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Inspector’s Overview 

Lessons to be learnt that might improve the range and quality of chaplaincy services 
available to people in custody. 

People in custody have a well-established right, enshrined in international human rights instruments 
and standards, to freely practice their chosen religious and spiritual beliefs.  

In Western Australia this is governed by relevant Department of Justice legislation and policy. In 
practice, people in custody rely on custodial facilities having an effective framework and adequate 
resources in place to facilitate their right to religious freedom.  

The provision of chaplaincy and pastoral care is the centrepiece of the framework that provides 
religious and spiritual support to people in custody. This service is provided through two separate 
contracts for the provision of chaplaincy services in Western Australian prisons held by Serco Acacia 
and the Department of Justice with the Council of Churches Western Australia Inc. 

Although these are separate contracts, as detailed later in this report, they essentially cover similar 
services involving the provision of pastoral care and chaplaincy to people in custody and staff. Both 
contracts are high value totalling over $13 million over the term of the agreements. The 
Department’s contract is currently up for renewal, while Serco has recently exercised an extension 
option for a further two years.  

During our Review, we received positive feedback about the day-to-day provision of services under 
each contract. Accordingly, this review is not critical of the quality or genuineness of the services 
provided to prisoners and staff under both contracts. In fact, quite the opposite is true, most staff 
and prisoners we engaged with spoke highly of the pastoral care and support they received from 
individual chaplains who work in custodial facilities, but many also said that chaplains struggled to 
meet the demands and expectations on their services.  

But the feedback was not all positive. We heard concerns from many non-Christian faith providers 
about the difficulties they faced in obtaining security approvals to attend prisons and gaining regular 
access to provide religious supports. People in custody of non-Christian beliefs also spoke of the 
difficulties they faced engaging with religious leaders from their faith group and practicing their 
religious beliefs while in custody.  

The terms of both contracts create an obligation to provide chaplaincy services that are equitable for 
all religions and faiths, and those with no religious beliefs. Although the Council of Churches Western 
Australia Inc. is an ecumenical collaboration between several Christian churches, representatives 
advised us that they provided pastoral care and support to people in custody of all faiths and those 
who do not have a religious affiliation. We have no reason to doubt that this is the case, yet many 
people in custody said they wanted to have contact with a chaplain from their own faith group. 
Likewise, most non-Christian faith providers we spoke to expressed concerns about their ability to 
access prisons and provide support to people in custody. This inequity needs to be addressed. 



iii 

It is accepted that chaplains engage with, and provide support to, all people in custody regardless of 
their beliefs. But the core of the problem seems to be that, either by design or default, the current 
contractual arrangements in effect limit the role of prison chaplains to individuals of Christian faith.  

What is clear from this Review is that non-Christian faith providers are viewed entirely in the context 
of them providing religious ministry to individuals of their own faith, rather than the broader 
definition of chaplaincy, providing welfare and support to whomever needs it or asks for it.  

The role of a prison chaplain should be open to people of different beliefs other than Christianity. 

Both contracts include various oversight and governance mechanisms, requiring regular 
performance reporting and monitoring. This is consistent with what ought to be expected in 
contracts of this value. We did not undertake a detailed review of the adequacy of these 
performance measures, instead we looked at whether they were being met by the contract 
monitoring processes in place within the Department and Serco. We established that some of these 
oversight requirements were not being met, or even could not be met, because the systems and 
procedures were not in place or were ineffective. That is not to say there was no contract 
monitoring, just that the agreed measures were often not in place or were not being implemented. 
Again, the identified deficiencies need to be addressed. 

The key takeaway from our Review is that the Department’s religious and faith services contract is 
now due for renewal, and the Serco contract is due to be renewed in the next year or so. This 
provides an opportunity to address many of the governance issues identified in our Review, and, in 
doing so, ensure that adequate and measurable performance monitoring mechanisms are in place 
and followed. Likewise, it is an opportunity to address the challenges and inequities faced by non-
Christian faith providers and people in custody, by way of considering possible means by which they 
could be included under the umbrella of contracts for the provision of a broad range of chaplaincy 
services for all custodial facilities across Western Australia. 

A final note. In accordance with our usual practice, in October 2024 we sent the first draft of this 
report to the Department of Justice, Serco Acacia, and the Council of Churches Western Australia Inc. 
for consideration and comment. After considering each of the responses received, we undertook 
further work, including having several meetings with key representatives, and updated the contents 
of our report. A second draft was provided to the parties on 28 January 2025 for consideration, 
(responses received are attached at Appendix C, D, and E). This report reflects our consideration of 
all these submissions and the additional work undertaken by us. 
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Executive Summary 

Background 

The right to practice religion or spirituality is a fundamental human right for people in custody. It is 
enshrined in various international standards and rules – for example Standard G(48) of the United 
Nations Rules for the Protection of Juveniles Deprived of their Liberty and Rules 65 and 66 of the United 
Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners. These instruments state people in 
custody should have the opportunity to hold, adopt, and practice their chosen religious or spiritual 
belief. It is commonly known as the right to freedom of thought, conscience, and religion.  

