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When we raise the topic of crime and justice, people think of a wide range of 
things  -  murder and murderers, guns and knives, drug traffickers and addicts; 
Hoddle St, Queen St, and Port Arthur; car theft, burglary, rape and robbery; 
corrupt cops, soft judges, harsh prison officers, palatial prisons; juvenile 
delinquents, violence in videos and on the screen, deaths in custody, alcohol and 
crime; white collar crime, tax evasion, money laundering, organised crime; 
domestic violence, environmental crime; superannuation fraud, child abuse,  -  
the list goes on and on. 
 
People who do not live in regional Australia have a great deal of difficulty in 
comprehending the nature and scale of crime in cities like Armidale.  As 
Australia is a highly urbanised nation, and as most people live in metropolitan 
areas, there is a perception that the quality of life that people in regional Australia 
enjoy is completely crime free, that everybody knows each other, and as a result 
crimes against people and against property don’t exist, because you couldn’t get 
away with it in a close knit community.  So, people leave their front doors and 
their cars unlocked, and go about life believing that crime is something that 
happens elsewhere.  Does that sound right?  It doesn’t sound right to me - but 
there’s not a lot of data around. 
 

Picture to look at 
 
The key aims in developing a strategy against crime and disorder in any 
community focus on  
 
• reducing the community’s vulnerability to crime and violence 
 
• diverting potential offenders into more constructive activities 
 
• supporting and empowering those who have become victims of crime 
 
The two key features are  
 
• The involvement of community members and workers in projects, strategies, 

networks, and committees to prevent violence and crime; and 
 
• the creation and expansion of opportunities for all people to live, work, 

socialise, and play without feeing threatened or harassed. 
 
Any community, whether it be a municipality, a neighbourhood, an entertainment 
area, a school or university can devise their own community safety strategy, and 
work with the other players, police, health workers, private businesses, 
community groups etc. to create a safe community.  To do so involves having a 
very realistic understanding of the community, its dynamics, and its changes; as 



 

s:\ps-lib - ccrs\graycar speeches\4 graycar speeches 1995 - 2003 aust ins of criminology\98-05 armidale general\98-05 armidale.doc 

2 

well as the mechanism for undertaking safety audits, and strategic responses to 
the results of any such audits. 
 
We cannot understand crime without understanding the community we live in, 
and the dynamics and changes which lubricate and confront it.  We cannot 
underestimate the changes in the economy, in technology, in family relations, and 
in particular the changes experienced by young people trying to sort out where 
they fit into a society in which the goal posts keep changing all the time. 
 
Australian social structure and economic life is undergoing change, the like of 
which we have not seen before.  Old industries which used to offer lifetime 
secure employment are collapsing.  Occupations are becoming obsolete, and the 
new replacement industries and occupations are more technological and less 
labour intensive. 
 
The globalising economy is driving the restructuring of Australia’s economy.  
This is creating winners and losers.  This has a profound impact on trends in 
crime and justice, and on social relations in the broadest sense  -  on how 
Australians live. 
 
Winners will be those with skills that are adaptable and transferable, and which 
are in high demand globally.  Winners will live well, and ride the wave of 
demographic and economic boom and bust. 
 
Losers will be people who are victims of structural change and who are socially 
and demographically isolated  -  young people without skills, people with 
substance abuse problems, older people who find the new technology 
bewildering,  -  and building on cumulative disadvantage, Australia’s indigenous 
people are likely to find the going even more tough.  Significant among the 
losers will be a cohort of young angry males, unemployed, and quite probably 
unemployable, living for the moment, with no prospects for the future.  Its 
members will seek gratification when and where they can obtain it.  The 
community doesn’t really know how to deal with them  -  but whatever options 
are proposed, there will be a central place for skilled professionals in the criminal 
justice system. 
 
To make credible headway we need good data, good theory and good ideas.  We 
need to know what we’re talking about, and we need to know the context of our 
work.  This is why having a university in Armidale is so very important.  There’s 
some pretty poor philosophy around in the community’s attempts to deal with 
criminal justice matters.  UNE can offer significant leadership in forging 
partnerships with the diverse parts of the community. 
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We often hear laments for the “good old days”, when there was no crime.  These 
“good old days” have been embellished somewhat, and we simply cannot step 
back in time to an earlier era in which the patterns of work, housing, technology, 
family structure, domestic arrangements, financial dependency and sexual activity 
were as they were 100 years ago, or even 40 years ago. 
 
