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SUMMARY

Persons born in non-English speaking countries (“’non-
Anglos’’) ara less likely to be serving prison sentences
than Australians. Despite this, more than expected
numbers are in prison on remand or serving sentences
for life or at the Governor's Pleasure.

This note explores why indeterminate sentence
prisoners are more often “non-Anglos’ than are other
prisoners. In the case of life sentence prisoners, this
is not due to ‘‘non-Anglo” prisoners being held for
fonger periods after qualifying for consideration on
release. ““Anglo” life sentence prisoners are more
likely to have served over 14 years than ‘“non-Anglo”’
prisoners, the difference apparently being due to
higher rate of sadistic and/or sexual offences among
the ““Anglos’’ serving life sentences.

Among Governor's Pleasure prisoners (GP's) diff-
iculty in obtaining release could explain some of the
excess of the ‘“non-Anglo” born. Although more of
the “Anglo” GP’s had been charged with murder,
they tended to have spent less time under detention.
Re-assessment of 8 of the 11 “non-Anglo”’ GP pris-
oners with poor English, by bi-lingual psychiatrists,
produced recommendations that 6 of the 8 were fit
for release on appropriate conditions. Of the 9 fluent
in English, at least 1 who had recently been re-assessed
was found to be fit for some form of conditional
release. .,

Thus, the excess of “’non-Anglo” life sentence pris-
oners remains to be explained and is not due to
long delays in release. Language and cultural diff-
iculties that delay release partly explain the excess of
“non-Anglo’’ GP prisoners. This suggests that other
areas where prisoners must take initiatives for them-
selves, such as access to the Work Release programme,
should be investigated, to ensure that “non-Anglo”
prisoners are not handicapped by language and cult-
ure differences.



Default


Migrants born in non-English speaking countries are less
likely, than people born in Australia, to be convicted or
imprisoned for criminal offences (Francis, 1981). This
trend clearly holds in New South Wales, as we showed in
a previous Bulletin {(Mamontoff and Porritt, 1980). Despite
this, such migrants (called ‘non-Anglo” below) suffered
two relative disadvantages. More than expected numbers
are in prison on remand, and relatively more are serving
indeterminate sentences {life sentence or heid at the Gov-
ernor’s Pleasure}. The most marked excess occurred in the
small group of 36 Governor’s Pleasure prisoners, 20 of
whom (566%) were of “‘non-Anglo” birth.

Other research is underway into the role of the language
problem in producing the relatively high proportion of
“non-Anglos’” remanded in custody. This Bulletin examined
why there are relatively more ""non-Anglos’” among life
sentence prisoners and markedly more among Governor’s
Pleasure prisoners than in the general sentenced prison
population.

One possible explanation is that prisoners can be handi-
capped in negotiating release by cultural and language
differences. To check this, the length of time served by
life sentence and Governor’s Pleasure prisoners was exam-
ined.

Life sentence prisoners are not normally considered for
release in less than 10 years. The proportions of “Anglo’’
and “‘non-Anglo’ life sentence prisoners who had served
10 years or more were 21.9% and 19.5% respectively.
Among these, 15/53 *Anglo’”’ and none of the B “non-
Anglo” life sentence prisoners had served over 14 years.
This difference approaches statistical significance despite
the small numbers involved. (See Table 1).

Two reasons could be found for this trend in favour of
“non-Anglo’” life sentence prisoners. None of these 41
prisoners- had committed offences of a sadistic or bizarre
sexual nature. All 15 of the ““Anglo” life sentence pris-
oners held for over 14 years had committed such offences.
Also, in discussions with the first author, prison staff have
expressed the opinion that ‘‘non-Anglo’’ prisoners are res-
pectful of authority, well behaved and hard-working. All
of these perceptions would assist them to be released on
license before serving 15 years. Nor do they have to initiate
consideratior, as this is an automatic process.

A very different picture emerges for the Governor’s Pleas-
ure prisoners. These can, of course, be considered for
release at any time, depending on their response to treat-
ment. All but 4 of these 36 prisoners had been found not
guilty because of insanity, while 4 had been found unfit
to plead.

