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Executive summary
When a prisoner enters custody in New South Wales, there is an expectation that they will be
offered therapeutic programs that reduce their risk of reoffending 1. Relative to the costs of
providing them, these programs have wide-ranging benefits for prisoners and the broader
community, and provide significant savings to the justice system. Corrective Services NSW
has lead responsibility for ensuring relevant and effective programs are provided, and for the
Premier’s Priority of reducing reoffending by five per cent by 2019.
In New South Wales, a significant majority of people convicted of an offence will eventually be
reconvicted. Of those convicted of an offence in 2004, 79 per cent had been reconvicted of
another offence by 2014 – half within the first year of their initial offence 2. The total cost to the
community of reoffending is difficult to fully quantify. However, the potential to reduce costs to
the prisons system alone by reducing reoffending is significant given the average costs of a
prison stay is $167 per prisoner per day over an average 218 day sentence. Total prison
system costs in New South Wales were $720 million in 2016.
To help achieve its mandate to reduce reoffending, Corrective Services NSW delivers
therapeutic programs in prison and the community, along with a range of vocational,
education, supervision, case management and health and wellbeing general services. These
programs and services contribute to the central goal of reducing the likelihood that prisoners
will return to prison. This audit assessed whether selected therapeutic programs are available,
accessible and effective in reducing the risk of reoffending. More detailed information on the
programs selected is in Appendix 3.

1

Standard Guidelines for Corrections in Australia (2012).
of Crime Statistics and Research, Reoffending in NSW, October 2015.

2 Bureau
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Conclusion
Corrective Services NSW does not ensure that eligible prisoners receive timely programs
to reduce the risk they will reoffend on release. Most prisoners who need programs do not
receive one before their earliest release date. These prisoners can be released with no
intervention or held in prison longer awaiting a program. Additionally, programs have not
been systematically evaluated to confirm they are helping to reduce reoffending in NSW.
In 2015–16, 75 per cent of prisoners who needed programs reached their earliest release date
without receiving one. These prisoners are often released with incomplete or no intervention in
prison, or are refused parole and held in custody for longer than their minimum term. Corrective
Services NSW prioritises prisoners for programs based on their risk of reoffending. However, the
20 per cent increase in the prison population between 2011–12 and 2015–16 has put a significant
strain on program resources. While program staffing has increased by 20 per cent over the past
two years, the overall proportion of prisoners receiving programs before release has not.
Since 2015, there has been increased roll out of moderate-intensity EQUIPS programs, which
reach greater numbers of prisoners. However, over the same period, the number of programs to
meet the higher-intensity therapeutic needs of sex offenders and serious violent offenders has
decreased or remained the same despite increased numbers of prisoners entering custody that
may benefit from them. Corrective Services NSW does not collect and act on information to
ensure that coverage of specific program needs among sex offenders and serious violent
offenders is sufficient given the increases in these prisoner types.
Corrective Services NSW bases its programs on international evidence and has worked in
partnership with independent evaluators to evaluate some programs. However, these evaluations
have mostly been inconclusive due to small sample sizes and data quality issues. Further
evaluations are proposed, including as a result of an additional $237 million investment in
reducing reoffending, which will also see the role out of additional programs and case
management initiatives.

75 per cent of prisoners who needed programs did not complete them before the
earliest date they could have been released for parole
In 2015–16, 75 per cent of prisoners with an identified program need did not complete a
program prior to the earliest date they could have been paroled. If prisoners do not complete
programs before their earliest parole date, they can be released having had no, or incomplete,
interventions while in prison to address their offending. They can also be refused parole by
the State Parole Authority, adding unnecessary length to the time spent in jail and
exacerbating overcrowding. Parole refusal data from the State Parole Authority indicates that
non-completion of programs was a factor in 84 per cent of 302 parole refusals in 2015.
Program resourcing at the prison level is inadequate to meet increased demand
Lack of availability of programs to meet demand is a key factor preventing prisoners from
completing programs in time for release. The 20 per cent increase in the prison population
between 2011–12 and 2015–16 has placed a significant strain on resources. While more
programs are being delivered, the overall proportion of prisoners receiving them before
release has not. Prisoner case management is not performed in a timely and consistent way,
resulting in prisoners missing opportunities to be referred to programs, particularly if they have
shorter sentences. For example, 27 per cent of prisoners with more than six months to serve
had not completed an assessment required to determine eligibility for an EQUIPS program in
the past four years.
The mix of available programs may be out of step with the needs of some prisoners
Since 2012, Corrective Services NSW has increased the number of moderate-intensity
EQUIPS domestic violence and aggression programs provided and more prisoners overall are
now able to participate in programs. Over the same period, the number of intensive programs
3
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delivered for sex offenders has decreased and the number of intensive programs for serious
violent offenders has remained the same. This is despite increasing proportions of prisoners
sentenced for sexual assault and related offences, and serious violent offences.
Corrective Services NSW uses a risk-assessment model to determine which prisoners are
eligible for existing programs, but does not regularly review whether there are gaps or
insufficient program coverage of some therapeutic needs.
Corrective Services NSW does not collect robust and comparable information on
program quality and outcomes
Program performance reporting at the prison level focuses on program throughput, such as
the number of programs delivered and the number of prisoners participating. Corrective
Services NSW does not routinely collect information on program implementation that would
provide insights at the prison level into whether programs are being run effectively, and are
achieving their intended goals.
Corrective Services NSW has not systematically evaluated its therapeutic programs to
confirm they are effective in reducing reoffending
Programs being delivered in New South Wales prisons are based on international evidence
about the success of the specific methods and approaches used. This is a good foundation,
but Corrective Services NSW is unable to show that its programs are effective in the New
South Wales context, and that they are having an impact in achieving the Premier’s target of
reducing reoffending by five per cent. Evaluations of some programs have been conducted,
but these were mostly inconclusive because of challenges with data collection, such as
developing significant enough sample sizes. A lack of consistent forward planning has also
affected the rigour of some evaluations.
With the roll out of an additional $237 million investment in reducing reoffending, Corrective
Services NSW proposes to focus efforts on evaluating the effectiveness of its programs by
engaging external experts and increasing resourcing in its own evaluation unit. A systematic
forward program for independent evaluation, which identifies solutions to existing data gaps
and builds on past studies, is needed to support this.

Recommendations
Corrective Services NSW should by December 2017:
Implement a systematic approach to the use of convictions, sentencing and case
management data to ensure that gaps in program offerings can be identified and
addressed.
By June 2018:
Clearly establish program delivery staff resourcing benchmarks, based on individual
prison profiles, that would meet demand and ensure prisoners receive timely
assessments, comprehensive case management and relevant programs before the
earliest date they can be released.
Establish consistent program quality and outcomes performance indicators at the
prison-level, and monitor and respond to these quarterly.
Develop and implement a detailed forward program of independent evaluations for
all prison-based therapeutic programs, that includes identified data requirements for
prisons to collect and provide.

