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Acknowledgement of Country

The Queensland Family and Child Commission acknowledges Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as the 
Traditional Custodians across the lands, seas and skies where we walk, live and work. 

We recognise Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people as two unique peoples, with their own rich and distinct 
cultures, strengths and knowledge. We celebrate the diversity of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures 
across Queensland and pay our respects to Elders past, present and emerging.

We acknowledge the important role played by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities and recognise 
their right to self-determination, and the need for community-led approaches to support healing and strengthen 
resilience.

Queensland Family & Child Commission
PO Box 15217
Brisbane City East QLD 4002
qfcc.qld.gov.au

For any information about this submission please contact
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Introduction 

 

 

Background 

 

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
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Queensland Human Rights Act  
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Youth Justice Act 1992 
Schedule 1  Charter of Youth Justice Principles maintains the alignment between international and state 

 

19. A child detained in custody should only be held in a facility suitable for children. 
20. While a child is in detention, contacts should be fostered between the child and the community.  
21. A child who is detained in a detention centre under this Act  

a. should be provided with a safe and stable living environment; and  
b.  
c. 

  
i.  

ii.   
iii.  
iv.  

QPS Operation Policy Manual 
The Queensland Policy Manual 16.17.1 clearly articulates the responsibilities of officers and watchhouse officers in 
relation to the custody of children. 
(v) where all other reasonable alternatives have been exhausted and a child is to be held in a watch-

house/police custody, the child:  
a. is to be held for the least possible time  
b. 

interests (e.g. the detention of an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander child with Aboriginal or 
Torres Strait Islander adult prisoners may be safer than isolation where the child is agreeable, 
and the adult is of the same gender) 

c. is to be, if detained for more than four hours, provided with materials for age-appropriate 
activities if available or otherwise supplied, unless any of these items constitute a security 
risk. 

(vi) 
maturity and vulnerability and .  



 

Queensland Police Service Watch-house Review 5 

(vii) permitting daily visits by family members, legal representatives or other appropriate adults to children in 
watch-houses contributes significantly to the wellbeing and morale of such children.  

2 

Child Safe Organisations  
Queensland recently passed the Child Safe Organisations Act 2024 
all Queensland children from harm and to promote the safety, wellbeing and best interests of children.  Under the 
Act, the QPS is scheduled as both a Child Safe entity (refer section 10 and schedule 1) and a Reporting entity (refer 
section 29 and schedule 2).  As a reporting entity it is critical that the QPS works collaboratively with Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander community organisations, the Department of Youth Justice, human services professionals, 
advocates and children to embed the Universal Principal and the 10 Child Safe Organisation standards into 
watchhouse practices when children are detained and under the care and custody of the QPS. 

Position 
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4 Youth Justice Act 1992 - Queensland Legislation - Queensland Government 
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Watchhouse data 
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Staff Capacity and Capability 
Staff Training 

There is limited guidance for watch-house staff on behavioural management strategies for 
children, and staff are not provided with specialist training geared towards working with 
children, let alone those with complex needs. 9 

 

 

 
 
6  
7 -2023. https://www.courts.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/786466/cc-ar-2022-2023.pdf 
8  
9 Cairns and Murgon watch-houses inspection report: Focus on detention of children - Queensland 
Ombudsman 
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Assessment on Admission 
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12

13 

 

Cultural Safety 
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16 

17  

Health and safety of people in custody 

Children in watch-houses are at risk of being separated from other children and held in 
conditions of isolation for extended periods, without the benefit of the safeguards that would 
apply to them in youth detention or adult prison.18  

19

20 

21
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17  
18  
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20 https://www.abc.net.au/news/2024-03-15/youth-detention-child-death-review-board-queensland-
preventable/103589782?utm_campaign=abc_news_web&utm_content=link&utm_medium=content_shared&utm_source=abc_news_web 
21

 
22 PressReader.com - Digital Newspaper & Magazine Subscriptions 
23  
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Children as victims of trauma 
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Recommendations 

 

Strengthen the Regulatory Environment 
Successive governments have continually weakened the regulatory framework which oversees children when they 
are in conflict with the law and demonstrated a flagrant disregard of obligations as duty bearers under international 
law and instruments to which Australia are signatories. At the most acute end, Queensland now treats children 
more harshly than adults when it comes to formal interactions with the justice system, particularly regarding the 
detention of children in watchhouses. Children should never be detained in watchhouses, but when they are this 
should be for periods no longer than 24 hours. The Queensland government must stop what appears to be 
becoming common, the practice of overriding the QHRA 2020 and removing substantive protections for children. 

urgent action   to strengthen the regulatory environment and effectively protects the rights and promotes the safety 
of both children in watchhouses and the staff and facilities in which they are being detained. 