 
The society in which we live is a society that has come to value instant 
gratification, and our technology delivers this.  We don’t put an enormous 
amount of energy into feeding ourselves - from chopping wood for the stove 
through to preserving and drying.  We eat when we want to.  We don’t wait for 
our favourite movies - we watch them on video when we want them; we don’t 
bank during banking hours, we bank when we want to; we pay our bills by phone 
in the middle of the night if we want to; we use electronic mail so we can get 
instant replies, not wait for the postman; we don’t wait until we get home to make 
our phone calls, we make them instantly on the mobile etc.  
 
Put this against a backdrop of violence and aggression in our entertainment and 
news media, in participant and spectator sport, and fierce competitiveness in 
many work practices, it is a wonder that there is not more widespread violence.   
 
What this emphasises is that we are enormously adaptable.  The overwhelming 
majority of our population does not behave badly; the overwhelming majority of 
young people whose education does not get them a satisfactory job do not behave 
violently; the overwhelming majority of middle aged people whose skills have 
been undermined, or rendered obsolete by technological change, or who have 
been made redundant do not behave violently; the overwhelming majority of 
family heads who receive insufficient support to maintain their families do not 
behave violently etc.  But some do, and cause enormous stress to the community, 
and keep the criminal justice system in business. 
 
 
Australia is one of the safest countries in the world.  Australians can go about 
their daily lives with little chance of their becoming the target of a criminal 
attack.  But it does happen  -  and the prospect that it might happen worries a lot 
of people.  And although most of Australia is comparatively safe, the incidence of 
crime is much greater than it was 20 years ago.  Criminal activity hurts and 
outrages people, and costs the community billions of dollars. 
 
There are 3 questions that shape our public policy: 
 
 
• What’s the problem? 
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• What do we know about the problem (s) 
 
• What can we do about it 
 
 
Ideologically polar positions produce their own explanations for increases in 
crime.  Those on the right blame permissiveness, bankrupt moral values, 
contempt for authority, inadequate penalties, while those on the left blame poor 
social conditions, unemployment, lack of life chances, poverty traps, 
deprivation, limited educational opportunities etc.   
 
Viewed from a different perspective, there are probably many many more 
opportunities than ever before for criminal behaviour, but  a lot of crime may 
be the price we pay for living in a world which offers high material benefits 
and a very mobile lifestyle.  Put that against a context of tremendous social and 
technological change, and we have a complex set of ingredients that don’t 
seem to fit any of the standard recipes  -  and its messy . 
 
What do we know 
 
While Australia is a much safer place than many comparable countries, three 
crimes of great concern to all have skyrocketed over the last 20 years.  Burglary 
rates have increased by 111% since 1977; robbery rates by 255%; and motor 
vehicle theft rates by 103%.  While the rates are much worse than 20 years ago, 
they levelled off in the early 1990s, but have started to rise again in the last 3 
years. 
 
This is what crime in Australia looks like  
 
In the Northern region the pattern of crime is quite different to NSW as a whole.  
Northern region goes from Tamworth to the Queensland border, but does not 
include the coastal region.  In addition to Armidale it includes Tamworth, 
Tenterfield, Glen Innes, Moree, Narrabri and Inverell. 
 
Here are some comparisons. 
 

Slides 
 
In the region there were 1815 assaults last year, up from 1402 in 1995, that is 5 
assaults a day; there were 53 unarmed robberies - about 1 a week, up from 1 every 
10 days in 1995.  There were 30 household burglaries per week and another 30 
business burglaries per week 4 or 5 of each every day.  In the whole of the region 
there were 2 homicides last year, the same number as in 1995. 
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January to December 1997  Northern Region 
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wide rate 
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We know that many crimes are not reported, very few lead to an identification of 
the offender and a negligible proportion of crimes ever end with a conviction. 
 