4
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Introduction
Challenges for Corrective Services NSW
Corrective Services NSW, a division of the Department of Justice, operates 34 custodial
correctional centres across New South Wales, including two that are managed by private
companies. It is responsible for delivering correctional services and programs that reduce
reoffending and enhance community safety. Corrective Services NSW has lead responsibility
for the Premier’s Priority of reducing adult reoffending by five per cent by 2019. To assist in
achieving this target, Corrective Services NSW delivers therapeutic programs in prisons that
aim to reduce the likelihood that prisoners will reoffend once released.

Prison overcrowding
Prior to 2011, the prison population had been decreasing, which resulted in the closure of
Berrima, Parramatta and Kirkconnell Correctional Centres, the downsizing of Grafton
Correctional Centre, and a reduction in total capacity of 900 beds. However, since 2011–12
the prison population has increased by approximately 30 per cent, reaching a record of
around 12,900 prisoners in March 2017 (latest available data).
Exhibit 1: Adult prison population, 2011–2016
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Source: Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research.

The Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research attributed this increase to:
•

increases in police initiating criminal proceedings against people who are likely to be
denied bail

•

increased time on remand

•

increases in police initiating criminal proceedings against offenders who are more likely
to be imprisoned if convicted

•

a higher percentage of offenders receiving a prison sentence if convicted of multiple
offences.
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The increase in the prison population has had impacts across the prison system, as reported
by the Inspector of Custodial Services in an April 2015 report, 'Full House: The growth of the
inmate population in NSW'. These impacts relate to security and safety, health and wellbeing
and resources and services. The Inspector’s report specifically noted that (p10):
Rehabilitation outcomes are also compromised when inmate numbers are
increased without a commensurate increase in appropriate resources.
Overcrowding limits opportunities for parole, because access to required
programs is constrained.

High rates of reoffending and multiple issues affecting offending
behaviour
Offenders who have committed violent assaults, sexual assaults, and drug offences together
make up more than half the prison population (see Exhibit 2). The overall rate of reoffending
for these offence categories is 63 per cent for assaults, 42 per cent for sexual assaults, and
63 per cent for drug offences (Exhibit 3).
Many of the issues associated with crime and reoffending, including poverty, unstable
housing, and drug and alcohol use, are to some degree outside of the prison system’s scope
to fully address. However, prison provides an important opportunity for the criminal justice
system to have an impact on the lives of prisoners while they are in direct contact with them.
Research has demonstrated that prison time alone has no effect, or even a negative effect, on
reducing the likelihood that prisoners will reoffend. In order to reduce this likelihood, prisons
can address offending behaviour with therapeutic programs and effect change in prisoners’
lives, while also attending to their general health, safety, vocational and educational needs.
Exhibit 2 – Adult sentenced population by most serious offence
31 March 2016
Crime Type
Homicide and related offences
Violent assaults
Sexual assault

30 June 2016

Number

% of Total

Number

% of Total

689

8.3

676

8.1

1,396

16.8

1,408

16.8

955

11.5

978

11.7

Dangerous/negligent acts

204

2.5

222

2.6

Abduction/harassment

102

1.2

116

1.4

Robbery/extortion

692

8.3

683

8.2

Unlawful entry with intent/burglary, break and enter

695

8.4

691

8.2

Theft

292

3.5

289

3.4

Fraud/deception
Drug offences
Weapons offences

221

2.7

239

2.9

1,110

13.4

1,120

13.4

143

1.7

139

1.7

Property damage

71

0.9

84

1.0

Public order offences

88

1.1

99

1.2

Traffic offences
Justice procedures offences
Miscellaneous
Unknown
Total

308

3.7

292

3.5

1,225

14.8

1,220

14.6

89

1.1

108

1.3

20

0.2

16

0.2

8,300

100

8,380

100

Source: NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research.
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Exhibit 3 – People convicted in 2004 who were reconvicted of any offence within
10 years, New South Wales
Unlawful entry
Robbery
Breach of violence order
Disorderly conduct
Property damage
Driving without a licence (or while
licence cancelled/suspended)
Theft and related offences
Offensive conduct
Assault
Illicit drug offences
Fraud, deception and related offences
Sexual assault and related offences
Drink/drug driving
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Source: NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research.

Introduction of new programs in 2015
Prior to 2015, Corrective Services NSW delivered a wide range of programs to address issues
such as substance abuse, anger management and domestic violence. Corrective Services
NSW reviewed these programs in 2013, with the aim of better allocating program resources
across the prison population to ensure that reoffending risks were being effectively addressed.
As a result of this review, Corrective Services NSW replaced most existing programs with a
new set of four moderate intensity therapeutic programs, known as EQUIPS 3, which all follow
the same general structure and format. EQUIPS programs address violence, domestic
violence, addiction and general offending.
Corrective Services NSW delivers each of these programs over 20 sessions with the same
concepts repeated to reinforce and build on skills as prisoners move through each session.
Because they are consistent in approach, prisoners can complete a single program or multiple
programs to increase the intensity of treatment provided. For example, participation in three of
the programs would meet the therapeutic needs for an average medium/medium-high risk
offender.

Additional funding to reduce reoffending in 2017
In August 2016, the NSW Government announced an additional $237 million investment in
reducing reoffending. The announcement stated that the funding would target ‘persistent
domestic violence defendants and other high-risk offenders and ensure that inmates serving
sentences of six months or less for any crime participate in rehabilitation programs.’
Corrective Services NSW has developed an implementation plan which focuses on:
•

improving supervision and case management processes

•

establishing ten high intensity program units for prisoners serving short sentences

•

and on enhancing evaluation capability.

3

EQUIPS stands for Explore, Question, Understand, Investigate, Practise, Succeed.
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Currently, case management is performed by staff in addition to their other duties. Corrective
Services NSW has stated that additional funding will be used to recruit 157 new case
management officers whose sole purpose will be to ensure that prisoners complete
recommended actions in their case plans which includes participation in rehabilitative
programs.
Corrective Services NSW will also establish ten high intensity program units targeting
prisoners serving six months or less who would previously have no access to therapeutic
programs. Corrective Services NSW anticipates these ten additional units will treat up 1,200
inmates each year. Two of these units will be dedicated for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander prisoners, and two will be for female prisoners.
Corrective Services NSW proposes to allocate funding to engaging external providers to
develop an evaluation framework and complete evaluations of implementation plan activities.
Funding will also be allocated to increasing the capacity of Corrective Services NSW’s own
evaluation unit to improve data management processes.
Because these initiatives were in the early stages of implementation during our audit, we
cannot comment in detail on whether they are likely to address issues raised in this report.
However, our findings are broadly relevant to the continued roll out of these initiatives,
including:
•

the importance of comprehensive and data-driven, independent program evaluation

•

the importance of systematically monitoring trends in the prison population to ensure
newly introduced programs address prevailing prisoner needs

•

the need for program resources to be commensurate with the size of the prison
population and allocated based on clear, prison-level resource benchmarks

•

the need for prisons to report on robust process and outcome performance indicators
on program targeting and impact, including at the prison level.

