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Abstract 

APRJ shall release regular statistical bulletins relating to Australian prisons and prisoners. 

This first bulletin contains very general statistics (mostly as at the end of Sept 2021) to lay 

the groundwork. 

 

Graph 1 

 

From 30 June 2019 to 30 June 2020, the number of Australian prisoners decreased by 5% 

(1,968) to 41,060.  This was the first national decrease since 2011.  This decrease was 

attributed by the ABS and AIHW to various government COVID-19 restrictions since March 
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2020, which impacted criminal activity and the justice system (ABS 2020: ‘Key Statistics’; 

AIHW 2021a: ‘Impact of COVID-19 on adult prisoners data’).  

This was only a dip, however, and the average daily number of prisoners rose to 42,633 in 

the March quarter 2021, and again to 43,073 in the June quarter 2021 (which is above the 

pre-COVID population).  

Data 1 

 

Since 2005, the Australian population has risen 27.8% from 20,176,800 to 25,776,900 (as at 

30 September 2021 – ABS), but the prison population has increased by 69.9%, so 2.5 times 

as much. The male prisoners have increased in number slightly slower (a 68% increase), but 

female incarceration has risen much faster (90%). 

Another trend is even more startling. While the number of sentenced prisoners has risen by 

37.8%, the unsentenced number has almost tripled (an increase of 196.5%). This is a 

concern because more and more people are being held on remand, often for two or more 

years. This is due to more people being charged; more bail breaches; more people with prior 

convictions; and greater difficulty in obtaining bail (with changed bail laws, conditions and 

decision-making or lack of accommodation/bail support programs) (Bartels 2018:3). Then 

there are adjourned hearings (e.g. following disagreement about the statement of facts or, 

currently, difficulty getting witnesses to court with COVID).  
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Graph 2 

 

The imprisonment rate decreased by 7% from 219 to 202 prisoners per 100,000 adult 

population, again due to the effect of COVID restrictions on the court system (e.g. cases 

delayed because of difficulty in hearing witnesses) and criminal activity (e.g. criminals being 

unable to travel for crime and having less vacant houses for burglary). However, the 

imprisonment rate rose to 213 per 100,000 adult population in the March quarter 2021 and 

again to 215 persons in the June quarter 2021 (ABS 2021a). These rises while people are 

locked down (making criminal activity more difficult) and while the court systems are 

clogged (Judicial College of Victoria 2021) indicate that the Australian incarceration rate is 

likely to continue rising rapidly as more people are vaccinated.  
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Data 2 

 

With prison building that has not kept pace with the rapid rise in incarceration, there is 

significant overcrowding in prisons (Ball 2021). Prisons are operating at 106.6% prison 

design capacity utilisation (Productivity Commission 2021: Table 8A.15), which means that 

people in custody need to be kept in unsuitable and unsafe police custody for extended 

periods while they wait for prison cells. It may also be noted that there have been efforts to 

reduce prison populations during COVID (Payne & Hanley 2020) because it was realised that 

an outbreak would spread rapidly given the overcrowding, transient and unvaccinated 

population and greater incidence of chronic health problems amongst prisoners (Wahlquist 

2020; Coade 2021). Such an outbreak has occurred in NSW with 300 inmates 

(McGowan M 2021) and at least 51 staff (Heffernan 2021) now Covid-positive (and one 

officer deceased) following a surge due to the impossibility of COVID separation rules 

(McGowan M 2021). Health risks associated with COVID have also become a factor when 

considering bail applications (Murphy and Ferrari 2020). 
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