We know that we are faced with terminological confusion about what crime is, 
about how it is measured, how crimes are ranked and about who suffers most, and 
who commits it.  Most generalisations on crime as a whole are inaccurate because 
the term ‘crime’ denotes too wide a variety of events to be described by a single 
label 
 
We know that observations worldwide indicate the following as the main causes 
of crime: 
 

• under-achievement in education; 
• economic downturn; 
• lack of employment opportunities; 
• boredom; 
• drug experimentation; 
• exploitation by association with drugs; 
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• fear inducing activities; 
• racism; and 
• alcoholism 

 
We know that the interpretation of crime statistics is much more difficult than 
the interpretation of most other statistics.  Trends are not always easy to discern, 
even though they may seem obvious.  People experience crime and report it in 
different ways;  authorities may choose to follow up or not;  counting rules vary 
across time and place;  legislation changes, and so too do definitions;  law 
enforcement priorities and resources change thus affecting activities and 
outcomes.  
 
 
We know that the National Committee on Violence examined the issues very 
carefully, and concluded: 
 
• Australia is a less violent place than it was during the period from its 

establishment as a penal colony until Federation.  However, it is more violent 
than it was before the Second World War. 

• The rate of homicide in Australia is relatively low by international standards, 
and has shown no significant change over the past twenty years. 

• The rates of various types of non-fatal violence, that is assault, sexual assault, 
and robbery, have increased sharply since the early 1970s. 

• The rate of non-fatal assault appears high by the standards of western industrial 
societies. 

• Rates of violent crime are not evenly distributed across Australia.  For 
example, they tend to be higher in large cities than in country areas.  They are 
also uneven across jurisdictions: the level of violence in the Northern Territory 
is substantially higher than elsewhere, while the rate of violent offending 
appears to be actually declining in Tasmania. 

• Violent offenders in Australia are overwhelmingly male, primarily between the 
ages of 18 and 30, and predominantly from blue-collar backgrounds. 

• Despite perceptions to the contrary, violent offending by juveniles is relatively 
uncommon.  Gang violence is not a major problem in most jurisdictions. 

• Most homicides and assaults are committed by persons known to the victim.  
Random attacks by strangers, although deeply disturbing when they do occur, 
are relatively rare. 

• Infants up to one year old are the age group at greatest risk of homicide.  The 
overwhelming majority of child victims are killed by their parents or other 
relatives. 

• Victims of violence most commonly tend to fall into two broad categories: 
men who become engaged in altercations with other men; and women and 
children who suffer at the hands of men with whom they have been living. 
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• Men, especially those who are young, single and unemployed, are at far greater 
risk of becoming victims of all forms of violence than are women, except for 
the categories of sexual assault and domestic violence. 

 
 
We know that the prevention of violence cannot to be achieved by law 
enforcement alone, but rather through inter-sectoral collaboration, and in 
particular through a range of health promotion, education, and community service 
activities.  This poses major public policy challenges, and I’ll talk about this later. 
 
Victims 
 
 
We know that crime is not an equal opportunity predator.  The chance of 
becoming a victim depends on where you live, how you live, who you are and 
who you know.   
 
We know that Indigenous people are grossly over-represented within the criminal 
justice system.  They are over-represented as victims, as offenders, and as 
customers of the Correctional Services system.  I’ll put some data up in a moment.  
 
We know that victims of violent crime often know their attacker.  This is most 
likely the case in homicide, where two thirds of victims are killed by a family 
member or an acquaintance; most assault victims know their attacker, around one 
half of robbery victims, and less than half of sexual assault victims know their 
attacker.  (Most sexual assaults are not reported to police.)  
 
We know that many people are victimised in their homes, and that one’s home is 
not the safe haven that we would wish it to be.  While the overwhelming majority 
of robberies occur outside the home, the majority of sexual assaults occur inside 
the home, as do the majority of homicides.  So too, do a variety of violent crimes 
that are loosely described as child abuse, elder abuse, and domestic violence  
 

Slide 
We know that males are more likely to become victims of assault as are females, 
and the likelihood diminishes with age.  Older females have the greatest fear, and 
the lowest risk.  Unemployed people are twice as likely to be victims of assault as 
employed people. 
 
We know that the younger the person the more likely they are to be a victim of 
robbery.  Unemployed people are twice as likely as employed people to be 
victims of robbery. 
 
We know that households comprising couple families with or without children 
had the lowest risk of burglary;  one-parent households had the highest risk of 
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burglary.  Owner/purchasers had a burglary risk of 59 per 1000, compared to a 
rate of 93 per 1000 for renters. 
 
