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overcrowding

in QueensLand Prisons

by Fiona Campbell

Without information such as statistics or detailed reports 
on the number of prisoners in Queensland prisons it 
is difficult, if not impossible, for an outsider to know 
whether overcrowding exists. Prisons are generally 
secretive places, and often not spoken about by the 
government or politicians except in terms of their role 
in “tough on crime” policies. Opposition parties take 
an interest in what happens inside the prison walls, but 
mainly in the interest of the workers and their safety and 
political point scoring.1 Those who have the least say, and 
are least able to control or better their conditions, are the 
prisoners themselves. The incarcerated are expected to 
adapt to the surroundings and function at a reasonable 
level, despite overcrowding and problems that stem from 
this, and ultimately leave the prison as a rehabilitated 
person at the end of their custody period.

defining overcrowding

When talking about overcrowding in prisons and its effect 
on prisoners, it is important to define overcrowding. 
Most definitions talk about the space used by a prisoner 
and the number of prisoners who share that particular 
space in a prison. However, there are other factors which 
are also considered when looking at overcrowding, 
including personal control and the physical environment 
itself, as well as stimuli and noise and whether these can 
be controlled by the prisoner.2 

access to resources

With a decrease in resources there is less to go around, 
this may mean that prisoners need to share more, 
especially in terms of space, programs and work, naturally 
some prisoners will miss out. This inhibits prisoners’ 
ability to address issues, engage in self-development 
and to be placed in the best position to gain release on 
parole. Unproductive time leads to boredom, idleness, 
depression, discontent and disruptive behaviour. Other 
shared resources such as bathroom facilities, television 
rooms, seating, books and computers become less 
accessible with overcrowding. This more limited and 
even denial of access to resources can result in frustration, 
competition, conflict, aggression and even violence.3

Prisoner resPonses to overcrowding

Another effect of overcrowding includes a prisoner’s 
response to the stress of overcrowding. The responses 
to overcrowding are often heightened due to the 
existing stresses which occur in a prison setting. These 
may include inactivity, being unable to control the 
environment including noise and other stimuli and the 
difficulty in maintaining personal identity. Responses 
by prisoners tend to include withdrawal, depression and 
aggression. It has been found that social interactions in 
overcrowded prisons are greatly affected, with prisoners 
viewing others as less interesting or attractive to engage 
with. Also, conversations are said to become less personal 
and less relevant.4 

MiscLassification of Prisoners

The third effect of overcrowding is said to be a 
misclassification of prisoners, based on the space available. 
This then results in stymieing prisoners’ progression 
through the system and often, ultimately their release 
date, which in turn worsens the overcrowding problem. 
Prisoners are assessed on their behaviour; the reactions 
to overcrowding are likely to result in prisoners coming 
to the attention of prison officers for breaching rules 
and being labelled as maladjusted.5 This and the fact that 
prisoners will not have completed courses due to a lack 
of resources will also affect their parole applications. The 
issues flow on to Community Corrections, with large 
numbers of people being released from prisons affecting 
Community Corrections ability to supervise people. The 
greater volume of work for Community Corrections also 
affects their ability to conduct home assessments prior 
to prisoners being released. This in turn also delays the 
release of prisoners.  

additionaL effects of overcrowding  

In addition to the abovementioned effects of overcrowding, 
a link has also been made between overcrowding and 
prisoners’ physical health (blood pressure and levels of 
health), the spread of communicable diseases, psychiatric 
illness, as well as reoffending. Suicides and violent 
deaths have also been found to be higher in overcrowded 
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prisons.6 Prisoners with mental illness are generally 
likely to deteriorate in prison, and this is made worse 
by overcrowding. Behaviours by those who are unwell 
are also likely to adversely affect other prisoners around 
them.7   