Other services provided to prisoners
Although the focus of this report is on selected therapeutic programs, such programs are part
of a wider suite of initiatives, programs and services which all have the potential to impact on
the likelihood prisoners will reoffend.
Along with therapeutic programs, Corrective Services NSW also provides prisoners with work,
education and vocational training opportunities, and post-release supervision and support.
These services aim to help prisoners address barriers to education and employment and
increase their chances of successfully re-integrating into the community on release.
Corrective Services NSW also provides preparatory and wellbeing programs including
Mothering at a Distance and Real Understanding of Self Help.

About this audit
This audit assessed whether prison programs are available, accessible and effective in
reducing reoffending. During the audit, we examined Corrective Services NSW data, Bureau
of Crime Statistics and Research data and other relevant literature. We also interviewed
Corrective Services NSW head office and operational staff, and members of prisoner and
victims of crime advocacy groups.
We focused on seven programs which address offending behaviour exhibited by more than
half of the prison population and because the rate of reoffending for the offences they aim to
address is also high. They included four moderate intensity therapeutic programs offered in
prison, known as EQUIPS, that address addiction, aggression, domestic abuse, and general
offending. We also examined higher intensity programs offered in dedicated residential units
within prisons to address drug and alcohol addiction, sex offending and violent offending.
Corrective Services NSW intends that these programs can be accessed by any prisoner
deemed eligible and suitable. This could include Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people,
women, and prisoners with complex needs such as intellectual disability and mental illness.
8
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We did not seek to examine the effectiveness of these programs for specific populations.
However, the broad findings of this report include representation of people with more complex
needs who access the programs we have included in our scope.
Details of the programs selected for the audit is in Appendix 3. Further information on the
audit scope and criteria is at Appendix 3. Corrective Services NSW’s response to this report is
at Appendix 1.

9
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Key findings
1.

Are relevant programs to address reoffending available?
Following the introduction of EQUIPS programs, more prisoners can participate in
programs, but there are gaps in coverage of some specific therapeutic needs.
Corrective Services NSW provides a range of programs that address reoffending, including
addiction, aggression, violence, and sex offender programs. These include high intensity
programs, as well as shorter, moderate-intensity EQUIPS programs.
Since 2015, prisons have been providing more moderate-intensity EQUIPS programs, and this
has resulted in more prisoners having access to programs. However, over the past three years,
there has been a decrease in the number of high intensity programs, despite increasing numbers
of prisoners convicted of serious offences that may need them. While Corrective Services NSW
has a clear rationale for the therapeutic benefit of the current mix of programs to the prisoners
who are eligible for them, there may be gaps and insufficient program coverage for particular
groups of offenders such as sex offenders and serious violent offenders who require higher
intensity programs.
Corrective Services NSW’s assessment and case management processes aim to match an
offender to the level of treatment needed and ensure prisoners receive relevant programs.
However, there are often delays with prisoner assessments and there is also a lack of
coordination and accountability in the case management process. These issues impact on the
likelihood that prisoners will receive an appropriate program before they are due for release.
Recommendations
Corrective Services NSW should:
•

Implement a systematic approach to the use of convictions, sentencing and case
management data to ensure that gaps in program offerings can be identified and
addressed.

1.1 Moderate intensity programs have increased but there may be gaps
in program coverage for some prisoners
Eligible prisoners can more readily access moderate-intensity programs, but there may
be gaps in coverage for sex offenders and serious violent offenders
Corrective Services NSW provides a broad range of programs to meet the therapeutic needs
of the prison population. However, in terms of the number of programs run, higher-intensity
programs have reduced or maintained at current levels over the past three years despite
relative increases in serious violent and sexual offenders, for whom these programs are often
recommended.
There has been extensive resourcing for new programs, such as the EQUIPS general
offending program. This program caters for all offenders, excluding sex offenders, who are
assessed as being medium to high risk of reoffending.
Corrective Services NSW has also allocated staffing and resources to provide a greater
number of EQUIPS offence-specific programs, including:
•

a 52 per cent increase in the number of EQUIPS aggression programs delivered in the
past four years

•

a 160 per cent increase in the number of EQUIPS domestic violence programs
delivered in the past four years.

This shift in approach resulted from a 2013 review which intended to better align program
resourcing and scope with reoffending risk levels.
10
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In the same period, there has been a reduction in the number of intensive programs for
prisoners who have committed more serious offences. These programs are longer, require
more intensive prisoner participation and are provided in a separate residential unit – allowing
for focussed therapy and isolation from the general prison population for safety reasons.
In the last three years, there has been a 34 per cent decrease in the number of intensive sex
offender programs run, and the number of programs run for serious violent offenders has
remained the same. This is despite a 26 per cent increase in the number of sex offenders and
a 24 per cent increase in the number of violent offenders convicted over the past four years.
Not all of these additional prisoners will require higher intensity programs, however, reducing
these programs while the prison population increases potentially compromises rehabilitation
outcomes by denying intensive support to increasing numbers of inmates most in need of it.
Sex offenders have limited access to moderate intensity programs
Unlike other medium-risk inmates, medium-risk sex offenders are not able to participate in all
EQUIPS programs because of safety concerns posed by other inmates arising from the
nature of their offence. This means the only programs they are eligible for are the EQUIPS
addiction program (because this is the only EQUIPS program that does not require discussing
the nature of their offence), the Custody-based Intensive Treatment (CUBIT) sex offender
program, which is offered to moderate to high risk sex offenders, and the low to moderate risk
sex offender program, CUBIT-outreach (CORE).
Sex-offender specific programs are only offered in limited places because they must be
delivered in a separate unit within prison, which allows for focussed therapy in a safe
environment. The overall effect of these issues is that the availability of programs for sex
offenders is limited as compared to other program types. Corrective Services NSW was not
able to provide data on the overall proportion of sex offenders who complete any relevant
programs before release, and so the impact of this issue is unquantified. However, Corrective
Services NSW data indicate that 16.5 per cent of sex offenders participated in
non sex-offender specific programs prior to their release from prison in 2016.