We know that more crime is committed against business than against individuals 
or households.  Burglary affects one quarter of all businesses, as does theft by 
customers, followed by fraud, vandalism and assault on staff. 
 
We know that victims invariably feel isolated from and disparaged by the 
criminal justice system.  Several states have legislation on victims’ rights and 
compensation, but victim support agencies cannot meet the demand on their 
resources. 
 
We know that conflict and crime are related.  Conflict in our society is inevitable 
and the management of conflict and the capacity of social organisations to reduce 
its escalation structures the incidence of crime.  Public policy has a significant role 
in containing and de-escalating conflict. 
 
When we turn to our Indigenous population not only do we find over-
representation, but we find a demographic time bomb. 
We have a particular problem with Aboriginal youngsters.  Civility is difficult to 
instil within a culture of exclusion, one in which education, health, housing and 
employment deficiencies make prospects bleak.  Today an Aboriginal youngster 
is 21 times more likely to be incarcerated than a non-Aboriginal youngster.   
 
If patterns stay the same, the looming demographic boom of Aboriginal 
teenagers will mean an explosion of Aboriginal youngsters in juvenile detention.  
We know that police lockups and juvenile detention centres are not the places to 
learn civility.  This will not come by imposition from outside, but will only come 
within an environment of mutual support and respect in individual communities. 
 
 
I don’t need to go through all the data on Aboriginal disadvantage and over-
representation. 
 
We have seen, however, in the last couple of years a couple of notable success 
stories in which Aboriginal communities have dealt with their own criminal 
justice issues  -  night patrols are one example, women’s groups domestic 
violence are another (both have won VPA awards), and one stunning example is 
the community development process in Kowanyama in the Gulf of Carpentaria, 
where the community taking control has reduced chronic crime by re-
establishing the authority of the elders, and instilling a newly acquired notion of 
civility. 
 
So there is hope.  We can pick winning strategies  -  we can expand our 
knowledge of what works and what doesn’t, and seek out what’s promising.  
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Communities like Armidale, universities like UNE, and bodies like the 
Australian Institute of Criminology can help identify solutions in furtherance of a 
safer and more secure society. 
 
Sylvia to key in 4 ATSI slides. 
 
 
Offenders 
 
 
There are no definitive answers as to why individuals commit crimes.  We do 
know that participation in crime declines with age.  Property crime arrests peak at 
age 16, and drop to lower than half that by age 20.  Violent crime arrests peak at 
age 18.  However, young people who become involved in crime at the earliest 
ages - before they are 14 - tend to become the most persistent offenders, with 
longer criminal careers. 
 
Major risk factors for youth crime are: 
 
• low income and poor housing 
• living in deteriorated inner city areas 
• a high degree of impulsiveness and hyperactivity 
• low intelligence and low school attainment 
• poor parental supervision and harsh and erratic discipline 
• parental conflict and broken families 
 
(If this was a cosy seminar we could discuss and map the policy responses to each 
of these) 
 
Young offenders tend to be versatile and rarely specialise in particular types of 
crime, including violence.  The overwhelming majority of young people do not 
commit crime. 
 
We know that juveniles tend to commit crimes in groups, and that they are most 
likely male.  Very few girls are in corrective institutions, and are more likely than 
boys to be held for non-criminal conduct. 
 
Interviews with young offenders in the UK, meanwhile, suggest that their crimes 
are most commonly committed for material gain.  However, a minority of 
offences, especially vandalism and taking vehicles without the owner’s consent, 
are committed for excitement, enjoyment or to relieve boredom. 
 
We know that the probability of arrest increases with each subsequent arrest, and 
that a few offenders are responsible for a large number of arrests  -  about 5 
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percent of male offenders are chronic offenders, who account for about half of all 
known offending. 
 
There were almost 18,000 people in prison in December 1997.  4% were female 
and 96% were male.  One in five prisoners is Indigenous, and Indigenous persons 
have an imprisonment rate 17 times that of non-indigenous people. 
 
Imprisonment rates vary enormously around Australia - Victoria’s rate is half that 
of NSW.  Queensland is experiencing a phenomenal rate of growth.  There are 
significant public policy issues here. 
 
What we do know about criminals refers mainly to street criminals and repeat 
offenders.  Sophisticated and white collar crime is a vast playing field and we 
don’t know very much about who criminals are, apart from the tiny minority who 
are caught.   
 
