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DEATHS IN CUSTODY 

As a result of widespread public concern about Aborigines dying in police and 
prison custody, the Australian Prime Minister established a Royal Commission on 
17 June 1987. This Commission was given the brief to enquire into the reasons for 
this national tragedy at a time when Australia was approaching its Bicentennial 
celebrations. 

One of the major findings to emerge from research conducted by the Commission 
was that the proportion of Aborigines in both police and prison custody was similar 
to the proportion of Aboriginal deaths in each form of custody. This was interpreted 
as meaning that there was no difference between the black and white rates of deaths 
in custody. Those who had opposed the establishment of the Commission therefore 
asserted that the issue of Aboriginal deaths in custody was not a problem of special 
significance. 

There were though considerable differences in the ways that both Aborigines and 
non-Aborigines died. The analyses revealed that Aborigines were far more likely to 
die in police cells (63 per cent) than in prison, while non-Aborigines were much 
more likely to die in prison. Also of significance was the fact that proportionately 
more of the non-Aboriginal deaths resulted from self-inflicted injuries, while 
proportionately more of the Aboriginal deaths were categorized as resulting from 
'natural causes' (Biles, McDonald and Fleming 1990). 

What is of even more importance, however, was that the Commission's research 
found the following: across the country as a whole, there were 75 Aboriginal deaths 
per 100,000 of the adult Aboriginal population and 3.3 non-Aboriginal deaths per 
100,000 of the adult non-Aboriginal population. In other words, Aboriginal adults 
died in custody at a rate 23 times that of non-Aboriginal people (Biles, McDonald 
and Fleming 1990). 

Overrepresentation of Australia's Aborigines in custody however is not a new 
finding. Eggleston (1976) conducted one of the earliest studies that looked at 
incarceration and her findings have been consistently replicated in recent decades. 
In 1986, prior to the establishment of the Royal Commission, it was shown that 
while Aborigines comprise less than two per cent of the total Australian population, 
they account for about 15 per cent of the prison populations. In the Northern 
Territory and in Western Australia for example, Aboriginal people make up over 
two-thirds and one-third respectively of prisoners, yet they comprise only 24.1 per 
cent and 2. 7 per cent of the populations of those states (Australian Institute of 
Criminology 1988). 

Walker (1987, 107), in an analysis taken from the 1984 National Prison Census, 
describes the statistic in another way to conclude that 'overall, in Australia an 
Aboriginal is over sixteen times more likely to be in prison than a non-Aboriginal'. 
Broadhurst (1987, 155) describes similar findings for Western Australia and shows 
that the proportion of Aborigines in prison is increasing from '16 per cent in 1961 
to 34 per cent in the 1980s'. He concludes th:at 'this fact, repeated tediously over 
the last decade has reached the status of a given constant - a monumental reality, 
that sums up the "race problem" in Australia' (Broadhurst 1987, 153). 

The tragic overrepresentation of Aborigines in police and prison custody, and the 
death rates that result, appear even more appalling when it is realized that 
substantial proportions of Aboriginal people are incarcerated for relatively trivial 
offences. In Western Australia, for example, 47.6 per cent of Aboriginal prisoners 
incarcerated in police lock-ups were serving sentences for defaulting on the payment 
of fines and 38. 7 per cent were imprisoned for drunkenness (Royal Commission 
1988) . 
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