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SUBMISSION TO NSW PARLIAMENTARY INQUIRY INTO COMMUNITY SAFETY IN 
REIGONAL AND RURAL COMUNITIES ON BEHALF OF ANTAR-ARMIDALE 
 
ANTAR-ARMIDALE WHO WE ARE  
 
ANTAR-Armidale is a community group established in 1987 and affiliated with 
ANTAR-NSW but this submission only represents the views of ANTAR-
Armidale. We focus here in particular on issues affecting first nations youth in 
the town and surrounding areas, but, as people who live in and love the region 
we are familiar with the broad issues of community safety. 
 
We are best known for our well supported annual Bridge Walk where 2-300 
First Nations People and  other locals join together to walk across a local 
bridge and share traditional dancing, speeches, food and conversations. We 
have just held our fourteenth Bridge Walk. For 25 years we have published a 
regular ANTAR Newsletter three times a year which is devoted to covering 
local Aboriginal news and events. Youth Justice and Raising the Age have 
featured frequently in the Newsletter over the years (See Appendix)  We also 
call for adopting measures which help children in trouble to develop their 
capabilities rather than setting them on the path to jail.   As a group ANTAR-
ARMIDALE  meets on a monthly basis but this year, post-referendum,  we have 
been working to increase our contacts across the local community especially 
with younger residents, recognising that formal meetings provide an 
uncomfortable setting for many First Nations people and for many others 
unfamiliar with the format. We have therefore begun to hold free Fun and 
Friendship community events every couple of months in a local park  on Friday 
evenings with  games, sports and food which are aimed at families and open to 
everyone . We are also organising yarning circles to share listening  and 
learning about local realities of life in Armidale with Elders and others in the 
Aboriginal community. 
 
A REALISTIC VIEW OF THE SIZE OF THE PROBLEM 
 
Whilst we certainly see a number of service gaps which need to be fixed, as we 
outline below, we are also concerned not to cast fuel on the flames of a moral 
panic which does not reflect reality. Rates of violent and property crime in 
regional NSW are considerably higher than in Sydney, and this has been the 
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case for a long time (Cook and Fitzgerald 2024). Property crime in regional  
NSW fell by 48% from 2004 to 2023 (but Greater Sydney fell further). Rates of 
violent crime fell in Sydney but remained stable over the two decades for 
regional NSW. In 2019 to 2023, four major offences saw significant rises in 
Regional NSW: motor vehicle theft up 20% ( up 188% for young people), with 
keys often being stolen during break-ins frequently making the event especially 
traumatic.  Non-domestic assault was  up 14% with 62% of the rise being due 
to offences by  young people, sexual assault  was up 47% and domestic 
violence related assault up 24%. 
 
When compared with the rest of the state, New England and North West has a 
rate of property crime 1.9 times that of the state  average – only Far West and 
Orana is worse. The situation is similar with violent crime with a rate 1.8 times 
the state average and only Far West and Orana worse. In regional NSW over 
half (53%) of legal actions initiated by police for property offences involved 
Aboriginal offenders as compared with 23% in Greater Sydney. Aboriginal 
people were involved in 37% of legal actions for violent offences in the regions 
as compared to 13% in Sydney. This  reflects the fact that just  one third of the 
278,000 indigenous persons in NSW live in Sydney. In regional NSW 17% of 
those proceeded against for property crime  were young aboriginal males and 
4% young Aboriginal females, in Greater Sydney these percentages were 6% 
young Aboriginal males and 2% young Aboriginal females. In regional NSW for 
violent crimes the percentages were 5% for young Aboriginal males (and 5% 
for non-Aboriginal young males too) and 5% for young females. In greater 
Sydney the percentages were 2% for young Aborigines both male and female 
but 7% for young non-Aboriginal males ( these figures are from Alana Cook and 
Jackie Fitzgerald 2024 Crime in Regional and Rural NSW in 2023,  NSW Bureau 
of Crime Statistics and Research). 
 