1.2 Assessments of prisoners’ program needs are critical but are not
always completed in a timely way
There are delays in assessing the program needs of prisoners
Assessments are the first step in the offender rehabilitation process. They play a vital role in
determining which prisoners should be targeted for a program, and which programs a prisoner
should engage in. Corrective Services NSW uses two main assessments as part of this
process:
•

The Level of Service Inventory-Revised (LSI-R) assessment tool identifies an offender’s
general risk of reoffending once they are released, and the criminogenic factors that
should be targeted in their treatment

•

the Static-99 is an alternative assessment tool for sex offenders, as the LSI-R is not a
valid assessment to predict the risk of sexual reoffending.

These assessments are based on international research on the success of programs that
target offenders according to their risk of reoffending, and which tailor interventions to the
individual learning needs of the offender. Corrective Services NSW identifies prisoners who
are eligible for programs based on the results of these assessments. Inmates assessed as
medium to high risk are targeted for programs. Corrective Services NSW deliberately does not
commit program delivery resources to prisoners who are low risk because risk of reoffending
for this population is lower.
According to Corrective Services NSW policy, offenders should be assessed within 12 weeks
of their sentence or transfer from one centre to another (for example, when their security
classification changes). This enables a case plan to be developed that targets an inmate’s
assessed areas of risk. However, we found that Corrective Services NSW staff do not
systematically check whether the LSI-R assessments are completed within this timeframe. In
many cases prisoners are released before an assessment can be conducted or do not have
11
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enough time in prison to enable an assessment, however, around 27 per cent of inmates had
not completed an LSI-R assessment at all in the past four years 4.
For the sex offender population, we found that 35 per cent had not completed the Static-99
assessment at all in the past four years. Unlike other offenders, trained psychologists
administer the Static-99 to sex offenders. Due to resourcing required for this, Corrective
Services NSW prioritises this assessment based on how close a prisoner is to their release
date. The median time taken to complete the assessment is five months.
Lengthy assessment times lead to delays in case planning, increasing the risk an inmate will
miss opportunities for programs and educational activities.

1.3 Case management is poorly coordinated
Poor coordination and gaps in case management can delay prisoner progress
Effective case management encourages communication and responsibility for monitoring a
prisoner’s progress towards rehabilitation. Under the service agreement which Corrective
Services NSW has with prisons, sentenced inmates should have a case plan developed within
12 weeks of their sentence or from transfer from another prison. The case plan outlines the
steps that an inmate is required to take to enable their successful reintegration into the
community and to reduce reoffending.
Around 80 per cent of prisoners had their case plan reviewed at the time of their case
management meeting. However, Corrective Services NSW does not effectively monitor how
frequently these reviews occur, or whether case plans are developed in a timely way. This
may result in an inmate missing opportunities to be referred to a program.
During our audit, we identified several problems with how case management is coordinated
and performed. These include:
•

case plans being developed without input by prisoners

•

a disparity between case management policy and the resources available to deliver on
this in the correctional centre environment. This leads to case officers sometimes
lacking the time to fully adhere to guidelines and requirements

•

confusion regarding who is accountable for ensuring that a prisoner’s program needs
are met. A survey conducted by the Inspector of Custodial Services found that around
50 per cent of surveyed prisoners did not know who their allocated case officer was.

Addressing these issues would allow the case management process to more effectively
monitor prisoner needs and ensure that prisoner program needs are met. This is especially
important for prisoners with complex needs, or prisoners who need more targeted
interventions, including
•

prisoners with intellectual disability and mental illness

•

prisoners with low literacy levels

•

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people

•

women.

As part of the roll-out of additional funding to address reoffending, Corrective Services NSW
plans to introduce dedicated case management specialists in correctional centres who will
plan interventions throughout the prisoner’s sentence pathway including, where applicable,
following release under supervision into the community. This has potential to address some of
the case management issues that are preventing prisoners from accessing relevant programs
in a timely manner.

4

All data provided to us by Corrective Services regarding prisoners who have completed
LSI-R assessments was for prisoners who have at least six months remaining of their
sentence.
12
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2.

Are programs accessible to prisoners?
In 2015–16, 75 per cent of prisoners with an identified program need reached the earliest
date they could be released on parole without completing a program. These prisoners are
often released with no intervention in prison to address their offending, or refused parole
and held in prison longer.
Since 2012, the proportion of offenders who complete programs before their earliest release date
has increased slowly but remains low at 25 per cent in 2015–16. Corrective Services NSW
attempts to prioritise prisoners for programs before their parole period, but program availability is
inadequate to meet demand.
A majority of prisoners with an identified program need are being released on court-ordered
parole without having completed a program. Of those prisoners refused parole by the State
Parole Authority, a majority also have program non-completion as a reason for refusal –
potentially exacerbating prison overcrowding by adding unnecessary length to the time prisoners
spend in prison.
Program related performance indicators at the prison level focus on outputs, such as the number
of programs delivered, number of offenders completing programs and the percentage of
offenders completing programs. Detailed information is not collected on the reasons prisoners
drop out of programs or do not complete them in time for their earliest release date. More robust
process and outcome indicators are needed to provide information on issues affecting program
quality, relevance and participation rates.
Recommendations
Corrective Services NSW should:
•

Clearly establish program delivery staff resourcing benchmarks, based on individual
prison profiles, that would meet demand and ensure prisoners receive timely
assessments, comprehensive case management and relevant programs before the
earliest date they can be released.

•

Establish consistent program quality and outcomes performance indicators at the
prison-level, and monitor and respond to these quarterly.

2.1 Most prisoners are not completing programs before their earliest
possible release date
In 2015–16, 75 per cent of prisoners with identified program needs reached the earliest
date they could be released to parole without completing recommended programs
Parole is the release of a prisoner from custody to serve the balance of their sentence in the
community. According to the State Parole Authority, the purpose of parole is to supervise and
support the reintegration of prisoners before the end of their total sentence while providing a
continuing measure of protection to the community. Parole can be included as part of a
prisoner’s sentence by the court at the time of sentencing (in the case of sentences of less
than three years) or by the State Parole Authority (in the case of sentences of more than three
years).
Exhibit 4 shows the number of prisoners with one or more program needs leaving prison, and
the number of these who completed a program prior to the earliest date on which their parole
could have started. The total numbers of prisoners completing programs prior to their earliest
release on parole date has increased significantly since 2011–12, reflecting the introduction of
more readily available moderate-intensity programs. However, the overall proportions
completing programs have remained relatively unchanged since 2012–13, at around a quarter
of prisoners.
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Exhibit 4 – Prisoners with an identified program need who complete programs before
the earliest date they can be released on parole
Year

2011-12

Program completion prior to earliest possible
parole date
Total number of prisoners with an identified
program need exiting custody
Program completion prior to parole (%)

2012-13

2013–14

2014–15

2015–16

558

737

749

800

940

2,962

3,176

3,191

3,358

3,820

19

23

23

24

25

Source: Corrective Services NSW data.