an “indePendent” systeM of accountabiLity 

– the office of the chief insPector  

Publicly available information is limited, making 
it difficult to gain insight into many of the internal 
conditions of Queensland prisons. The Department 
of Community Safety Annual Report 2010-2011 
includes some information in terms of broad statistics 
of deaths (unnatural), assaults8, program completions, 
employment rates, education rates, utilisation of high and 
low security prisons9 and average daily prison population 
of all prisons.10 The 2010 Report on Queensland 
Prisons provides important information on a number of 
areas, gathered from prisoners and Corrective Services 
Queensland (‘CSQ’) staff during visits by staff from the 
Prisoners’ Legal Service and the Catholic Prison Ministry. 
The information reported includes progression for 
prisoners through the prison system, health of prisoners, 
contact with family, impact of imprisonment on family 
wellbeing, telephone communication with family, friends 
and service providers, the financial burden on families 
of the prisoner and the needs of parents leaving prison.11 

The Office of the Chief Inspector positioned within 
CSQ conducts inspections and reviews of prisons. 
The Chief Inspector is supposed to be independent in 
their assessment of the treatment of prisoners and the 
application of standards and operational practices. There 
are a number of factors which strongly indicate that this 
“independence” is a compromised one. For instance, 
it is said by the Government that this “independence” 
is maintained by the direct reporting relationship the 
Chief Inspector has to the Director-General of CSQ.12 
Similarly, the Chief Executive of CSQ is the person 
who has the power to appoint the Chief Inspector.13 
In conducting its inspections, the Chief Inspector 
is required to notify each Prison’s General Manager 
approximately six weeks before they conduct their 
inspection.14 Also, reports regarding inspections are not 
publicly available. 

In comparison, the Office of the Inspector of Custodial 
Services in Western Australia is more clearly and 
practically ‘independent’. Appointment is by Parliament 
and reporting is direct to Parliament. In Western Australia 
there is a requirement for inspections to occur in prisons, 
watch houses15 and juvenile detention centres. Although 

inspections generally occur only once every three years, 
importantly inspections can occur without notice. This 
is extremely important where there has been a death, 
an assault or where information exists in regard to 
prison conditions or poor treatment of prisoners, which 
includes overcrowding.16

overcrowding in Prisons and watch 

houses

In August 2010, CSQ Minister Neil Roberts said that 
Queensland’s prisons were operating at about 15% below 
capacity and future growth was being planned for.17 
Mr. Roberts stated that despite this, Brisbane Women’s 
correctional centre and Lotus Glen correctional centre 
were operating above capacity.18 He informed of options 
of transferring prisoners to other prisons in Queensland 
where there was extra capacity, but pointed out that 
doing so would remove the prisoners from their family 
and local support networks, which he viewed as vital to 
rehabilitation.19 One of the solutions mentioned by Mr. 
Roberts was temporary doubling-up in some cells while 
Lotus Glen is being refurbished and expanded.20 

More recently, the Courier Mail Newspaper published an 
article stating that these two prisons,21 as well as Arthur 
Gorrie22 near Brisbane and Helena Jones23 near Albion 
were overcrowded. Corrective Services Queensland 
gained agreement from GEO Group Australia who 
manage Arthur Gorrie, for 150 prisoners to sleep on 
floors while bunk beds are constructed.24 This is despite 
other prisons in the Brisbane area running at below 
capacity, in particular Woodford (100 km north of 
Brisbane) which has space for 404 more prisoners. 25  The 
reason provided by the Acting Commissioner of CSQ, 
Marlene Morison, for not easing the overcrowding, was 
that temporarily housing prisoners at Arthur Gorrie 
was significantly cheaper than transferring them to 
Woodford.26 Ms Morison also said that if the vacant 
beds were to be used at Woodford it would take up to 
four months to transfer prisoners, as systems testing was 
required, along with staff recruitment and training.  She 
also denied that prisoners sharing cells created risks for 
staff and prisoners.27 