The small numbers again limit statistical analysis. Also
there are differences in offence types, with 35% (7/20)
of the ‘non-Anglo” Governor’s Pleasure prisoners having
been charged with some form of wounding, while this
occurred for 25% (4/16) of the “Anglos”. There was,
within the groups charged with murder, and the groups
charged with wounding, a trend for ‘‘non-Anglo’” prisoners
to have more often been held for over 10 years. For these
two offence groups, disregarding one of each where time
held could not be determined, 71% of ‘‘non-Anglos”
(12/17) compared for 36% (5/14) of “Anglos” had served
over 4 years, while 41% (7/17) and 7% (1/14) respectively
had served over 9 years. (See Table 2).

Here we have a paradox. ““Non-Anglo” Governor’s Pleasure
prisoners were less often charged with murder, but more
of them spent long terms in custody. To further inves-

_tigate this, arrangements were made for psychiatric re-

assessment of the “‘non-Anglo” Governor’s Pleasure pris-
oners whose limited command of English could distort
the results. In each case a psychiatrist fluent in their native
language conducted the examination.

Of 8 prisoners so far assessed in this way, only 2 were
found to be actively psychotic and unfit for release. Of the
six not actively psychotic, one has been placed on Work
Release and all six cases have been referred to the Parole
Board for consideration. Another three are yet to be assess-
ed. Also, of nine who did not have language difficulties,
one who had not been re-assessed recently was found to
be suitable for some form of conditionatl release.

In some cases, errors of fact, highly relevant to consider-
ation for release, were found to have been made in previous
assessments. Thus, difficulty due to language problems
in presenting a case for release and/or on obtaining app-
ropriate treatment was found among a substantial prop-
ortion (6/8 who were re-assessed) of these 21 offenders.

Conclusion

The picture which emerges suggests that, in areas where
prisoners need to take initiative on their own behalf,
migrants with language difficulties might be handicapped.
On the other hand, routine consideration based on their

‘actual behaviour can reduce this handicap and confirms

that they do not present management problems while in
prison. The data do not explain the relatively high rate
of “non-Anglos’ among life sentence prisoners nor do
they completely explain the very high rate among Gov-
ernor’s Pleasure prisoners.

Investigation of other areas where language and cultural
differences could handicap prisoners is planned. In part-
icular, consideration of life sentence prisoners for early
release and consiceration of prisoners for acceptance
into the Work Release Programme should be investigated.
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TABLE 2: (a) Time Served by “Anglo” and Other Governor’s Pleasure Prisoners X Offence Type.

Years in
Custody

15 -19
10— 14
5-9

0-4

TOTAL

NOTE:

MURDER
“Anglo” Others
— 2
1 3
4 3
5 3
10 (b) 11 (b}

{a) Table excludes “Anglo’ and “Other"”’ prisoners charged with
setting a fire knowing there was a person within the building.

{b) Time in custody not known for:

1 “Anglo” charged with Murder, and
1 Other charged with Murder.

TABLE 1: Time Served by “Anglo’ and Other Life Sentence Prisoners.

Years in Custody

30+

25 —-29

20 — 24

15-19

10-14

Less than 10

TOTAL

Excluding less than 10 years:

15+

10 -14

“Anglo”
4 (1.7%)
2 (0.8%)
2 (0.8%)
7 (2.9%)
38 (15.7%)
189 (78.1%)
242 (100%)
16 (28.3%)
38 (71.7%)
53 (100%)

WOUNDING COMBINED

“Anglo’’ Others “Anglo” Others

0 1 — 3

0 1 1 4

0] 2 4 5

4 2 9 5

4 6 14 17
Other Total
_ e (1.4%)
— 2 {0.7%)
— 2 (0.7%)
— 7 (2.5%)
8 (19.5%) 46 (16.3%)
33 (80.5%) 222 (78.4%)
41 {100%) 283 (100%)
0 (0.0%) 15 (24.6%)
8 (100%) 48 (75.4%)
8 (100%) 61  (100%)
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