
Submission to the Justice Committee on the Parole (Mandatory Completion
of Rehabilitative Programmes) Amendment Bill.

People Against Prisons Aotearoa (PAPA) is a prison abolitionist organisation working for a fairer,
safer, and more just Aotearoa. Established in 2015, PAPA advocates for people in prison to
ensure their human rights are met. We also push for changes to the Aotearoa New Zealand
criminal justice system to create more just outcomes.

PAPA is submitting against the Parole (Mandatory Completion of Rehabilitative Programmes)
Amendment Bill in its entirety. This submission was prepared on behalf of People Against
Prisons Aotearoa by Tom and Laura.

The reasons for our opposition to this Bill are:
● It will unilaterally and unjustly deny parole to the large number of people currently in

prison who have not had access to skills and rehabilitation programmes;
● It will be ineffective at increasing the uptake of skills and rehabilitation programmes,

while actively undermining the effectiveness of those programs for people currently
participating;

● It removes decision making from the Parole Board, who already take into consideration
completion of rehabilitation programmes and who are well placed to judge a person's
risk to the community;

● It impacts disproportionately on Māori and is inconsistent with Te Tiriti o Waitangi.

Our submission will discuss these in greater detail below. We strongly urge that the committee
not recommend this Bill any further, and that the government pursue the alternatives discussed
in this submission.

Contact details for this bill are:
PAPA Parliamentary Advocacy Coordinator
Email: govtadvocacy@papa.org.nz

mailto:govtadvocacy@noprideinprisons.org.nz


Unilateral denial of parole

Access to skills and rehabilitation programmes in prisons is significantly restricted. PAPA has
been contacted by many people in prison who are not having their case management plans met,
have had programmes delayed or cancelled, or who do not have access to programmes in the
first place. In most cases these already result in delays to parole eligibility.

In 2021, nearly 70% of the people in prison had not even started a skills or rehabilitation
programme when they were first eligible for parole.1 In one recent study, participants
reported waiting as long as eight years for their first skills and rehabilitation programme.2 The
reasons for people not being given access to programmes are varied.

Often, case managers do not enrol people in skills or rehabilitation programmes until after their
first parole hearing. The stated reason is to allow the Parole Board to provide input and
guidance on appropriate programmes.

Because of the severely limited spots in skills and rehabilitation programmes, Corrections
prioritises the waitlist by release date. This means that people serving longer sentences are
repeatedly pushed down the waitlist and therefore repeatedly can be denied parole for reasons
completely beyond their control. This is an extremely frustrating and demotivating
experience that stands in direct opposition to the goals of rehabilitation.

It also is clear that resourcing is an issue for Corrections in terms of its ability to deliver skills
and rehabilitation services. With ongoing serious staff shortages, the government’s plans to
increase the prison population, and proposed cuts across the public sector, these resourcing
issues will continue or worsen.3

Other reasons that Corrections is unable to provide programmes include practical difficulties
created by security and segregation requirements, a lack of volunteers to run programmes, the
lack of specialist units in some facilities (e.g. drug treatment units and tikanga Māori
programmes), and a lack of specialist healthcare providers needed for some rehabilitation
programmes, especially psychologists.4 We have also received reports of volunteers walking
away from programmes out of frustration at blocks put up by Corrections.

The Bill will therefore unilaterally deny parole to many people who have never been
offered the programmes it requires them to complete.
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By denying more people parole, this Bill will increase the prison population. This exacerbates
the problems discussed thus far, putting greater strain on Corrections' resources and thereby
further limiting its ability to provide programmes.

Pressure to increase access to skills and rehabilitation programmes in an environment of
severely limited resources also creates a perverse incentive for Corrections to provide more low
quality, ineffective programmes for the sake of meeting quotas. This would deny incarcerated
people access to the tools they need to improve and lead to higher rates of recidivism.

Ultimately the issues discussed above can be reduced to a matter of resourcing; sufficient
resourcing can and would overcome them. Corrections’ ongoing failure to make skills and
rehabilitation programmes more widely available, and successive governments' unwillingness to
fund the same, is a moral failure.

However the primary barrier to rehabilitation is the prison system itself, a point we return to in
greater detail below. Rather than proceeding with this Bill, or increasing Corrections' budget and
resourcing to address the issues discussed above, we recommend that this Bill be thrown out
and more resources be spent on decarceration and community-based service provision.