In Western Australia the obligation to provide these opportunities and freedoms to people in 
custody is enacted within legislation. Section 95E of the Prisons Act 1981 outlines the right of 
prisoners to engage in the observance or practice of religious or spiritual beliefs and to receive 
religious or spiritual guidance from recognised advisors or practitioners. This right is subject to 
restriction only for the security, good order, and management of the facility or population. The Young 
Offenders Act 1994 is less explicit with Section 181 conferring authority on the Commissioner of 
Corrective Services to develop operational rules for the management of detention centres and 
detained young people. 

These Acts are operationalised by various Department of Justice (the Department) policies and 
procedures which contain standards dedicated to the provision and management of religious and 
spiritual services, resources, and requirements. 

Christianity remains dominant, but other beliefs are growing in affiliation 

In 2021, at the time of the most recent census, the Australian Bureau of Statistics reported the most 
common religious affiliations across Australia were: 

• Christianity (43.9%) 
• No religion (38.9%) 
• Islam (3.2%) 
• Hinduism (2.7%) 
• Buddhism (2.4%). 

While Christianity remains the most common affiliation, its prevalence has almost halved since 1971, 
from 86.2% to 43.9% (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2022; see Figure 1). The fastest growing 
religious affiliations in 2021 included Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, and Sikhism. This has been 
attributed to increased immigration from Southern and Central Asia. Secular and spiritual beliefs 
including Atheism, Agnosticism, New Ageism, and Own or Other Spiritual Beliefs accounted for 1.2% 
of Australians. 
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Figure 1: Religious affiliation across Australia is shifting (ABS, 2022). 

Australians are becoming more religiously and spiritually diverse. This trend is also reflected within 
the Western Australian prison population where most people on their intake into custody do not 
identify with a mainstream religion. In 2023, 62% of those received into Western Australian prisons 
reported having no religious affiliation or secular or spiritual beliefs (including Agnosticism, 
Confucianism, New Ageism, and Taoism). This increased from 57% in 2013. Similarly, the prevalence 
of mainstream religions other than Christianity have steadily increased (3% in 2013 to 5% in 2023) 
while Christianity has consistently decreased over the same time (from 33% to 27%).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Intake data across the custodial estate consistently shows most people have no religious affiliation 
(2013–2023).  
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In Western Australia, people’s religious affiliation is only recorded on their initial intake into custody 
(DOJ, 2023; DOJ, 2021A; DOJ, 2021B). It is not re-recorded when they transfer to another custodial 
facility. If a person in custody wants to alter their religious affiliation, departmental policy stipulates 
this can be achieved by completing a form that is provided to chaplaincy and approved by security. 
However, we found prisoners may also undergo an assessment by chaplaincy to determine the 
authenticity of their request, particularly around the time of cultural events. This is not aligned with 
departmental policy as it is inappropriate for chaplaincy to determine the authenticity of prisoner 
requests. 1 

Staff and chaplains advised us due to current population pressures and staff shortages, intake 
processes were often delayed, inconsistent, and cursory. This appears to be supported by the steady 
increase in the number of people in custody whose religious affiliation was ‘not recorded’ or ‘not 
specified’, rising from 5% in 2021 to 7% in 2023. Therefore, caution is warranted interpreting this 
data as there is a growing ‘unknown’ rate.  

A sole service provider for all religious and pastoral care services 

Within the Western Australian custodial estate, over $13 million is allocated to provide religious 
services and pastoral care to people in custody and staff. This is divided into two contracts which, 
although determined by differing tender processes, are both held by one organisation, the Council 
of Churches Western Australia (CCWA). These contracts differ in terms of timeframes, focus, remit, 
resourcing, and monitoring. 

 

The CCWA is a Christian organisation bringing together Christian denominations with an ecumenical 
focus. CCWA has been involved in prison chaplaincy for over 20 years and has three core roles: 

 

 

 

1 In response to a draft copy of this review, CCWA acknowledged the inappropriateness of an assessment to determine the 
authenticity of a prisoner’s request to change their religious affiliation. However, it also advised that on occasion, early within 
the contract, this did occur. It has subsequently made efforts to address this. Similarly, in its response, the Department 
advised us its policy does not require chaplains to conduct this assessment. However, it did acknowledge the Change of 
Religion Notification form included language that could be interpreted as requiring that practice. As such, the Department is 
now considering amendments to the form to ensure relevant processes are applied. 

Council of Churches WA – Department of 
Justice 

Effective: October 2020 until September 
2025 

Total Value: $11,964,088 

Including Goods and Services Tax 

Council of Churches WA – Serco Acacia 

Effective: May 2021 until May 2024 

Serco exercised the option to renew for 
another two years during our review.  

Total Value: $1,043,490.80 

Including Goods and Services Tax 
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advocating for Christian unity; providing religious and pastoral services to prisons and hospitals; and 
arranging disaster relief (CCWA, 2024). Member Churches listed by the CCWA in its tender for the 
Department’s contract include:  

• Anglican Church 
• Church of Christ Wembley Downs  
• Coptic Orthodox Church  
• Ethiopian Orthodox Church  
• Greek Orthodox Church  
• Lutheran Church of Australia 
• Religious Society of Friends (Quakers) 

• Roman Catholic Church  
• Romanian Orthodox Church  
• Salvation Army St George Indian 

Orthodox Church  
• Syrian Orthodox Church  
• Uniting Church2 

All CCWA contractual obligations are overseen by its General Secretary who is assisted in their role 
by the Chaplaincy Coordinator who manages prison and hospital chaplains. Each prison is overseen 
by a coordinating chaplain, who manages a team of between one and six chaplains. Core roles and 
responsibilities of chaplaincy, as outlined in both contracts and included in departmental policy 
include: 

• pastoral support to detainees, prisoners, and staff 
• religious and spiritual practices and ceremonies  
• referrals to other religious and spiritual organisations  
• involvement in facility activities (self-harm/risk referral, facilitating memorials)  
• involvement in recruitment and professional development  
• servicing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples  
• coordinating services.  

