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Children’s commissioners and guardians
unite in opposing NT legislation
All fourteen Australian and New Zealand Children’s Commissioners and Guardians (ANZCCG) have
united in opposing new legislation introduced by the Northern Territory Government, which
proposes to alter the NT’s Youth Justice Act and Bail Act.
The commissioners and guardians wrote to NT Chief Minister Michael Gunner in March expressing
their concerns about the legislation and asking him to reconsider his approach. They have not
received a reply.
Their letter said the proposed changes are “regressive” and “signal a shift away from evidence-based
policy approaches and directly unwind the implementation of key recommendations from the 2017
Royal Commission”.
National Children’s Commissioner Anne Hollonds said, “All the evidence tells us the best way to
prevent youth offending is to divert young people away from the justice system and into alternative
programs that offer the support they need.
“Children who come to the attention of our justice systems are some of the most vulnerable and
disadvantaged members of our communities, often with backgrounds of abuse or neglect.
“This legislation may well have the effect of trapping young people within the justice system where
they might otherwise have had an opportunity to find a better path.”
Despite numerous requests, NT Children’s Commissioner Sally Sievers has not been given an
opportunity to meet with the NT Chief Minister or Police Minister.
Ms Sievers said, “We have not seen any explanation of how this legislation was developed, using
what evidence base, or which experts and community members were consulted on its potential
impact.
“Resorting to this regressive and expensive policy direction has the potential to doom future
generations of Territory children to a life within the justice system.”
If passed, the legislation would make it easier for police to use electronic monitoring, restrict access
for young people to diversionary programs, and result in far more children being held in detention
on remand.
The Northern Territory already has the highest rates of child detention anywhere in Australia.
The ANZCCG stands with Indigenous leaders, legal experts and peak bodies including Larrakia
elders, the North Australian Aboriginal Justice Agency, NT Criminal Lawyers Association, Australian
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Lawyers Alliance, NT Council of Social Services, Central Australian Youth Justice and Jesuit Social
Services in opposing the legislation.
For interviews with the National Children’s Commissioner contact media@humanrights.gov.au
or (02) 9284 9700. For interviews with the NT Children’s Commissioner: OCC@nt.gov.au or
(08) 8999 6074

30 March 2021
The Hon Michael Gunner MLA
Chief Minister of the Northern Territory
Parliament House 5
DARWIN NT 0800
by email: chief.minister@nt.gov.au
Dear Chief Minister
RE: WINDING BACK ON EVIDENCE-BASED REFORMS IN THE NORTHERN TERRITORY
OF AUSTRALIA FAILS TO UPHOLD CHILDREN’S RIGHTS
The Australian and New Zealand Children’s Commissioners and Guardians (ANZCCG)
write to share our concerns about recent announcements by the Northern Territory
Government that they will be implementing regressive changes to the Bail Act and
Youth Justice Act of the Northern Territory.
The ANZCCG comprises national, state and territory children and young people’s
commissioners, guardians and advocates. The aim of the ANZCCG is to promote and
protect the safety, well-being and rights of children and young people in Australia
and New Zealand, and ensure that the best interests of children and young people
are considered in public policy and program development across Australia and New
Zealand.
The ANZCCG understands there are current community concerns in the Northern
Territory regarding community safety, however the proposed Government actions
signal a shift away from evidence-based policy approaches and directly unwind the
implementation of key recommendations from the 2017 Royal Commission. The
ANZCCG have over the last few years strongly urged governments to develop and
expand early intervention programs that prevent youth offending, in particular by
shifting the narrative and focus on to what we need to do to keep our children safe,
and offering developmentally appropriate, therapeutic and community-based
approaches.

Children who come to the attention of our justice systems are some of the most
vulnerable and disadvantaged members of our communities. Research indicates
that young children are particularly likely to have a background of abuse or neglect.
Further, a disproportionate number of the children charged with criminal offences
each year are Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in Australia, and Māori
children in New Zealand.
There is a well-established risk that children who have early contact with the
criminal justice system are more likely to continue to offend and become trapped in
the criminal justice system. The diversion of matters away from the criminal justice
system and into appropriate alternative programs and support services should
always be the focus for children and young people.
These complex problems require complex solutions. International best practice
demonstrates major improvements in youth offending and recidivism where the
core focus of reforms aim to reduce the number of children in detention on remand,
and invest in preventative measures and positive pathways for young people.
Currently in the Northern Territory, a child is more likely to be locked up than in any
other jurisdiction in Australia. Now is not the time to abandon the considered,
consultative and collaborative approaches being implemented in the Northern
Territory which have emerging positive results.
We stand with Indigenous leaders, legal experts and peak bodies including Larrakia
elders, the North Australian Aboriginal Justice Agency, NT Criminal Lawyers
Association, Australian Lawyers Alliance, NT Council of Social Services, Central
Australian Youth Justice and Jesuit Social Services in calling on the NT Government
to reverse this decision.
The ANZCCG strongly urges the NT Government to reconsider these measures, and
remain committed to strengthening and monitoring existing holistic, evidence-based
approaches over the period required to see change in this complex area.
We look forward to being advised of your reconsideration of these announced
proposed measures to reflect evidence based approach.
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Yours sincerely,

Anne Hollonds
National Children’s Commissioner

Sally Sievers
A/Children’s Commissioner (NT)

Justin Mohamed
Liana Buchanan
Principal Commissioner for Children and Young Commissioner for Aboriginal Children and
Young People (Vic)
People (Vic)

Colin Pettit
Commissioner for Children and Young People
(WA)

Leanne McLean
Commissioner for Children and Young People
(Tas)

Penny Wright
Guardian for Children and Young People and
Training Centre Visitor (SA)

Helen Connolly
Commissioner for Children and Young People
(SA)

April Lawrie
Commissioner for Aboriginal Children & Young
People (SA)

Jodie Griffiths-Cook
Children and Young People Commissioner
(ACT)

Cheryl Vardon
Chief Executive and Principal Commissioner
Queensland Family and Child Commission

Natalie Lewis
Commissioner for Queensland Family and
Child Commission

Richard Weston
Deputy Children’s Guardian (NSW)

Shayna Smith
Acting Public Guardian (Qld)
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