Ms Dhu in Port Hedland. The 
family had a lot of questions about the coronial inquiry and how the state government would respond to the 
coroner’s recommendations. I hope that I have been able to provide some comfort to the family that all their 
questions will be answered. I also met with the Deaths in Custody Watch Committee on 23 April 2015. Members 
of the committee briefed me on issues relating to Aboriginal over-representation in the justice system. 

Aboriginal prisoners account for approximately 40 per cent of the adult prison population in Western Australia; 
however, Aboriginal adults represent only 2.9 per cent of the state’s population. This is 18 times the non-Aboriginal 
rate and, alarmingly, for youths between 10 and 17 years old, it is 38 times the non-Aboriginal rate. In respect to 
deaths in custody, avoidable Aboriginal deaths in custody are low and have continued on a downward trend since 
the 1991 Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody. The rate of avoidable deaths of Aboriginal people 
in prison in Western Australia is below the Australian average. There has also been a marked decline in the number 
of Aboriginal prison suicides. These may be the facts, but one death is one death too many. 

In examining and progressing policies that will address the issue of over-representation and deaths in custody, 
the government will, firstly, create safer custody environments to reduce the risk of an avoidable death in 
custody, such as the introduction of a custody notification system, which is used successfully in 
New South Wales; culturally appropriate support through the Aboriginal visitors scheme; and providing 
improved access to sobering-up services as an alternative to a police lockup. Secondly, the government will 
introduce legislative and policy measures to avoid incarceration for low-level offenders where appropriate, 
including new adult diversion options such as pre-charge contracts for minor offences. Thirdly, we will focus on 
prevention aimed at diverting Aboriginal youth from entering the justice system or returning to custody, and 
more opportunities for Aboriginal people in remote areas to get and renew drivers’ licences. We are also 
providing grants to support and mentor young Aboriginal people appearing before the Children’s Court. 
It is the responsibility of the Ministers for Police and Corrective Services and the Attorney General to progress 
these initiatives. These ministers will publish an annual report, tracking the implementation of each agency’s 
policies and detailing over-representation statistics, particularly in the area of low-end offending. 
Several members interjected. 
The ACTING SPEAKER (Ms J.M. Freeman): Members, this is a very important subject. 
Mr C.J. BARNETT: I do not consider this a disgrace; I think this is an important social reform in the interest of 
Aboriginal people. 
The state government will continue to take further initiatives to address these important issues and update the 
house accordingly. 
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