The CCWA contract with Serco includes additional responsibilities: 

• Performing appropriate risk assessments and considering security implications in all 
elements of the provision of services.  

• Presenting the chaplaincy service during Prisoner Induction Module.  
• Promoting, encouraging, and supporting prisoners in their faith journey, and creating a safe 

environment for spiritual fellowship. 
• Supporting prisoners to prepare for release through building relationships between 

prisoners and in-community churches, synagogues, mosques, or other faith communities 
according to prisoner request. 

• Providing advice to Serco to ensure specific faith events, including catering, closely adhere to 
religious requirements. 

• Organising and facilitating educational programs relating to religion, spirituality, restorative 
justice, and life skills that contribute to rehabilitation and reintegration.  

 

 

 

2 The Uniting Church was listed within the CCWA contractual tender as a member organisation, though did not form part of 
contract service schedule.  
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• Providing direction and support including appropriate audio-visual material to the dedicated 
internal faith television channel at Acacia Prison.  

• Recording prisoner attendance at chaplaincy sessions and events.  
 
As the timing of this review has coincided with renewal period for the departmental contract, the 
recommendations outlined throughout this review are framed in terms of considerations for the 
next contract period.  
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Key findings 

Limited monitoring of standards yields superficial understanding of chaplaincy 

While formal reporting requirements are clearly stated in each contract, in practice it was often 
informal, incomplete, or inconsistent, and overall ineffective in meeting contractual requirements. 
Consequently, services have not been adequately evaluated for efficiency or effectiveness for the life 
of either contract. Partial and inaccurate reporting has not been informed by the experiences of 
people in custody or staff using the contracted services. There is also a misunderstanding of 
reporting lines, with the practical expectation to follow prison management direction on site causing 
confusion and tension among involved parties. Inconsistent training availability and completion, as 
well as reduced professional development avenues, has meant chaplains were often left feeling 
isolated and with limited support in contemporary understanding of diverse faiths or spirituality. 
Feedback we gathered from young people in custody and adult prisoners highlighted a need for 
greater theological understanding and religious and spiritual diversity within chaplaincy, as required 
under both contracts. A review of alternative prison chaplaincy models adopted in other jurisdictions 
provided examples of religious and pastoral services delivered with independent oversight and 
structured equity, which was found to be lacking within the current model. 

Access to non-Christian services is inequitable 

Access to religious items, chosen faith representatives, and desired religious services was the largest 
issue raised throughout this review, with findings highlighting inequity for non-Christian prisoners 
and practitioners.  

People in custody were satisfied with the Christian religious services provided by CCWA chaplains, 
though they were frustrated by infrastructure and resourcing issues resulting in disrupted services. 
Chaplains were described as approachable, helpful, respectful, accessible, and empathetic. Pastoral 
care was highly valued by staff and prisoners, in addition to the support provided to Psychological 
Health Services, Prison Support Officers, Aboriginal Visitors Scheme, and Cultural Services. However, 
the boundaries between pastoral care and counselling services appear to have blurred across the 
custodial estate. At sites where medical and psychological services were under-resourced or absent, 
the role of chaplaincy had expanded.  

There was an apparent misunderstanding of an equitable religious and faith service among both the 
contract holder and contract monitoring teams. At the time of this review, CCWA had not sub-
contracted any individuals from non-Christian faiths. Many prisoners wanting access to non-Christian 
faith services were unsatisfied, and feedback highlighted recurring requests for increased diversity 
within chaplaincy, variation of religious services and information about non-Christian religions. 
Aboriginal prisoners reported a desire for Christian services, but that these be delivered by 
Aboriginal chaplains and/or Elders from Country. The experience of non-contracted religious 
practitioners was largely one of confusion, inaccessibility, and underappreciation. Chaplains relied on 
external faith practitioners to provide non-Christian and non-English resources yet had been 
directed not to assist non-contracted practitioners applying for security clearances or arranging 
either ad hoc visits or ongoing services. While this direction was aligned with departmental policy, it 
had resulted in significant challenges for those outside of CCWA attempting to access facilities to 
provide prisoner-requested services. Removing the requirement for chaplains to arrange and 
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manage requested religious services isolates them from non-contracted religious practitioners and 
hampers building networks and partnerships necessary for an equitable religious service. Unlike 
departmental sites, chaplains at Acacia were responsible for sourcing, arranging, and supporting 
external practitioners. The result was the best representation of equitable access to inter-faith 
services across the custodial estate. But there was scope for improvement. 