Corrective Services NSW has advised that prisoners who do not complete programs in prison
will sometimes do so on release in the community and that, in many cases, this is a more
suitable option for people who need support with integration back into their family and
community environment. However, it is unclear what proportion of the prisoner population is
identified as better suited to completing programs in the community as part of a coordinated
case plan, and how many do so, as Corrective Services NSW was not able to provide this
information.
Non-completion of programs is a contributing factor in most parole refusals
In 2015, over 6500 prisoners were released on parole. Of these, 973 were released under
State Parole Authority parole orders - that is, they were not automatically released on
court-based parole at the end of their non-parole period. In addition to these parole releases,
302 prisoners were refused parole by the State Parole Authority.
Completing a program is usually a pre-condition of parole for prisoners sentenced to more
than three years in prison, as they are likely to have a more serious offending history and are
in prison long enough to have completed therapeutic programs to address their offending. The
State Parole Authority generally prefers prisoners to complete programs in prison, rather than
in the community, so that they can decide whether to grant parole based on a prisoner’s
demonstrated behaviour and participation in rehabilitation while in prison.
In 2015, failure to complete a program was listed as a contributing reason in 84 per cent of
incidents of parole refused by the State Parole Authority (Exhibit 5), failure to complete a
program was listed as a contributing reason for parole refusal. In 56 per cent of cases, the
prisoner had one program need that was unaddressed, 22 per cent had two program needs
unaddressed, and 6 per cent had three program needs unaddressed. The most commonly
unaddressed needs (Exhibit 6) were addiction (34 per cent) aggression (32 per cent) and sex
offending (21 per cent).
Exhibit 5 – Number of unaddressed program needs identified in parole refusals, 2015
Program needs
unaddressed

Number of
prisoners

Percentage

0

48

16

1

170

56

2

65

22

3
Total

19

6

302

100

Source: 2015 State Parole Authority Data.
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Exhibit 6 – Unaddressed program needs identified in parole refusals
Program needs
unaddressed

Number

Percentage

Addiction

122

34

Aggression

116

32

Sex offending

74

21

General offending

39

11

Domestic violence

6

2

357

100

Total
Source: 2015 State Parole Authority Data.

Participation in programs is voluntary and not all prisoners agree to participate in programs
before the expiry of their non-parole period. We were advised by the State Parole Authority
and Corrective Services NSW that prisoner motivation to participate in programs is a key
issue affecting rates of program completion, and that often prisoners will be reluctant to
participate and eventually only agree once their parole hearing is coming up, or after they
have had their parole refused at least once.
We are not able to differentiate the proportions of prisoners who did not complete programs
because they were not provided in time, from those who refused to participate, because
Corrective Services NSW does not collect detailed enough information on this. That said,
given between 300 and 400 prisoners are refused parole by the State Parole Authority each
year, parole refusal because of program non-completion in this group is potentially adding
unnecessary length to sentences and exacerbating prison overcrowding.
Only 20 per cent of prisoners eligible for programs complete them prior to court based
parole
In the case of court based parole, the court sets the non-parole period for prisoners sentenced
to less than three years. At the expiry of the non-parole period, prisoners are released on
parole subject to standard conditions and any additional conditions required by the court.
In 2016, only 20 per cent of prisoners with a program need completed a program before being
released on court based parole.
Out of 5,714 prisoners released on court based parole, approximately half were eligible for
programs. Of these, 46 per cent participated in programs and 20 per cent completed them
before they were released.
There is a systematic process for prioritising prisoners for EQUIPS programs, but not
for intensive programs
Corrective Services NSW prioritises prisoners for EQUIPS programs based on the time
remaining on their sentence. The policy provides clear direction in several areas, including
eligibility for programs, scheduling processes, and roles and responsibilities of staff. The four
EQUIPS programs each have their own candidate lists. These lists are updated weekly and
identify candidates who have a medium to high risk rating and between three months and two
years until their parole period. It is possible for prisoners to appear on all four lists. When this
occurs, the policy provides guidance on how to prioritise prisoner needs through a decision
tree. All program deliverers we interviewed were aware of this process and reported that it
was clear and adhered to.
Corrective Services NSW has a policy that provide guidance on the referral and eligibility
process for intensive CUBIT and violent offender (VOTP) programs, however, there is no
formal guidance for managing referrals to the Intensive Drug and Alcohol Treatment Program
(IDATP). Unlike the EQUIPS programs, the referral process for intensive programs is not
driven by systematic prioritising of prisoners by release date though sentence time remaining
is usually a key consideration in referring prisoners to these programs when places become
available.
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The reasons prisoners do not complete programs are unclear
Programs need to be fully completed to be most effective in reducing offending behaviour.
Corrective Services NSW does not systematically collect robust data on the reasons prisoners
who start programs do not complete them. Information from limited evaluations of prior
programs suggests that these reasons could include program suitability (for example, to
address low literacy levels and cultural appropriateness), prisoner motivation, past lack of
engagement in education or work, disruptive behaviour and mental health issues.
Prisoners may also be frequently moved between prisons during their sentence, for example,
because of changes to their security classification. This can affect their participation in
programs, particularly if they are moved to a prison that does not offer the programs they
need or if their case plan is not regularly followed up to ensure continuity with program
participation.
Corrective Services NSW monitors program completion rates and there is significant variation
from prison to prison. However, Corrective Services does not collect detailed information on
the factors impacting on program completion that would assist in targeting case management
responses or resolving other systemic issues.