Strengthening Oversight 
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Strengthen Child Safe Capability 

 

 

Strengthening Admissions Assessment 

 

 concerns that the deficiencies in the admissions process may mean 
certain complex needs are being missed. This is leading to a failure to identify significant health or medical issues 
that lead to children being denied proper assessment and treatment by qualified health practitioners. Failing to 
identify significant cognitive issues may expose very vulnerable children to harm, for example, from those with 
whom they share a cell. The failure to identify a serious self-harm risk may also have dire consequences. 

This situation is also likely contributing to Youth Justice prioritisation decisions for admission to a youth detention 
centre being made with incomplete or incorrect information due to the police admission assessment process not 
identifying complex needs. 

health and safety issues that arise for undertrained and ill-equipped QPS officers managing such complexity.  It is 
an entirely unreasonable expectation, and the outcomes are likely harmful for all involved.  

It is imperative that Queensland Police implement Recommendations 3-6 of the Cairns and Murgon watchhouse 
inspection Report across the State.30 

 
 
30  
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Alternative Accommodations  
A systemic approach to prevention also includes closing pathways into the child justice system through the 
decriminalisation of offences which often are the result of poverty, homelessness, health vulnerability or family 
violence.31 The use of detention, especially watchhouses, should never been seen as a diversionary measure.32 

In the short term the government should commit to previously recommended alternatives to watchhouse 
detention including: 

 Temporary, immediate accommodation at youth detention centres. While temporary structures are 
certainly not ideal, anything must be better than the travesty of holding kids in the conditions of a watch 
house. 

 Transporting kids from the watch house each day to and from Brisbane Youth Detention centre, where they 
can at least access fresh air, proper health care, appropriate education and psychological support. 

 Reinstating previously scrapped youth bail houses which the Ernst and Young evaluation found had 
provided safe, secure and stable accommodation with wrap-around services for young people. While the 
evaluation also found 85% of young people re-offending after leaving the accommodation the outcomes of 
the evaluation suggest that reoffending was most likely contributed to be ongoing social vulnerabilities and 
highlighted the necessity for longer-term support after leaving custody. 

I would reiterate that these suggestions are short-term and provide a stop gap while the current government 
implements its response to a gold-standard prevention and early intervention program. Such long-term alternatives 
to accommodate children who are currently being detained in a watchhouse should: 

 Stop the pipeline of children entering the youth justice system via child protection pathways. 
 Uphold the right for parents to provide the primary care for children by establishing mechanisms for swift 

release of children to parents or appropriate adults. 
 Ensure scaled-up investment in community-based services which are child and family centered, meet the 

needs of the community, deal with the social determinants of health and are culturally safe. 
 Supported by a transformational youth strategy that changes the paradigm through which our society 

currently views children to safeguard accountability to our Community and our Children. 

More Coherent Youth Strategy 

 

 

 
 
31  
32  
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Close the Gap 
The Productivity Commission released a report in 2024 that clearly shows Australia and Queensland are not on 
track to meet several Closing the Gap targets, particularly Target 11 - reducing the rate of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander children in detention by at least 30 per cent by 2031.33 The laws and amendments introduced in 2023 

to the Closing the Gap agreement harder to achieve.  
The need to redress structural racism are consistent with the commitments contained in Closing the Gap (CtG). 
Previous research has found that racism is a unique determinant of health outcomes for Aboriginal people and 
cannot be attributed to any other specific risk factor such as socio-economic status.34 Yet there continues to be a 
lack of evidence that whole-of-government or whole-of-organisation strategies aimed at driving and delivering the 
elimination of structural racism and unconscious bias are being progressed: 
We are yet to identify a government organisation that has articulated a clear vision for what transformation looks 
like, adopted a strategy to achieve that vision, and tracked the impact of actions within the organisation (and in the 
services that it funds) toward that vision. 35 
 
The Productivity Commission clearly articulates that government organisations [QPS] in articulating the need to 
start more strategic actions which create culturally safe environments capable of realising outcomes where 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples experience equal [justice] outcomes.36 
meaningful long term solution to the use of watchhouses is ultimately a commitment to see Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander children as collateral damage in the war on youth crime approach. 

Conclusion 
Civil society and human rights organisations have provided clear, consistent, evidence based and unequivocal 
advice that children should never be detained in watchhouses. The measures further discriminate and over-
criminalise children. The measures will exacerbate the existing overrepresentation of First Nations children, 

and will not result in increased community safety. Should the Queensland Government proceed continue with the 
ongoing use of watchhouse in contravention of the QHRA 2020 there must be corresponding and immediate efforts 
to strengthen and clarify quality of those areas recommended above. 
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35  
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