To the person in the street, percentages are probably less meaningful than 
absolute figures. The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare’s authoritative 
study of Youth Justice in Australia 2018-19 found that on an average day in 
2018-19 in the whole of New South Wales there were 270 young people aged 
10-17 in detention and 1,100 under supervision in the community. This 
represents just 3 youths per 10,000 young people  who are in detention and 14 
per 10,000 who are under supervision in the community. The NSW Custody 
Statistics show that in  June 2020 there were just 7 Aboriginal young people 
from New England and the North West in custody. Pre COVID this figure had 
hovered  around 17. To stress that this is a small figure is not to deny that 
children’s future lives will be much better if they are never in detention. 
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Unfortunately, widespread social media ensures that a few individual acts of 
violence and vandalism are repeatedly discussed to the increasing alarm of the 
community. NSW Custody Statistics for March 2024 show 223 young people 
across the whole state in detention as compared with 212 in March 2023. In 
March 2023 57% of young people in custody were Aboriginal as compared with 
66% in March 2024. In terms of absolute numbers young Aboriginal males in 
custody had risen from 110 to 133 and females from 10 to 15.  
 
The NSW Recorded Crime Statistics 2019-23 present data on numbers of 
recorded incidents in Armidale and trends over the past 24 and 60 months. In 
2023 there were 213 domestic violence related assaults and 240 non-domestic 
violence related assaults. An area where the Armidale LGA was ranked very 
highly in terms of numbers of offences was break and enter of dwellings where 
Armidale (not, as many would presume,  somewhere in Sydney) was 4th highest 
LGA in the State with 331 incidents . This number had risen 67% over 24 
months. Motor vehicle thefts had risen from 56 to 110 from 2022 to 2023 in a 
98% increase. There were also 405 incidents of malicious damage to property a 
rate which remained relatively stable. Breaches of apprehended violence 
orders rose from 142 to 178. Breaches of bail conditions had risen from 148 to 
219 in a 48% increase. Other areas of particular concern include breaches of 
apprehended violence orders with 175 incidents and breaches of bail 
conditions with 219 and trespass with 120 incidents. 
 
As to the drivers of youth crime, we see two significant immediate factors: 
boredom and drugs and alcohol and one overarching issue which is poverty of 
life and opportunities. Whatever their ethnic backgrounds, middle class 
children rarely get into trouble. They live comfortable lives; they can envisage 
pleasant futures and they have parents who can and do come to the rescue 
should anything go wrong. Perhaps one quarter of First Nations youths in 
Armidale are living in situations of considerable disadvantage where life offers 
more negatives than positives. 
 
HOME BACKGROUND 
 
For all young people, but especially for indigenous youths, coming from a 
stable home background generally provides an important protection against 
getting into trouble. There are many stable and loving homes across the 
communities which make up Armidale, but the historical experiences of many 
indigenous families where the parents were removed from their parents and 
where the fear of child removal is still a daily reality pose special challenges. 
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Parents who fear being “red flagged” as being of special concern by 
government agencies will resist asking for help with their children 
Sometimes something as simple as placing social workers in more informal 
contexts than government offices can help. Sometimes young people are 
spiritually hungry not necessarily for organised religion. They want someone 
they can respect to talk to. 
 
SCHOOL ISSUES 
 
More Indigenous than non-Indigenous children drop out of school often 
because they feel that school is too remote from the real world and offers 
them no clear path to the future. There is a widespread belief  in town that the 
new Armidale Secondary College, which combined two earlier schools, is just 
too big; that students feel lost and that therefore the culture of school 
discipline is fragmented and some children regularly misbehave. The College is 
supposed to promote ‘belonging, acceptance, safety, trust and responsibility’  
but that is hard to achieve. Parents are supposed to pay a school contribution 
but the Principal is to ’ensure that no student or family suffers any 
discrimination or embarrassment over inability to pay’. Today all children are 
supposed to become computer literate but this is difficult when the home 
household cannot afford access to the internet. In 2016-17 15% of New South 
Wales households did not have access to the internet and this proportion grew 
with the distance from Sydney. Armidale does have services such as the Library 
and the Armidale Community Hub where computer access is available but 
these are not designed for children.  
 
DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 
 
Domestic violence effects all levels of society but some women have more 
access to resources to support themselves and their children if they  leave an 
abusive relationship than do other less advantaged women. The Armidale 
Women’s Shelter helps some 600 women a year. About half of these are 
indigenous.  They are organising a smoking ceremony to make the shelter 
more culturally welcoming. In communities where there is still significant 
respect for the Elders, it is possible in some cases to establish a situation where 
the Elders tell the violent man in the household that he is the one who has to 
leave, with the consequence that the mother and her children are able to stay 
in the family home. This more satisfactory outcome depends upon the cultural 
power of the elders and can be made more likely where there is a men’s 
shelter for the abuser to go to and hopefully learn less violent methods of 



 5 

dealing with domestic disputes. In cases of domestic violence, the children are 
often the ‘meat in the sandwich’ torn between parents and more likely to 
come into contact with the justice system, in part because of the lack of good 
role models to look up to. 
 
 
FIRST NATIONS CONCERNS 
 
Nothing about us without us. 
  
There can be no question that first nations people are grossly over-
represented in the NSW criminal statistics for supervision and detention. The 
AIHW Youth Justice Study found that on an average day in 2018-19 in NSW 
there were 95 indigenous young people per 10,000 under supervision in the 
community as compared to just 8 non-indigenous young people. For those in 
detention the figures were 24 versus 2. Part of this gap is explained by the 
socio-economic status of the areas where indigenous youths live. For Australia 
as a whole, on an average day young people from the lowest socio-economic 
areas were 5 times as likely to be under supervision or in detention as those 
from the highest socio-economic areas. Even within Armidale, there are areas  
where house prices and rents are lower because of a perception of higher 
crime rates. There is also a gradient right through from  the cities to the very 
remote areas with those from remote areas 6 times more likely to be under 
supervision and 8 times more likely to be in detention. This is undoubtedly 
related to the lack of facilities in regional and remote areas although the exact 
relationship is not always clear. The disturbing figures for very remote areas 
also raise questions about the requirements for the First Nations’ contributions 
to keeping young people out of trouble. There  clearly should be limits to how 
much unpaid work elders can be expected to do, and the problems of co-
ordinating government departments and services appear to increase with the 
distance from state capitals. 
  
SOLUTIONS 
 
Belgium would appear to be the  country in the world with the lowest rates of 
youth crime. This is generally attributed to the fact that when a young person 
under the age of 18 gets into trouble, the assumption is that the fault lies not 
with the young person but with the community which has failed that young 
person in some way. It is held  to be up to the community to help the young 
person to get back onto the right path and stay there. 
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ANAIWAN LAND PURCHASE 
 
The local Anaiwan community launched a crowdfunding campaign in January 
2023 and raised $370,000 in six weeks with a spike in donations on January 
26th - Australia Day. The community has bought almost 600 acres including 
water for cray fishing. Among other activities including language work, the 
Elders want to run diversionary programs on the block to help local kids 
connect to country believing that the more removed a young person is from 
their culture the more likely they are to get into trouble.  
 
ONCE UPON A TIME …… 
 
In part because it is a university city, Armidale is a vibrant town with many 
cultural events of music, theatre and plastic arts, even public lectures. 
However, when it comes to attractions for 10-17 year olds, other than sports, 
the town appears to be dead.   
 
In the memories of ANTAR-ARMIDALE members there once were a number of 
successful programmes working with indigenous youths which no longer exist. 
What appears to happen all too often is that programmes are only funded for a 
few years and then there is a new government or even just a new social work 
fashion and there is no more funding. This happens despite the success of the 
programme in providing much needed services and keeping kids off the streets 
and out of trouble. 
 