2.2 Resourcing needs for program delivery are not clearly established
Case management and program delivery functions need clearer delineation for
planning and benchmarking purposes
To effectively contribute to achieving the Premier’s Priority to reduce reoffending, program
delivery resources need to meet demand for programs. The bulk of therapeutic programs
offered in prison have fixed numbers of participants and fixed timeframes over which they are
intended to run. The most widely-implemented moderate intensity EQUIPS programs can only
be completed start-to-finish by the same group of participants and drop-outs cannot be
replaced by new candidates. Given the fixed method and format, there is little opportunity to
implement process efficiencies. As such, the only way of meeting additional demand is
additional staffing and resources.
Corrective Services NSW currently delivers services under a cluster operating model, which
means that program delivery staff may have a wide variety of program and non-program
related duties in prisons and the community over a defined geographic area. Corrective
Services NSW estimate that 70 per cent of staff time is spent performing duties other than
delivering programs, however, there are no resourcing guidelines in place to indicate what
percentage of time should be allocated to each activity and what the baseline program
delivery staff requirements are to meet demand.
Corrective Services NSW is currently undertaking a benchmarking process to review and
better align staffing structures. This new structure may address some of the availability and
access issues currently in the system. In the context of the dynamic nature of the prisons
system, it can be challenging to establish effective staffing structures that enable day to day
issues and problems to be dealt with and resolved, whilst effectively managing program
access. Proposed increased resources to specialist case management services may assist
with this, and clear delineation of these roles from program delivery functions may help ensure
program delivery resources can be focused on their intended purpose.
There are insufficient program delivery rooms
A basic requirement of program delivery is access to a suitable space. Corrective Service
NSW’s policy defines a suitable program delivery room as being of sufficient size, free of
external disruptions and containing relevant resources. Corrective Services NSW policy also
stipulates that program delivery spaces should be fit for purpose to help ensure prisoners stay
engaged in treatment.
Program delivery rooms in correctional centres are scarce resources, as they are not only
used by program delivery staff but are often also used to deliver education and other services.
Staff at prisons consistently told us that a key limitation to more program delivery is the
availability of sufficient and suitable program delivery rooms. Staff also indicated that the use
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of program delivery rooms could be better coordinated across different service providers in
prisons.
Proposed additional funding, announced in 2016, to build ten dedicated program areas may
assist to alleviate access issues to program delivery rooms.

2.3 Corrective Services systematically monitors output performance in
program delivery, but does not use robust process and outcomebased indicators
Processes are in place to monitor program delivery performance but accountability at
the public prison level is unclear
In our 2016 report, 'Performance frameworks in custodial centre operations', we
recommended that Corrective Services NSW bring its planning and performance frameworks
in line with best practice approaches. We noted that the ability of Corrective Services NSW to
manage its performance is limited because organisational performance indicators do not
cascade to the public prison level. These issues also affect the management of program
delivery performance at the prison level. General program delivery implementation indicators
are reported ‘up the chain’ into central performance indicator monitoring, but there appears to
be little active management of individual centre planning and performance in this area.
That said, Regional Support Managers for each geographic region meet monthly to raise any
issues that have impacted program delivery and discuss ways to address further problems.
Senior prison management is involved in this process. Separate monthly meetings are also
held with the Program Support Team and other custodial staff members with performance
data being used to support issues raised or changes to policy or implementation required.
A different process is in place for private correctional centres (Junee and Parklea) which have
detailed operating specifications and performance-linked fees. We visited Junee prison and
observed detailed monitoring of program implementation performance.
Corrective Services NSW has advised that a benchmarking and contestability process is
underway, which may address some of the issues in the accountability for the performance of
public prisons, particularly, the need for relevant, centre-specific performance indicators.
Key performance indicators are process rather than performance driven
Most program performance indicators are focused on the number of programs delivered, the
number of prisoners completing programs, and the percentage of prisoners completing
programs. For example, performance indicators for EQUIPS programs collected in public and
private prisons focus on process issues linked to ensuring a certain level of throughput, rather
than ensuring prisoners receive programs identified in their case plans, or that programs
delivered in prisons are suitable to the population. Given some of the information gaps on
program quality and accessibility discussed in section 2.1, these need to include more quality
process and outcome related indicators, for instance:
•

the percentage of prisoners completing programs that are specifically identified in case
plans to ensure they are receiving relevant interventions

•

the proportions of prisoners with complex needs or needs for targeted interventions
who complete programs (for example, prisoners with intellectual disability and mental
illness, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander prisoners, women, prisoners with low
literacy levels)

•

more specific information on the reasons for program non-completion or
non-participation

•

the impact that programs have on a participant’s motivation, as measured through post
participation feedback

•

a participant’s risk of reoffending as measured before and after program delivery.
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3.

Are programs effective in reducing reoffending behaviour?
Corrective Services NSW does not systematically evaluate its therapeutic prison
programs.
Corrective Services NSW bases its program design on a large body of international and national
evidence which indicates that rehabilitation programs are more effective in reducing reoffending
compared to prison time alone. However, Corrective Services NSW does not currently have a
systematic approach to independently testing the quality and effectiveness of programs in the
context of its own prison system and population. This, combined with gaps in available data for
independent evaluators, means that it is not clear what impact programs are having in reducing
reoffending.
Corrective Services NSW’s program delivery is governed by comprehensive guidelines, and
training and support is provided to program staff. However, there are some gaps in central
oversight of how well programs are being delivered in prisons across the state. This creates a risk
that programs are not always delivered according to best practice standards, potentially limiting
their effectiveness.
Corrective Services NSW should place a greater focus on ensuring data quality is sufficient to
produce more robust, independent evaluations, and on measuring outcomes relating to the
impact of programs on prisoners. This would assist Corrective Services NSW to more directly
monitor program effectiveness, make any required adjustments to program delivery to improve
them, and potentially make further progress towards reducing reoffending.
Recommendations
Corrective Services NSW should:
•

Develop and implement a detailed forward program of independent evaluations for all
prison-based therapeutic programs, that includes identified data requirements for prisons
to collect and provide.

3.1 Programs are evidence-based but not systematically evaluated
Corrective Services NSW’s programs are based on robust international evidence on
reoffending and are targeted to the needs of prisoners
Corrective Services NSW has invested significant resources in developing and delivering
therapeutic programs in the last ten years. This investment in programs is based on a growing
body of Australian and international research which demonstrates that therapeutic programs
have a greater impact on reducing reoffending than prison time alone.
The studies have encompassed research investigating the effects of treatment to a range of
offender types, including drug and alcohol offenders, sex offenders, and others. Across these,
researchers have consistently found a causal link between a well-delivered intervention
program and a reduced risk of reoffending. Corrective Services NSW’s programs and its
delivery policies are based on this body of evidence.
All the Corrective Services NSW programs we examined have supporting policy documents
that set out the broad evidence base for the program, and rationale for how it is to be
delivered. For example, the intensive sex offender program is delivered in therapeutic group
settings which assists offenders to accept responsibility and become socially accountable for
their behaviour. Similarly, most of the programs we examined have an ‘offence mapping’
component, which helps offenders to reflect on the actions leading to their offence, and create
a plan to manage their future risk of reoffending.
In determining program eligibility, Corrective Services NSW applies a ‘risk-need-responsivity’
model that has been found to be effective in reducing reoffending. Ensuring prisoners receive
an appropriate level of treatment through the guiding principles of this model is cited in
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international research as a key method to support rehabilitation and avoid the risk that
prisoners can become more likely to reoffend by being exposed to inappropriate or poorly
targeted therapies. The principles include aspects such as self-management planning, using
therapy groups, and other mechanisms to affect change.
Corrective Services NSW does not have enough evidence to show that program
participation reduces reoffending in the NSW context
Despite the strong international research base underpinning its therapeutic programs,
Corrective Services NSW has not commenced or completed independent evaluations of the
effectiveness of many of its programs in the New South Wales context. The lack of clear
evaluation findings means that we cannot determine what impact these programs are having
on reducing reoffending.
There are also issues specific to New South Wales and Australia which support the need for
local evaluations to confirm programs developed based on international evidence are effective
here, including:
•

a significant proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander prisoners

•

a significant proportion of prisoners with complex needs such as mental illness and
intellectual disability

•

an increasing rate of imprisonment among women, and increasing numbers of women
convicted of violent crime.