Resourcing is assumed adequate though is not aligned with current policy 

Both contracts make provisions for the adequate resourcing of chaplaincy to meet the needs of the 
prison population. These are sufficient in terms of financial allocation. However, access is not 
necessarily equitable. Chaplains advised us they had sufficient and appropriate access to equipment 
to do their allocated work. However, some sites did not have access to a dedicated space for 
religious or spiritual services, while some provided spaces were overtly Christian. Beyond falling 
short of meeting all contractual obligations, a lack of accessible or appropriate space was impeding 
the right of people in custody to freely practice their chosen religion. Prisoners had a strong desire 
for consistent and varied religious services to be held away from others. Contractual requirements 
and departmental policy regarding procuring, clearing, and disseminating religious and spiritual 
resources were not aligned, leading to inconsistent practices which directly disadvantaged prisoners 
of non-Christian faiths.  

Conclusion 

With retendering of the Department’s religious and faith services contract imminent, and Serco due 
to retender within the next two years, there is much work to be done to ensure future chaplaincy 
models provide multi-faith services that are consistently monitored for effectiveness and equity. To 
continue with the model currently in place would be to deny non-Christian prisoners and young 
people the fundamental human right to to practice the religion or spirituality of their choosing.  
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List of Recommendations 

Recommendation Page DOJ Response 

Recommendation 1 
The Department and Serco Acacia review all contractual 
requirements for purpose, achievability, clarity, and alignment 
between service level requirements and on site processes.   

6 Supported 

Recommendation 2 
The Department and Serco Acacia review current recruitment, 
training, and development practices and progress to ensure all 
meet with agreed contractual requirements and on site role 
requirements. 

10 Not Supported 

Recommendation 3 
The Department and Serco Acacia review alternative chaplaincy 
models that can inform new contractual requirements which 
meet the inter-faith needs of the custodial population.  

10 
Supported in 

Principle 

Recommendation 4 
The Department, Serco Acacia, and service providers utilise local 
communities and organisations to source both Aboriginal 
chaplains and Aboriginal Elders as part of an inter-faith 
chaplaincy model. 

17 Not Supported 

Recommendation 5 
The Department and Serco Acacia revise the chaplaincy model 
and contractual requirements to formally incorporate non-
Christian and Aboriginal organisations into chaplaincy. 

23 
Supported in 

Principle 

Recommendation 6  
Serco Acacia formally adhere to current contractually stipulated 
monitoring requirements in full. 

24 N/A 
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1 Limited monitoring of standards yields superficial 
understanding of chaplaincy 

A public tender process was undertaken to award the Department’s chaplaincy and pastoral services 
contract. In assessing submissions, the Department applied state government policies relevant to 
service delivery, accountability, and sustainability, and evaluated value for money against qualitative 
criteria, mandatory requirements, and a price schedule. Three organisations submitted offers, in 
addition to the CCWA. Although a shared-contractor arrangement was possible, the Department 
determined there was no benefit in diversifying the contract.  

CCWA also holds a contract with Serco, covering Acacia only. This contract was effective from May 
2021 to May 2024. During this review Serco confirmed it had exercised the contractual option to 
renew for another two years. However, it was unable to provide information about the tender 
process undertaken prior to the 2021-2024 contract being awarded to CCWA. 

1.1 Clear reporting requirements are not followed  

Efficiency and effectiveness of religious and spiritual services in prisons are supposed to be assessed 
through formal reporting requirements outlined in each contract. Requirements include ongoing 
reporting of performance measures, reviewing compliance with service specifications and 
contractual requirements, and meetings between service providers and contract management 
teams. Informal reporting and monitoring is also present on site, which at times appeared to replace 
formal reporting mechanisms. While formal reporting requirements are clearly stated in each 
contract, in practice it is often incomplete, inconsistent, onerous, and ineffective. Consequently, 
services have not been evaluated for efficiency or effectiveness for the life of either contract.  

Reporting requirements outlined in the Department’s contract are detailed, though are considered 
onerous and unsuitable. Both CCWA and the Department have reporting obligations outlined within 
the contract. CCWA is required to submit a bi-annual performance review report to the 
Department’s Contract Management Team (CMT), which incorporates quantitative information and 
survey responses from prisoners and staff with qualitative feedback provided by chaplains. 
Additionally, CCWA representatives are required to attend quarterly stakeholder and service delivery 
meetings with CMT to maintain standards, improve service outcomes, and build relationships. CMT 
uses these reporting mechanisms to inform annual Disability Access and Inclusion Plans as well as 
cyclical Service Reviews, to assess level of compliance with services specifications and contractual 
requirements. 

Formal reporting and governance requirements within the Serco-CCWA contract are clear, though 
an informal approach to reporting is practised on site. Standards require monthly operational 
meetings, quarterly planning meetings, and annual review meetings. These meetings include various 
Serco and CCWA stakeholders and are required to raise services issues, report incidents, 
communicate prison changes, management relationships, and ensure holistic management of 
prisoners. Additionally, chaplaincy are required to provide a monthly report to Serco Rehabilitation 
and Reintegration management detailing services and summarising achievements for the period. 
Annually, a Service Delivery Plan is required from Chaplaincy to outline the schedule of services, 
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programs, events and all associated costs and full time equivalent (FTE) staffing requirements 
necessary to complete the schedule.  

