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A century ago, Australia locked up far fewer people than we do today. In 1918, not a 
time famous for its progressive views on dealing with criminals, the imprisonment 
rate in Australia was less than 60 prisoners for every 100,000 adults. Today, it's 
more than 140. 

We lock up far more women now than we used to: Australian women are jailed at a 
rate more than four times they were even as recently as 1982, much of which is due 
to harsher sentencing.  

We lock up far more Indigenous people: almost half as many again as when the 
country decided to go the other direction after the Royal Commission into Aboriginal 
Deaths in Custody. 

We lock up everyone - people across the board - at a far greater rate now than we've 
ever done, at least for the last century. Given the sustained tough-on-crime campaign 
from powerful media voices and politicians from both sides, it is no surprise that 
sentences have become harsher. But the extent is something else. As Don 
Weatherburn of the Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research notes - and to whom I 
am grateful for much of this analysis - it took 66 years for the imprisonment rate to 
rise 13 per cent, between 1918 and 1984. And just the following 29 years for it to 
double. 

We now lock up people at a greater rate than Canada, Britain and most of Europe, 
and on the current rates of increase, Weatherburn suggests, within five years 
Australia will have 43,000 of its people in jail on any given night. That will be more 
than the entire population of Orange. 

The bill is astronomical: in five years, we will be spending $3.5 billion annually, not 
including the massive capital costs required to build new prisons. That is three times 
what we spend each year on the ABC. Who knows what good that money could do 
elsewhere. 

After three decades of tough-on-crime rhetoric and policy, Australia is now a country 
of mass incarceration, a country which jails offenders more readily than it ever has 
despite the primary justification for doing so being exceptionally doubtful. 

Contrary to populist belief, sending ever more offenders to jail has only a marginal 
effect on reducing crime. 

A recent BOCSAR study in NSW suggests that a 10 per cent increase in the likelihood 
of imprisonment would produce a long-term reduction in property crime of 1.1 per 
cent and in violent crime of 1.7 per cent. 

Yet most types of crime have been falling far more significantly than they should 
have been if prison were the significant factor in reducing crime. The Bureau 
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estimates theft and robbery would have dropped by about 5.6 per cent between 2000 
and 2014 based on the effect of the rise in imprisonment rates. Yet robberies are 
down 77 per cent, break and enter down 67 per cent, theft of motor vehicles down 71 
per cent, stealing down 43 per cent. 

In other words, if the point of sending so many people to jail is to reduce crime, there 
are far cheaper and far less disruptive ways to achieve that end. Tough on crime 
politics has proved to be dumb about crime, and appallingly bad for budgets. 

There are, of course, many crimes for which jail is the only appropriate option. There 
are, of course, many offenders for whom there is no alternative but prison. Reducing 
crime is not the only objective of incarceration; some offenders deserve severe 
punishment for committing appalling criminal acts. 

But the sharp increase in severity in sentencing during the past decades is proving to 
be self-defeating for the community given the marginal return on the massive cost, 
and it is proving to be profoundly destructive for prisoners and their families. 

Rather than rehabilitative, former prisoners find it much harder to get a job after 
release, and when they do they earn less than they would have without a prison 
sentence on their record. 

There are things we can do to reverse this course. 

Weatherburn suggests abolishing short sentences - which offer little deterrence and 
no chance at rehabilitation - and reducing the length of sentences, given the evidence 
suggesting the likely time spent in prison is less of a deterrent than the likelihood of 
getting caught. Getting rid of the unnecessarily punitive rule that prevents prisoners 
seeking parole for a year after a refusal, even if there is less than that left to serve, 
would help too. 

I don't think it is too much to ask to require those calling for ever more people to be 
jailed, and for ever longer periods, to prove their case. Rather than confect outrage 
and demand vengeance, I want proof of why we should spend ever more public funds 
on prisons, taking money away from schools and trains and hospitals. That is what 
harsher sentencing does, for little public good. I doubt I am alone in preferring that a 
person who commits a crime, wherever possible, should repay his debt to society 
through community service, for instance, while working and paying tax and caring 
for his family, rather than sitting in a prison and costing us money. 
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