Some small-scale evaluations and reviews of programs have been completed but their results
have limited significance. For example, the Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research
(BOCSAR) reviewed the impact of the intensive sex offender program, CUBIT, on reoffending
among a sample of 386 offenders, and found reasonable evidence that it reduced reoffending
overall. However, the sample size and other data quality issues prevented BOCSAR from
saying whether this program reduces sexual or violent offending.
Lack of independent evaluation has been a persistent issue in New South Wales and other
states, with a 2011 Australian Crime Commission5 report finding a dearth of evaluations and
research reports in any Australian jurisdiction. We also recently noted this is an issue in our
2016 report, 'Reintegrating young offenders into the community after detention'. We
recommended that Juvenile Justice NSW include reintegration outcomes and measures in its
next strategic framework so that it clearly sets out and evaluates the results it wants to
achieve for young people leaving detention.
A lack of research and evaluations is a not a problem unique to Australia. For example, the
United Kingdom has limited evidence on the success of a number of its newer, or difficult to
research, therapeutic programs. However, there are also jurisdictions that have some good
practice which New South Wales could look to. Correctional Services Canada has been able
to collect enough evidence over the past 30 years to demonstrate that its therapeutic
programs reduce crime by an average of 29 per cent.
Corrective Services NSW has been asked before to improve its approach evaluating its
therapeutic programs. A 2011 New South Wales Commission of Audit Report recommended
'that the Department of Attorney-General and Justice should evaluate the effectiveness of
offender management programs with a view to consolidating and rationalising less effective
programs and investing in the more successful ones'. Corrective Services NSW did conduct a
review of programs in 2013, with a view to more effectively responding to reoffending risk
across the prisoner population. A strategic approach to the independent evaluation of
programs should be given priority to ensure that sufficient evidence can be collected over time
to demonstrate that investments in this area are achieving value.

5K

Heseltine, A Day and R Sarre, Prison-based correctional offender rehabilitation programs:
The 2009 national picture in Australia, Australian Institute of Criminology, Research and
Public Policy Series No. 112, 2011, p37–38
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Data quality is a key issue preventing more robust evaluations
To obtain independent evaluations of programs, Corrective Services NSW provides data to
external evaluators, primarily BOCSAR, with which it has a formal partnership to support this
work. However, to date there has not been a detailed forward-program of evaluations in place,
and the timing of evaluations it commissions has been ad hoc, dependent on resource
availability, and on evaluators being able to obtain quality data. Priority given by BOCSAR to
prison program evaluations in determining its own program of work is also factor.
As a result of these issues, evaluations have not often provided relevant information that can
assist in ensuring programs are having their desired impact in reducing reoffending. Changes
to programs at various times have also created challenges in collecting information on enough
prisoners to produce robust findings.
Corrective Services NSW collects a significant amount of prisoner-related information on its
Offender Integrated Management System. This database includes numerous prisoner casemanagement and program participation items. However, the system currently does not collect
specific enough information to give independent researchers a clear picture of why some
prisoners do not participate in programs. This is needed to find comparable control groups of
prisoners who have not completed programs, so that reoffending rates can be accurately
compared between prisoners who have and have not completed programs. Data gaps include
information on prisoners’ motivation, and why some prisoners are unsuitable for programs.
There is also variability at the prison-level in how these items are collected and coded.
Corrective Services NSW has improved the quality of its data collection over the past five
years, and made progress to address the gaps in data for program evaluators, but advises
that ensuring prisons staff are trained and have enough time to enter quality data on prisoners
as needed is a challenge. Additional funding allocated in 2016 to improve the evaluation
capability of Corrective Services NSW may address some of these gaps. This funding has
been allocated to engage external experts to develop and implement an evaluation framework
and complete evaluations. Corrective Services NSW has also allocated funding to improve its
own evaluation unit to improve the quality of data collected.
Robust program datasets should be a continued priority for newly implemented and existing
programs, so that Corrective Services NSW can show that it is achieving the intended
outcomes from its investment in prisoner rehabilitation. Development of a detailed forward
program of evaluations, in partnership with external evaluators that identifies and addresses
specific data gaps would help to address this.

3.2 Program frameworks are clear, but monitoring delivery at the prison
level could be improved
Monitoring of program integrity could be improved
For programs to be effective, they should be run as intended. Corrective Services NSW has a
clear policy and guidance framework on how programs should be run. The policy provides for
two tiers of guidance at the corporate and correctional centre level. At the corporate level, 93
Program Development Workshops were delivered in 2016 and service delivery staff were
asked to complete an onsite audit for all custodial and community locations across New South
Wales. The corporate programs team have also facilitated supervision, debriefs and live
observations of program delivery.
At the correctional centre level, the policy specifies that program deliverers are to receive
supervision from a Senior Program Officer. Senior Program Officers receive clinical
supervision from senior psychologists. It is unclear to what extent this is occurring at the
correctional centre level and whether governance processes are in place to ensure that this is
occurring on a regular basis. Our 2016 performance audit, 'Performance frameworks in
custodial centre operations', found that the effectiveness of Corrective Services’ performance
management system was limited and that employees did not have performance agreements.
At times, General Managers were also reluctant to implement remedial action where there
was a risk of an industrial dispute.
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Appendices
Appendix 1: Response from Department of Justice
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Appendix 2: Response from the Audit Office
The Audit Office acknowledges the Department of Justice’s response to this report that a
majority of people granted parole by the State Parole Authority have participated or completed
a relevant prison program.
The Audit Office report highlights that a majority of prisoners who were refused parole by the
State Parole Authority in 2015 had program non-completion identified as a contributing reason
for parole refusal (p3 and 14). This is also consistent with findings made by the Inspector of
Custodial Services in a 2015 report (referenced at p6 of our report).
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Appendix 3: About the audit
Audit objective
This audit assessed whether prison programs aimed at reducing reoffending are available,
accessible and effective.