Onerous and unworkable reporting mechanisms within Department’s contract 

Prior to the commencement of the Department’s contract, a conscious effort was made to ensure 
the quality of reporting mechanisms. However, these mechanisms lacked the key processes and 
systems necessary for successful implementation. It has resulted in partial and inaccurate reporting, 
that is not informed by the experiences of people in custody or staff using the contracted services.  

For example, bi-annual performance review reports were developed to enhance reporting. This 
required chaplains to provide, for each facility (broken down by demographics): 

• average daily population 
• number and type of pastoral care contacts 
• number, type, and attendees of religious and spiritual services. 

 
Feedback from people in custody and staff was also expected to be included in each report while 
summaries of trends, issues, and resolutions were required for the various service user cohorts 
(male and female prisoners, Indigenous prisoners, detainees, and staff).  

The report was meant to be an opportunity for CCWA to demonstrate the benefit of services as well 
as value for money. However, in practice performance reporting was regularly incomplete. Both CMT 
and CCWA considered the contractual reporting requirements unworkable. We also found the bi-
annual performance reports did not include survey data feedback for the life of the contract. No 
survey had been designed to gather feedback from users, nor was there an intention by CMT or 
CCWA to collect feedback by any other means. CMT agreed there was a concerning lack of input 
from the service users as to the efficiency and effectiveness of the services provided by CCWA 
chaplains.  

We found contractual reporting occurred consistently, but the reports were often incomplete and/or 
contained errors. CCWA is contractually obliged to provide both quantitative and qualitative 
information to demonstrate its performance again specific measures. However, we were advised 
that as many chaplains lacked the skill and/or time to input the quantitative information under the 
contract’s reporting requirements, this task was taken over by CMT. CMT also took on the task of 
extracting quantitative data from departmental systems. Yet despite this shift, we identified several 
reports missing data. We were pleased to see qualitative summaries identifying common themes 
were consistently provided by CCWA chaplains. However, surveys to elicit detailed and rich 
qualitative feedback were not conducted as required. We acknowledge the manual and therefore 
time-consuming processes required when collecting the quantitative information stipulated within 
the contract. But this was agreed to by all parties. We also acknowledge the resource constraints 
within CMT meant it had to rely on spot-checking bi-annual performance review reports. However, 
CMT was unaware of the errors in reporting we identified as part of this review, and this leads us to 
conclude that the overall bi-monthly reporting was inadequate. 
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Chaplains and CCWA consistently reported challenges with data reporting. However, minimal action 
appears to have been taken to rectify these through training or automation. Issues included:  

• available categories lacked relevance 
• input was too time consuming 
• access to computers was often scarce 
• the reporting system was not fit for recording religious and spiritual information. 

Developing an electronic reporting system to aid chaplains with reporting requirements was 
included within the Department’s contract. However, attempts to implement a suitable tool were not 
workable with the performance report’s template. As such, CMT agreed to input the data on behalf 
of CCWA to increase qualitative feedback from chaplains. Providing appropriate training to chaplains 
was consistently raised at quarterly meetings. The Department advised us it expects to deliver this in 
2024. However, at the time of our review, this had not occurred. Given this data informs both 
contractual parties’ understanding of need and demand, these issues reflect a failure to meet service 
delivery requirements and significantly hamper any assessment of efficiency and effectiveness. 

Informal approaches to reporting procedures by Serco 

Reporting mechanisms for the Serco contract with CCWA were largely informal in practice. We were 
advised this was due to the strong on-site working relationship between the chaplains and Serco’s 
contract monitoring body, the Rehabilitation and Reintegration management team. However, this 
meant there had been no monthly, quarterly, or annual meetings as per contract requirements for 
the length of the current contract. Serco also do not receive monthly program and service reports 
summarising service level achievements. Instead, issues with service delivery and contractual 
performance, on site incidents, significant events, new services, and potential risks within the prison 
population were casually communicated to Serco Rehabilitation and Reintegration as needed. This 
communication was supplemented by daily observations of practice permitted by the proximity of 
Serco Rehabilitation and Reintegration to the chaplains and the multi-faith centre. 

We were advised by Serco Rehabilitation and Reintegration the informal reporting system was 
effective, transparent, consistent, and accessible. However, it acknowledged contractual reporting 
requirements were not being met and ought to be. Where formal reporting was compiled by 
chaplaincy, it was incomplete and therefore lacked transparency. Monthly reporting consisted of 
attendance counts and dot point analyses of trends and issues, rather than summaries of the 
achievement of the service obligations. Annual Service Delivery Plans were consistently provided to 
Serco Rehabilitation and Reintegration, outlining the schedule of services, programs, and events for 
the year. They included a forecast of resourcing needs, but not the associated costs for delivery as 
per the budgetary reporting requirements.  

Serco Rehabilitation and Reintegration advised us formal reporting beyond what was currently 
provided was unnecessary as the contract was mature, the chaplaincy team was established, and the 
provided services were valued. We agree the chaplains were highly regarded at Acacia Prison. 
However, the informal reporting processes have led to a limited understanding of contractual 
obligations and the efficiency and effectiveness of services. 
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We are also concerned that there is no contractual requirement to gather feedback from prisoners 
or staff at Acacia, effectively excluding the direct input of service users.  