Ineffective and detrimental

In addition to the problems discussed so far, this Bill is redundant. The New Zealand Parole
Board already considers completion of skills and rehabilitation programmes in its decision to
grant parole. The Bill therefore does not create any additional incentives for people in
prison to begin a programme, and will be ineffective at increasing the uptake of programmes.

Instead, this Bill would limit the Parole Board's ability to make effective and fair decisions. The
Bill puts the Parole Board in conflict with its governing legislation that specifies it make
decisions on the basis that prisoners are not held for longer than is necessary for community
safety.

There are a variety of reasons why people are unwilling or unable to take skills and
rehabilitation programmes, often unrelated to the risk they pose to the community. For example,
many people in prison have low levels of literacy, which is a barrier to their participation in
programmes. Others have health or disability issues that create barriers. These can be points of
shame for people, who may feel too embarrassed to ask for help or to risk being put in a
programme they are unable to complete. The Parole Board needs to be able to consider
factors like this in their decisions.

Other people in prison are simply not ready to begin the process of rehabilitation. By attempting
to coerce people into rehabilitation, this Bill fundamentally misunderstands the rehabilitation
process. People cannot be forced to rehabilitate or learn.

Rehabilitation begins with personal motivation, a desire to change, and a belief that change is
possible. Given the already-limited access to rehabilitation programmes, it does more harm than
good to have spaces taken up by people who are not ready.



And despite some very dedicated volunteers doing their best to help people in prison, prison
rehabilitation programmes are largely ineffective.

Many programmes are simply checkbox exercises. In many, participants are simply given a
workbook that they have to complete, and are coached into answering the questions correctly so
that they can receive a completion certificate. This does nothing to equip participants to address,
change or overcome the drivers of the harm that they caused.

This is a high volume, low cost, ineffective approach. It does not lead to reduced recidivism and
improved community safety. It is a deeply frustrating and demotivating experience for people
who have entered a programme looking for help. We have serious concerns that this Bill will
pressure Corrections to provide more ineffective, checkbox style programmes of this sort.

There are high quality programmes available, but unfortunately even these programmes have
severely limited efficacy. Corrections’ research shows that the best programmes lead to only an
8% reduction in recidivism.5 This is because prisons are not effective environments for
rehabilitation.

Far from rehabilitative, prisons are sites of violence, trauma and harm where people often learn
maladaptive strategies, like using violence to solve problems.6 The isolation of prison harms
peoples’ wellbeing.7 Institutionalisation diminishes peoples’ ability to function effectively
outside of prison and is becoming widely recognised as a form of chronic health condition.8 Of
greatest concern is that standard disciplinary strategies in prisons – like solitary confinement or
the use of proper spray – are torture, and cause untold harm.9
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A record of incarceration makes things like employment, insurance and travel much more
difficult on release. People in prison are often unable to pay rent and lose their accommodation.
Many face strained or broken relationships with family, friends and community.10

Even with high quality skills and rehabilitation programmes, prison leaves most people
worse off on release than when they went in. And even when someone has made progress
through a programme offered to them in prison, they are usually released back into the same
context that prompted their offending in the first place.

If the government is serious about improving skills and rehabilitation, it needs to provide this in
community settings. Rehabilitation is most effective within a broader programme of restorative
justice that aims to (re)build relationships and address the harms caused by offending without
creating further harm through incarceration.11

Impact on Māori and inconsistency with Te Tiriti o Waitangi

The Bill is inconsistent with Te Tiriti o Waitangi. Māori make up more than 50% of the prison
population, and are also less likely to have completed skills or rehabilitation programmes.12 The
overwhelming majority of people denied parole by this Bill will be Māori, and the harm
caused by this Bill will be felt almost entirely by Māori communities.

This Bill actively conflicts with the Crown’s duty to protect Māori under Te Tiriti. The Bill is also
inconsistent with the Crown's guarantee of tino rangatiratanga through Te Tiriti, which is denied
to people in prison. More broadly the Bill is inconsistent with the principle of partnership
established by Te Tiriti, because it makes a unilateral decision that disproportionately affects
Māori.
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Once again, if the government is serious about improving skills and rehabilitation, significantly
more support and funding is needed for kaupapa Māori approaches to justice that guarantee
tino rangatiratanga and mana motuhake.

Conclusion

The effect of this Bill is obvious and simple: it will increase the number of people in prison,
particularly Māori. This is a deeply harmful, expensive and inhumane outcome. It will not
increase the uptake of skills and rehabilitation programmes, and threatens to undermine
existing programmes.

We once again strongly urge that the committee not recommend this Bill any further, and that
the government pursue the alternatives discussed here.