Audit scope and focus
The audit sought to answer the following questions:
Are relevant programs to address reoffending available?
Are programs accessible to prisoners?
Are programs effective in reducing reoffending behaviour?

Audit Exclusions
The audit will not seek to examine:
•

question the merits of NSW Government policy objectives.

•

vocational programs. The Inspector of Custodial Services will undertake a review of this
in 2017. Given this, and that vocational programs are not often a requirement for
parole, we have excluded them from scope.

•

general, non-therapeutic behaviour management programs (for example, controlling
privileges or out of cell time) aimed at encouraging prisoners to comply with direction in
prison.

•

post-release programs and follow-up.

•

programs for juvenile offenders. This was audited previously in April 2016.

Audit Criteria
For audit question 1 we checked whether:
•

all prisoners receive a timely assessment of their program needs.

•

available programs address relevant prisoner offending behaviours.

•

the case management process effectively monitors prisoner progress and ensures
program needs are met.

For audit question 2 we checked whether:
•

offenders complete programs before their earliest possible release date.

•

prison processes and facilities support prisoners attending programs.

•

accountability frameworks at the local level ensure that participation in programs is
prioritised.

For audit question 3 we checked whether:
•

programs are effective in reducing offender behaviour.

•

Corrective Services NSW monitors program effectiveness with relevant performance
indicators.

•

programs are delivered in accordance with their guidelines and specifications.

Audit approach
We focused on a selection of programs targeted at prisoners who make up more than half of
the prison population. The rate of reoffending for the offences targeted is also high - at
63 per cent for assaults, 42 per cent for sexual assaults and 63 per cent for drug offences:
•

Violent Offender Program (VOTP) - is an intensive therapy program for men who have
a history of violent behaviour. It is conducted in a separate unit within prison and targets
high risk and high needs offenders.

24
NSW Auditor-General's Report to Parliament ∣ Therapeutic Programs in Prisons ∣ Appendices

•

EQUIPS Aggression - is designed to increase participants’ ability to manage difficult life
events and minimise aggressive behaviour. The program contains 5 modules and
targets offenders who have a LSI-R of medium to high.

•

Custody Based Intensive Program (CUBIT) - is an intensive therapy program for men
who have sexually abused adults and/or children. The program targets offenders that
have been assessed as high risk as per the Static-99.

•

EQUIPS Addiction - is designed to address the addictive behaviour of medium to high
risk offenders and to provide participants with a pathway to support services for
addictive behaviours. The program contains 5 modules and targets offenders with a
LSI-R of medium to high.

•

EQUIPS Foundation (General offender program) - is a general 20-session therapeutic
program available to all medium to high-risk offenders regardless of their offence type.

•

EQUIPS Domestic Abuse - is based on a psycho-behavioural framework and has
strong therapeutic influence in its delivery. The program places a strong emphasis on
inviting perpetrators to accept responsibility for their offending behaviour.

•

Intensive Drug and Alcohol Treatment Program (IDATP) - is a six to eight-month high
intensity group treatment program for offenders whose alcohol and other drug use have
been identified to be directly linked to their offending behaviour.

Audit fieldwork
As part of this audit we visited the following correctional centres:
•

Cessnock Correctional Centre

•

Junee Correctional Centre

•

Metropolitan Special Programs Centre

•

Dillwynia Correctional Centre

•

Outer Metropolitan Multi-Purpose Correctional Centre

Audit methodology
Our performance audit methodology is designed to satisfy Australian Audit Standards ASAE
3500 on performance auditing. The Standard requires the audit team to comply with relevant
ethical requirements and plan and perform the audit to obtain reasonable assurance and draw
a conclusion on the audit objective. Our processes have also been designed to comply with
the auditing requirements specified in the Public Finance and Audit Act 1983.
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Performance auditing
What are performance audits?
Performance audits determine whether an agency is carrying out its activities effectively, and doing so
economically and efficiently and in compliance with all relevant laws.
The activities examined by a performance audit may include a government program, all or part of a
government agency or consider particular issues which affect the whole public sector. They cannot
question the merits of government policy objectives.
The Auditor-General’s mandate to undertake performance audits is set out in the Public Finance and
Audit Act 1983.
Why do we conduct performance audits?
Performance audits provide independent assurance to parliament and the public.
Through their recommendations, performance audits seek to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of
government agencies so that the community receives value for money from government services.
Performance audits also focus on assisting accountability processes by holding managers to account for
agency performance.
Performance audits are selected at the discretion of the Auditor-General who seeks input from
parliamentarians, the public, agencies and Audit Office research.
What happens during the phases of a performance audit?
Performance audits have three key phases: planning, fieldwork and report writing. They can take up to
nine months to complete, depending on the audit’s scope.
During the planning phase the audit team develops an understanding of agency activities and defines
the objective and scope of the audit.
The planning phase also identifies the audit criteria. These are standards of performance against which
the agency or program activities are assessed. Criteria may be based on best practice, government
targets, benchmarks or published guidelines.
At the completion of fieldwork the audit team meets with agency management to discuss all significant
matters arising out of the audit. Following this, a draft performance audit report is prepared.
The audit team then meets with agency management to check that facts presented in the draft report are
accurate and that recommendations are practical and appropriate.
A final report is then provided to the CEO for comment. The relevant minister and the Treasurer are also
provided with a copy of the final report. The report tabled in parliament includes a response from the
CEO on the report’s conclusion and recommendations. In multiple agency performance audits there may
be responses from more than one agency or from a nominated coordinating agency.
Do we check to see if recommendations have been implemented?
Following the tabling of the report in parliament, agencies are requested to advise the Audit Office on
action taken, or proposed, against each of the report’s recommendations. It is usual for agency audit
committees to monitor progress with the implementation of recommendations.
In addition, it is the practice of Parliament’s Public Accounts Committee (PAC) to conduct reviews or
hold inquiries into matters raised in performance audit reports. The reviews and inquiries are usually
held 12 months after the report is tabled. These reports are available on the parliamentary website.
Who audits the auditors?
Our performance audits are subject to internal and external quality reviews against relevant Australian
and international standards.
Internal quality control review of each audit ensures compliance with Australian assurance standards.
Periodic review by other Audit Offices tests our activities against best practice.
The PAC is also responsible for overseeing the performance of the Audit Office and conducts a review
of our operations every four years. The review’s report is tabled in parliament and available on its
website.
Who pays for performance audits?
No fee is charged for performance audits. Our performance audit services are funded by the NSW
Parliament.
Further information and copies of reports
For further information, including copies of performance audit reports and a list of audits currently in
progress, please see our website www.audit.nsw.gov.au or contact us on 9275 7100.
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