In Armidale we used to look to the PCYC for several such programmes. Now 
there are only two, a Friday night activities and feed programme for those 12 
to 17 which is a much underserviced group, and the Armidale Police (at the 
PCYC) run a twice=weekly boxing group where children turn at 6am with their 
school uniforms. They have a boxing class and a shower and, if dressed in their 
uniforms, get a free breakfast. The boxing program has Aboriginal adult 
volunteers. All the other PCYC activity  programs involve a per session fee, 
which puts them beyond most struggling families especially if they have 
numerous children. There are no activities on Saturday nights. 
 
There would appear to be two problems for the PCYC, 1. The PCYC has fewer 
police resources, and less finance and volunteers  than it used to have and 
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2. There is some perception that the PCYC has become a more safe or even 
middle class institution catering more to the children of professionals than to 
the children of unemployed, unskilled workers.  
 
There also used to be an Aboriginal night ‘foot patrol’, organised under the 
CDEP program and including Aboriginal volunteers, mostly Elders,  which 
picked up children out late on Armidale streets and took them home or to a 
safe place in their minibus. The minibus fell into disrepair and the programme 
disappeared. Again, there also used to be a programme of midnight basket-ball 
to keep kids occupied and safe – some of the former Sudanese refugee players  
from this programme are now playing professionally in the USA. Such 
programmes need both funding and a mixture of paid leaders and volunteers. 
The average age of volunteers in Armidale is rising rather rapidly and many of 
the opportunities to apply for funding appear to have dried up. However, the 
Anaiwin elders have put in submission requesting funding for a culturally 
appropriate youth justice programme. 
  
When it comes to specific activities for those who have had problems with 
alcohol or drugs or contact with the law such as those run by St Vincent de 
Paul, these programmes appear to be exclusively reserved for adults leaving 
youths unserviced. This is a serious gap which needs to be filled. Certainly,  
there is  BackTrack Youth Works, based in Armidale but with a regional 
catchment, which has been working with at-risk kids since 2006, but there is 
only so much that one specialist organisation can do.  
 
ACT COMMISSIONER FOR FIRST NATIONS CHILDREN 
 
The ACT has now appointed its first Commissioner for First Nations Children. 
She is Vanessa Turnbull-Roberts, a human rights lawyer who was herself 
removed  from her family when aged 10. New South Wales should seriously 
consider a similar appointment. 
 
MEASURING SUCCESS 
 
What gets measured gets the attention and the funding. We have the statistics 
on how many children are removed from their families and how this has been 
a failed solution. What is needed now is to require clear and regular 
information on how many children are being successfully re-united with their 
families. 
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INFORMATION SOURCE

The Centre for Rural Criminology at the University o New England is a world 
first hub collaborative international rural crime research centre. It seeks to 
understand all aspects of rural crime in order to help  build safe and resilient 
communities.  It brings together scholars, higher degree research students, 
practitioners organisations and communities. Together, the Centre’ 
researchers and partners study crime prevention and innovative responses to 
the most compelling social problems that impact upon rural communities from 
livestock theft and illicit drugs to environmental crimes and interpersonal 
violence.

RECENT MEETING

A recent meeting in Armidale called by an Aboriginal community member, was 
attended by some 30 people to respond to this Inquiry. It was noted that over 
the years successful services had been discontinued; that there is a lack of 
services for youth, including drug and alcohol programs; there is minimal  
effective coordination between the services which do exist; and that 
restorative justice could and should play a part in juvenile justice.

INVITATION

We would hope that the Inquiry team would be able to visit Armidale (perhaps 
for the 50th anniversary concert of Cold Chisel) and ANTAR-ARMIDALE would 
be very happy to meet with you and discuss the issues raised above.

Helen Ware
On Behalf of ANTAR-ARMIDALE 
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PLEASE SEE NEXT PAGE FOR APPENDIX OF ANTAR  NEWSLETTER ARTICLES 
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