 
Responses 
 
Crime Prevention 
 
There are several crime prevention strategies.   
 
NEW SLIDE   4 dots 
 
sit 
dev 
community 
criminal justice  
 
I want to discuss only the first two, the latter involve, first a community strategy, 
and second, a criminal justice system response  -  policing, incarceration etc. 
 
The essence of situational crime prevention is to make crime more difficult to 
commit, more risky and less rewarding by putting in place measures such as 
better security, increased surveillance and property marking.  This is the most 
commonly understood type of crime prevention and can be applied to most 
situations in which crime is likely to occur.  This approach targets the crime-
prone situation rather than the offender. 
 
There are three objectives: 
 
• increasing the effort 
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• increasing the risks 
• reducing the rewards 
 
Some examples:  target hardening’  locks; screens; vandal proofing; photo ID;   a 
few very simple examples 
 
∗ Clothing shop had every second hanger facing the other direction 
∗ Retail stores removed display advertising from the window so that would-be 

robbers were visible from the street  -  also moved the cash registers close to 
the window, but out of the line of vision 

 
CPTED 
∗ improving lighting in streets and car parks 
∗ reducing opportunities for offenders to conceal themselves 
∗ locating outdoor activities in sight of windows  
∗ increasing designated walkways 
∗ increasing pedestrian activities. 
 
Another approach is to develop a safety audit.  A small group concerned with 
safety in a particular area go out and inspect, trying to identify systematically, 
what makes them feel safe and unsafe.  What improvements could be made from a 
safety point of view.  Action might be as simple as reporting a blown street light 
or installing signs; or it may involve longer term solutions like changing planning 
procedures for future developments.  There are safety audit kits which have been 
developed by state governments and crime prevention bodies, but the key is to 
work collaboratively and cross-sectorally.  This is about partnership to prevent 
crime and promote safety. 
 
 
The essence of developmental crime prevention aims to prevent criminal 
behaviour.  It addresses the underlying social causes of offending and seeks to 
influence the attitudes and behaviour of those most likely to offend so they are 
less inclined to do so.  This is done by reducing the risk factors long known to be 
associated with offending (such as poor parenting and school failure) and 
enhancing protective factors (such as good parenting and school success).  This 
approach targets the potential offender rather than the crime.  It is sometimes 
called social crime prevention or criminality prevention. 
 
Criminality prevention involves 
 
∗ family-based prevention: strengthening families and improving parenting 
∗ school-based prevention: enhancing the education of those most at risk of 

school failure, truancy and delinquency 
∗ community-based prevention: providing recreational, social, employment and 

housing opportunities, especially for young people 
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∗ preventing re-offending: diverting known offenders from a criminal career 
 
 
Techniques for reducing the risks of young people’s involvement in drug misuse, 
crime and other antisocial behaviour include: 
 
∗ frequent home visiting by health professionals during pregnancy and infancy 
∗ education in parenting 
∗ high quality nursery education 
∗ training children to ‘stop and think’ (cognitive and social skills training) 
∗ anti-bullying initiatives in schools 
classroom management training for teachers 
 
It is obvious that no one sector alone can prevent crime - a partnership is needed, 
government, business, community and family. 
 
In understanding the causes and manifestations of violence, we need to develop 
early childhood initiatives, and regard violence, as has the WHO, as a public 
health issue. 
 
We need to maintain education, knowledge and awareness of the harmful effects 
of aggression, violence, drug and alcohol usage etc. 
 
We need to make sure our police are among the best educated people in our 
community. 
 
We need to: 
- tackle the causes of crime 
- reduce opportunities for crime to be committed 
- tackle specific crime problems 
- help victims of crime, and reduce the fear of crime 
 
To do so involves a partnership.  Some of you are researchers, some of you are 
students, some are practitioners - the doers.  Having a solid knowledge base and 
determining suitable practice standards is an important part of understanding 
crime and justice, and the dynamics and human factors behind it. 
 
Having a significant university like UNE in this region is a tremendous asset, for 
it can provide a great deal of the data and theory, and contribute to the training 
and re-training that is always required.   The work of the university can be 
complemented by the professional practice of all whose work brings them into 
contact with different aspects of community life and tension, as well as adding the 
vast life experience that all who live in this community can bring to the process of 
creating a safer and more harmonious community. 
 




