“Smart action for a safer community”

Justice reinvestment: investing in
communities not prisons
Research shows that smart investment which tackles the
causes of crime can be cost effective. Justice reinvestment
is a new approach that redirects money spent on prisons
to community-based initiatives which aim to address the
underlying causes of crime. It promises to cut crime and
save money.
Harsher sentencing, not crime, is driving prisoner
numbers up and costing billions
Over the past decade, Victoria’s prison population has
increased dramatically, rising 68% from 2004 to 2014.1
Adjusted for population growth, this represents an
increase in the rate of imprisonment of 43.6% in just over
ten years.2 In general, it seems harsher sentencing, driven by sentencing law changes and by changing judicial
practice, is the main driver of prison growth.3 In Victoria,
bail and parole changes have also played a role.
Prison is a blunt, harmful and extremely expensive
way to try to control crime. There are better and more
effective ways of cutting crime.

How justice reinvestment could work in Victoria
In response to rising prisoner numbers and serious
prison overcrowding, from 2010-2014, the Victorian
Government invested more than $1 billion over
to upgrade and increase the capacity of Victoria’s
prison system.7 As harsher sentencing sends more
people to prison for longer, the Government is
building new prisons to accommodate them and
pay more operating expenses to maintain them.
Prison operating costs have increased by 44% in
just two years with the cost of running Victoria’s
prison system set to top $1 billion a year excluding
construction costs. 8
It costs around $98,000 a year to house each prisoner and an estimated $500,000 per prison bed in
construction cost.9 So if we can divert 1,000 people
away from prison, this will generate around $598
million in savings. These funds could then be reinvested in programs and services that address the
causes of crime.

Justice reinvestment: cutting crime and saving money
Justice reinvestment redirects money spent on prisons
to community-based initiatives which aim to address the
underlying causes of crime. In the United States, justice
reinvestment is being used to better manage prison
spending and redirect some of the savings to community
programs that reduce re-offending and the demand to
build more prisons.4
Research indicates that tackling disadvantage, increasing income equality and providing stable housing and
employment opportunities can reduce crime.5 The money that would have been spent on housing medium to
low security prisoners is instead invested in supporting
programs and services in local communities which aim
to address systemic disadvantage.6

How justice reinvestment works
Implementing justice reinvestment involves identifying
disadvantaged communities to determine where funds
can be most effectively allocated.10 An Australian study
showed that in Victoria, 25% of prisoners came from
just two percent of postcodes.11 Entrenched disadvantage
is concentrated in a small number of rural centres and
urban hubs.12 There is a significant correlation between
key elements of disadvantage such as low income families, incomplete schooling and offending.13
Reinvesting prison spending on communities allows a
broad range of programs from healthcare, housing, education or job training to be strategically implemented in
these identified areas to maximise the potential to reduce
crime and reoffending.14
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Justice reinvestment saves money
Justice reinvestment provides a viable option as prison
expansion costs become unsustainable. By helping to
identify the local communities on which to focus, it also
promotes the most efficient spending on community
development.
By addressing the systemic socio-economic factors
contributing to crime, justice reinvestment can provide
substantial savings.15 For example, after successfully
implementing a justice reinvestment program, the US
state of Kansas saved $80.2 million over 5 years while
Texas achieved a saving of $210.5 million in 2008-2009.
Both states halted the growth of their prison populations
by undertaking policies including funding for substance
abuse programs and halfway houses for those on parole
and increasing access to education opportunities in prisons.16 They also expanded specialist courts such as drug
courts to ensure more effective sentencing by addressing
the causes of offending.17
Justice reinvestment is being embraced in the US and
the UK
In the United States, justice reinvestment is being used in
17 states to better manage prison spending and redirect
some of the savings to community programs that reduce
re-offending and the demand to build more prisons. In
eight states where justice reinvestment policies have been
in place for more than a year, reduced prison populations
are expected to result in savings ranging from $7.7 million over 5 years to $875 million over 11 years with total
projected savings set to total about $4.6 billion.18 Kansas
has seen a 7.5% reduction in their prison population, and
decreases in both parole revocation and reconviction by
48% and 35% respectively.19
During the same period of justice reinvestment and
prison population reduction, violent crime rates have

dropped by 13% in Kansas and 4% in Texas.20 While
further long term analysis is required to understand the
reasons for the drops in crime rates, these figures appear
to indicate that justice reinvestment can save money and
reduce crime. Similarly, the Justice Committee of the
United Kingdom House of Commons has recognised
the benefits of justice reinvestment for providing more
responsive programs to local needs for services, and
in restructuring the organisation and funding of the
criminal justice system to reflect the correlation between
social exclusion and offending21. Justice reinvestment
pilots have been implemented in six local UK areas, with
the final evaluation reports recently published.22
Justice reinvestment in Australia
Four parliamentary committee reports have recommended state governments consider or trial justice reinvestment programs.23 Similarly organisations like the
Australian Human Rights Commission have recognised
the potential of justice reinvestment to reduce over-representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
in the criminal justice system given it can target high
recidivism rates and patterns of intergenerational offending through its community based approach.24
A justice reinvestment approach is now being tried in
two towns in New South Wales; Cowra and Bourke.25
Smart Justice Solutions
• Greater investment in programs that tackle the
causes of crime like justice reinvestment rather than
greater investment in prisons.
• Research, evaluation and pilot programs to determine
the viability and impact of justice reinvestment in
Victoria.
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