Inconsistent monitoring of training and development 

Inconsistent monitoring of training in both contracts has reduced the understanding of chaplains’ 
suitability to provide safe and effective services. Under the Department’s contract with CCWA, 
responsibility for training and development rests with CCWA, while endorsement and monitoring lies 
with CMT. These tasks occurred during quarterly meetings as part of the review of service 
documentation, processes, and procedures. Based on the terms of the contract, CMT expects 
chaplains to arrive on-site both qualified and trained, including an expectation that they have 
completed mandated training in: 

• suicide prevention 
• at-risk management processes 
• mental health awareness 
• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural awareness 
• cyber security 
• disability awareness 
• harassment protocols.  

Despite using the Department’s online learning system, at the time of this review, there were 
inconsistent and inaccurate records of the ongoing training and professional development of 
chaplains. Completed training was not formally monitored by CMT for consistency, completion, or 
relevance, nor was there a training register.3  

The responsibility for training and development for the Serco contract similarly lies with CCWA. This 
contract requires only that CCWA follow the direction of Serco regarding internal training. However, 
Acacia’s wider services agreement requires all contracted workers, such as CCWA, to develop and 
implement an induction package and ongoing training package at the commencement of the 
contract (DOJ - SSO, 2020). These packages must cover the basic requirements of working in prisons, 
and specific requirements for the chaplaincy role. However, in practice Serco Rehabilitation and 
Reintegration were only aware of Serco’s standard on-site induction and mandatory online training 
being available to chaplains. Monthly and annual meetings gave chaplains the opportunity to raise 
training and development issues or changes, but there were no specified monitoring responsibilities 
by Serco. 

Serco Rehabilitation and Reintegration expected chaplains to be suitability trained and qualified to 
work with people who have trauma, mental ill-health, and vulnerability. However, its oversight of 

 

 

 

3 In response to a draft copy of this review, the Department established a formal training register for monitoring internal 
mandatory training requirements for prison chaplains, in addition to Clinical Pastoral Education qualifications. As at February 
2025, compliance against training requirements for prison chaplains was at approximately 90%. 
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completed training and development was minimal. Serco Rehabilitation and Reintegration did not 
monitor the role specific training and development provided by CCWA and was not involved in 
recruitment. This meant there was only a superficial understanding of chaplains’ suitability in 
providing emotional support or religious services safely and effectively. 

Limited awareness of reporting expectations 

Across the custodial estate there is misunderstanding of reporting lines, with several chaplains 
mistaking local management for their line management. But within both contracts line management 
responsibility rests with CCWA. The practical expectation on site to follow prison management 
direction causes confusion and tension among the parties. This misunderstanding by chaplains and 
prison management alike, has meant a minority of incidents, in addition to potential behavioural or 
conduct issues, were not reported to CCWA as per contractual protocols.  

At the time of this review, poor communication has led to a misunderstanding of CCWA’s role as a 
sub-contracting service provider with responsibility for reporting issues, incidents, and changes to 
CMT and Serco Rehabilitation and Reintegration. Both CCWA and CMT routinely contact prisons, and 
Serco Rehabilitation and Reintegration observe daily chaplaincy practices. However, we question the 
adequacy of this contact given the breakdown in reporting to CCWA, which has resulted in 
unreported incidents and issues across regional sites.  

Increased site visits by CCWA since 2021 have aimed to mitigate risks and clarify its role in consulting 
with chaplains, prison management, CMT and Serco Rehabilitation and Reintegration to resolve 
breaches, incidents, or issues. CCWA address issues while on site with a combination of 
performance development and training. CCWA reported a strong desire to clarify their role as line 
management for all chaplains, as opposed to prison management, to support chaplains in their roles 
while ensuring consistency and accountability across all sites.4 

CMT plan to disseminate clarifying information to all superintendents regarding its role and function 
compared to facilities. CMT expects this will improve contract awareness and understanding of the 
need to deliver value for money. However, at the time of writing, this had not occurred because the 
relevant departmental policy had not been formally updated despite practical changes already 
occurring.  

 

 

 

4 In its response to a draft copy of this report, CCWA noted it had been clear and consistent in outlining reporting line for 
chaplains throughout the contract but despite these efforts some chaplains had failed to adhere to the reporting protocols. 
CCWA added it has sought to address concerns through performance management, additional support, and clarification. 
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We were advised by Serco Rehabilitation and Reintegration that Acacia’s chaplains follow the Acacia 
reporting process, but Serco Rehabilitation and Reintegration were unaware of the specific reporting 
processes for issues or incidents. Subsequently, the team were considering implementing formalised 
reporting procedures. It is unclear if this includes involving CCWA as line management.  

 

Serco’s superficial monitoring of spending was unable to prove efficient services 

There was minimal monitoring of chaplaincy budgets or spending by Serco. The Rehabilitation and 
Reintegration team reported being largely unaware of contract requirements in relation to meetings, 
reports, and budgets. While Serco received monthly invoices from CCWA as per the contract, these 
invoices were not consistent in price and were not itemised beyond the umbrella term ‘chaplaincy 
services’. The invoices were not provided to Serco Rehabilitation and Reintegration, therefore as a 
contract monitoring body, it has no understanding of the worth of the contract, the monies being 
paid, what these monies were for, or the value for money being provided.  

