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A contingent of Aboriginal protesters leads the "March in March" demonstration in Sydney on March 25. © AP 

MELBOURNE -- When a landmark Australian government-backed commission into 

Aboriginal deaths in custody delivered its findings in early 1991, it blamed 

"overwhelmingly different" levels of incarceration between the indigenous Aboriginal 

community and others for the loss of 99 native Australian lives in prisons over the 

previous decade. 

More than a quarter-century later, a stark racial divide within Australia's justice 

system not only persists, statistics prove it is worse than before. Comprising just 3% 

of the population, indigenous Australians today account for 27% of all prisoners -- 

double the proportion cited by the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in 

Custody as proof that "too many Aboriginal people are in custody too often." 
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In the state with the highest disparity, Western Australia, Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people are 18 times more likely to go jail, three times the gap in 

imprisonment rates that exists between African-Americans and others in the U.S. 

On a fact-finding visit to Australia in April, the United Nations special rapporteur for 

indigenous rights Victoria Tauli-Corpuz slammed the soaring rate of Aboriginal 

imprisonment, especially among young people convicted of petty crimes. 

In response to its poor record and mounting public criticism, Australia has 

established several inquiries to again examine the issue, which according to experts 

follows a broader pattern of disadvantage rooted in significantly higher rates of 

unemployment and shorter life expectancy than non-indigenous people. 

Indigenous activists and human rights groups are urging the government to adopt an 

incarceration reduction target as part of an existing list of goals in areas such as 

unemployment and child mortality, known as the "Close the Gap" campaign. 

"Where we see that our incarceration rates, our health, and all of those things are 

much poorer than they were some time ago, then something has going wrong," Rod 

Little, co-chair of the National Congress of Australia's First Peoples, told the Nikkei 

Asian Review. "And at the end of the day, it is the government's responsibility to 

ensure that we as citizens of Australia enjoy the same quality of life as other 

Australians." 

Lingering prejudice 

In the eyes of many indigenous Australians, racism and the lingering effects of 

European colonization lie at the heart of their struggle to advance in one of the 

world's richest countries. In a 2014 survey conducted by mental health advocacy 

group Beyond Blue, one in five Australians admitted they would move to a different 

seat if an Aboriginal person sat near them, while one in 10 said they would not hire 

an indigenous person for a job. 

Such blatantly prejudiced views inevitably infect courts and the police, according to 

campaigners, a perception fueled by high-profile cases such as the death in police 

custody of Julieka Dhu, a 24-year-old indigenous woman who had been arrested for 

the non-payment of fines. Although the coroner accused police of being "inhumane" 
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toward Dhu by failing to take her complaints of ill-health seriously, no one has been 

held legally accountable for her death. 
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