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4 April 2015 

 
The Hon. John Elferink  
Attorney-General and Minister for Justice 
GPO Box 3146 
Darwin NT 0801 
 
Dear Attorney  

RE: ABORIGINAL PEOPLE WITH COGNITIVE IMPAIRMENTS IN OUR CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM  

On 18 March 2015 the Central Australian Aboriginal Legal Aid Service and the Northern Territory Council of 
Social Services wrote to you in relation to the above issue, expressing concern about “the number of 
Aboriginal people with cognitive impairments, such as acquired brain injuries, foetal alcohol spectrum 
disorders, and intellectual disabilities, in the criminal justice system… there is an urgent need to reform the 
justice system and resource health and social services to better respond to this issue”.  

The Criminal Lawyers Association of the Northern Territory shares those concerns and strongly endorses 
the views and suggestions contained in the CAALAS/NTCOSS letter. 

I have been involved myself with the UNSW research project for some years, and was amongst those who 
attended the recent launch in Alice Springs.  As is stated in the CAALAS/NTCOSS letter: 

At the launch, there was strong support for the recommendation that the government develop a 
specific strategy to prevent people with cognitive impairments and mental health issues entering 
and re-entering the criminal justice system.  

Where offending behaviour is symptomatic of a health issue, the appropriate response is a 
comprehensive health and community services response, not prison. We need a therapeutic 
response at each stage of the justice system to reduce the number of people with cognitive 
impairments in our prisons, and importantly, we also need strong preventative measures, including 
strategies to ensure that children and young people with cognitive impairments receive a diagnosis 
and support to mitigate the risk of contact with the criminal justice system. 

We welcome your government’s initiative in establishing the Domestic and Family Violence Reduction 
Strategy, as well as the recent report of the Select Committee Inquiry into Foetal Alcohol Spectrum 
Disorder.  We now ask that you commit to developing a similarly strategic and integrated response to this 
equally challenging – and, we submit, equally pressing – policy issue. 

Yours faithfully 

 
 
Russell Goldflam 
President 