Furthermore, CCWA reported Acacia chaplaincy were highly programs focused, with minimal time 
spent on the provision of religious services and pastoral care. Despite this concern, CCWA had only 
visited Acacia twice since the commencement of its contract. This was compounded by minimal 
contact between Acacia’s chaplains and CCWA regarding responsibilities, occurrences, or needs. As 
such, we do not believe efficiency and value for money can be adequately determined for the life of 
Serco’s contract with CCWA.  

1.2 Changed recruitment practices and limited professional 
development meant inconsistent knowledge and eroded supports 

Informal changes have been made to chaplaincy recruitment across both contracts, potentially 
impacting religious knowledge and pastoral skill for contracted chaplains. This was compounded by 
inconsistent training availability and completion and reduced professional development avenues. 
Ultimately, this meant chaplains were often isolated and had a limited support in contemporary 
understanding of diverse faiths or spirituality.  

Informal changes to recruitment diminished the chaplaincy role 

CCWA manages recruitment, training, and professional development of chaplains for both contracts. 
Under the Department’s contract, alterations to service documents, processes, procedures, training 
and development could be made by CCWA, although they must be reviewed and approved by CMT. 
Despite this obligation, we found CMT were not aware CCWA had made changes to recruitment 
processes which were generalising chaplains’ qualifications. This highlighted both non-adherence 
with the contract and a gap in monitoring. 

Recommendation 1 
The Department and Serco review all contractual requirements for purpose, achievability, 
clarity, and alignment between service level requirements and on site processes.   
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At the commencement of both contracts separate job description forms (JDFs) outlined essential and 
desirable criteria for both chaplains and coordinating chaplains. Essential criteria included in both 
JDFs included: 

• a tertiary degree in Theology 
• minimum one unit of Clinical Pastoral Education (CPE) 
• previous pastoral experience 
• good standing with church or faith community 
• attendance at spiritual retreats 
• commitment to continuing education 
• broad knowledge of faiths, traditions, and designated contacts.  

Coordinating chaplains had an additional essential criterion of at least five years pastoral care 
experience. 

However, at the time of our review, the separate JDFs had been combined into one for both roles 
and all essential criteria were reclassified as desirable experience. A degree in Theology and 
minimum attainment of CPE points were no longer required for either position. They had been 
substituted for a demonstrated ability to: 

• promote religious and spiritual wellbeing through pastoral care 
• respond to spiritual needs 
• work with empathy with people from all ethnicities and religions 
• understand the impact of trauma, grief, and loss. 

The Department was not aware of these changes. Nor were the changes aligned to the Department’s 
contract which requires CCWA to consult with them where CPE qualifications are not met, to 
determine if the gap in qualification can be suitably addressed through training and development.  
CPE is a course undertaken by chaplains which involves self-reflection upon own issues and is 
therefore considered important by chaplains for a deep understanding of themselves and their role 
in providing pastoral care.  

The changes significantly generalise the knowledge and experience of incoming recruits. Feedback 
from young people in custody suggested there was benefit in learning about different religions, while 
adult prisoners requested services from Aboriginal Elders, and specifically female Noongar Elders, 
Buddhist Monks, Muslim Imams, and Jehovah’s Witnesses. Taken together, this highlights a need for 
greater theological understanding and religious and spiritual diversity within chaplaincy, as required 
under both contracts. We welcome the removal of Christian-centric qualifications in chaplaincy JDFs, 
as an opportunity for the recruitment of non-Christian chaplains across the custodial estate. 

Qualifications are there for a reason. Chaplains deal with complex issues and 
its dangerous to have well-meaning people without training. 

Chaplaincy feedback 
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Professional development opportunities had been eroded 

Professional development is part of the ongoing training provided by CCWA. It includes supervision, 
professional development retreats, peer gatherings, and departmental training. Some of these 
opportunities were well embedded, while others had diminished recently. 

1. Debriefing with a supervisor, who was typically a former chaplain, was available, as well as 
access to the CCWA General Secretary and employee assistance program. The frequency of 
this supervision depends on the chaplain’s member church and own preferences. However, 
across the custodial estate chaplains reported satisfaction with supervision and debriefing 
support. 

2. Shadowing with an experienced chaplain before new recruits commenced the role 
themselves was recently reinstated. This system was not consistent across sites, but it was 
appreciated as an opportunity to impart practical knowledge and skill.  

3. Retreats for professional development offered opportunities to refresh general skills and 
pursue spiritual development. We were informed by chaplaincy that during the current 
contracts only one retreat had been held, though CCWA advised that three retreats had 
occurred during this time. Many chaplains appreciated this, but its intermittent nature did 
not promote continual development of new and established chaplains. 

4. Peer gatherings such as monthly team meetings and breakfast meets were planned by 
CCWA, but few had occurred during the current contracts. We also heard monthly meetings 
were so inconsistent at some facilities, communication was via a handover book.  

By far the most lamented professional development opportunity that had eroded was the 
disbandment of the Prison Chaplains Association (PCA). The PCA was a group for both contracted 
chaplains and non-contracted practitioners of faith across the custodial estate, which gathered to 
discuss issues and exchange information relevant to providing religious and pastoral services. Active 
at the time both current contracts commenced, the PCA was included in the Department’s contract 
as a tool for coordinating chaplains. The PCA was also a professional development resource for 
chaplains, and it was listed as a partner organisation which CCWA could regularly contact and share 
information. 