Overcrowding in prisons often results in a spill over 
of people into watch houses. This vulnerability occurs 
due to the lack of integration at a policy level between 
the different Government departments that conduct the 
criminal justice system.28 Comments were recently made 
in regard to overcrowding in the Cairns watch house. 
More than 40 prisoners at any one time were noted 
to be detained in the watch house.  The watch house 
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consists of 39 beds in 26 cells. Some of those prisoners 
were also spending excessive periods of time in the watch 
house – up to 3 weeks.  It was stated that prisoners from 
Lotus Glen were reluctant to attend Court in Cairns 
due to concerns that they would lose their beds at Lotus 
Glen.29 This and pressure in other centres, including 
Townsville, Brisbane and Southport, has seen Police 
Deputy Commissioner Ian Stewart meeting with CSQ 
to discuss the issue of police resources being diverted 
to prisoner care. One of CSQ’s responses has been to 
provide additional temporary cells in Brisbane and at 
Lotus Glen.30      

Even though watch houses are only intended for 
relatively short stays, the Corrective Services Act 2006 
enables a person sentenced to imprisonment for 21 days 
or less, to be detained in a watch house for either part or 
their entire sentence. Where a person receives a longer 
sentence, the legislation also allows for the detainment 
of prisoners in a watch house “until a person can be 
conveniently taken to a corrective services facility”.31  
This wording seems to relate to transportation, rather 
than other issues of convenience, such as less space in 
the closest prison. 

An obvious issue with detaining people in watch houses 
for extended periods is that they are very basic, designed 
only to house people for very short periods of time. With 
limited space, prisoners are unable to exercise, those who 
smoke are expected to go without and other stimulus 
that usually assists in occupying a prisoners time, such 
as programs and work are not available.32 

Presently, Queensland has 16 adult prisons. Most of 
these prisons are located in southern Queensland. The 
only prisons in the north of the state are Lotus Glen33 
at Mareeba, west of Cairns and Townsville Correctional 
Complex.34 Lotus Glen has a majority Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander population (quoted by the 
government as 70%).35 Present work on an expansion and 
updating of Lotus Glen is said to increase its capacity to 
700 secure beds and to 125 at the farm by mid-2012.36 
It seems that overcrowding will continue until the 
renovations are completed.  Although CSQ view the 
overcrowding as temporary, a prisoner may experience 
it for their entire sentence. 

As addressed by Mr Roberts above, one of the issues 
that arise for prisoners in the north, especially those 
from remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities, is that being imprisoned anywhere will 
mean a great distance between them and their family 

and community. A prison such as Lotus Glen will 
mean that family and community connections can be 
maintained.37 Community Justice Group members,38 
family and friends are able to travel to visit prisoners in 
Lotus Glen. Also, prisoners will have other familiar faces 
in prison, including other people from their community 
and at times family. The Corrective Services Regulation 2006 
acknowledges the importance of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander prisoners remaining close to family. It is 
stated that this should generally occur unless the prisoner 
says otherwise, an unacceptable risk would be posed to 
others, including the prisoner, the prisoner’s security 
classification is not in line with that of the relevant 
correctional centre, or the prisoner has particular orders 
(e.g., if they are required to do a sex offender program 
and that program is only offered at a specific correctional 
centre).39

The legislation requires that “where practicable” 
prisoners must be provided with their own room.40 
The legislation potentially provides a slightly different 
situation for prisoners under 18 years,41 stating that they 
must be kept apart from older prisoners, unless it is in 
the best interests of the prisoner for this not to occur.42  

concLusion 

Overcrowding has various negative effects. These further 
increase the likelihood of a person reoffending and 
returning to prison. Given the negative history of prison 
environments and the resultant harm to Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people, as well as lessons learnt 
from the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in 
Custody 20 years ago, a greater level of accountability 
and transparency is expected in relation to prison 
environments. At present, the Queensland Government 
is content with an accountability model for Queensland 
prisons which is extremely deficient. Until change 
occurs, already vulnerable people will continue to be 
subjected to substandard conditions behind closed doors. 
Despite this, when people are released from prison they 
are expected to be functional human beings. 

Fiona Campbell is a solicitor who works as a Law and Justice 
Advocacy Development Officer for the Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Legal Service (Qld) Ltd.     
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