Despite this, the PCA disbanded in 2021, and we received conflicting accounts for how and why this 
occurred. In previous contracts, the PCA had performed the function of contract management 
meetings. However, this was deemed inappropriate for the current contract. CCWA reported some 
service providers allegedly dominated quarterly PCA meetings and they preferred having one 
organisation providing all services to streamline communication and reduce workload. Under the 
current contract, PCA members can raise matters and provide advice at contractual Reintegration 
Services Meetings, though a review of attendees found no chaplains, coordinating chaplains, or non-
contracted practitioners of faith attended these meetings.  

Current chaplains and external faith practitioners advised us the PCA was a highly valued source of 
knowledge and support. Without the PCA, chaplains said they had no direct line of communication 
with other chaplains, were unaware of other chaplains across the custodial estate, and missed the 
sense of community and togetherness. Several practitioners expressed a desire for the PCA, or a 
similar body, to be restored so all religious and pastoral service providers could communicate and 
network. 
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Training opportunities were not comprehensive 

We found the Department expected chaplains to complete a suite of internal online training 
programs, with ad hoc site wide training offered by prison management. Some chaplains reported 
barriers to accessing the online learning system, such as they were not authorised to use it. On-site 
training varied between facilities as determined by the Superintendent. This meant some chaplains 
actively engaged in weekly or monthly training with uniformed staff while other chaplains were not 
invited to attend these opportunities at all. 

Serco chaplains were also required to complete standardised mandatory site training through the 
online learning system, which was auto-monitored for completion. This training is mandatory for all 
Serco staff, and spans modules from suicide prevention to asbestos handling. It is not targeted 
towards the chaplaincy role. Beyond this generic online training and on-site induction, there were no 
further directions for training given by Serco Rehabilitation and Reintegration as chaplains were 
expected to arrive suitably trained. This was despite the contractual requirement for a tailored 
induction and ongoing training programs implemented by CCWA. 

CCWA was developing a training program for chaplains. However, this had been ongoing for the life 
of both contracts and was yet to be approved for implementation by either CMT or Serco. As such, 
several chaplains had arranged individual training and development to supplement the online and 
mandatory training provided by the Department and Serco respectively. This included:  

• Narcotics Anonymous (NA) 
• Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) 
• Alpha Course 
• Mental Health First Aid 
• Trauma Counselling.  

Other training was sought to address gaps in contemporary understanding, such as family violence 
and FASD, or to upskill to meet the growing needs of a diverse and understaffed prison population 
such as substance use, complex trauma, and suicidal tendencies. Training in program facilitation was 
often at the request of prison management in response to a gap in service provision. Chaplains 
undertook this training, seemingly unaware that CCWA possess a professional development budget 
for chaplains who seek additional training. It is suggested there is limited awareness of this budget 
across chaplaincy. There is an opportunity here for CCWA to ensure all chaplains are aware of the 
processes in place to request funded training opportunities.  

Chaplains should not be expected to arrange their own training, in lieu of sufficient or clearly 
available training and development being provided by their employer. Nor should they undertake 
training at the request of prison management to fill other gaps in services elsewhere across the 
facility. This is particularly important in light of mandatory training requirements in both contracts. 

We need to know more. I want to know anything that will help me provide a 
better service. 

Chaplaincy feedback 
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1.3 Independent oversight needed to improve monitoring and reduce 
burden on contractual monitoring teams  

Standards for reporting and monitoring are clearly stated within both contracts. However, not all 
standards were consistently or sufficiently met in practice often due to onerous requirements, 
informal procedural changes, and lack of awareness. Superficial reporting and inconsistent 
monitoring have led to services being delivered with limited evidence of efficiency or effectiveness. 
Reporting processes, practices and procedures, and policies for both contracts require review to 
better align practice with policy in a manner that is consistent with the original contracts. 

Alternative prison chaplaincy models adopted in other jurisdictions provide examples of religious 
and pastoral services delivered with independent oversight and structured equity. For example, New 
South Wales offers an inclusive and equitable model of chaplaincy. Currently, the Civil Chaplaincies 
Advisory Committee provides religious and pastoral services to all New South Wales prisons. 
Committee members include Christian, Buddhist, Islamic, and Jewish organisations. A Coordinating 
Chaplain manages chaplains as a Corrective Services employee who reports to both the Assistant 
Commissioner of Offender Management and Programs, and the Civil Chaplaincies Advisory 
Committee. The Coordinating Chaplain is also supported by a Corrective Services employed 
administrator. 

Feedback from religious organisations in Western Australia which have had experience with the New 
South Wales model indicate it is cohesive, transparent, and supportive. This they said was due to the 
objective nature of departmental management and the inclusivity of the advisory committee. 
Formally incorporating an independent management body in Western Australia could allow for 
equity not currently achieved through the contractual monitoring of CMT and Serco Rehabilitation 
and Reintegration. 

 

Recommendation 3 
The Department and Serco review alternative chaplaincy models that can inform new 
contractual requirements which meet the inter-faith needs of the custodial population.  

Recommendation 2 
The Department and Serco review current recruitment, training, and development practices 
and progress to ensure all meet with agreed contractual requirements and on site role 
requirements. 
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2 Access to non-Christian services is inequitable 

Access to religious items, chosen faith representatives and desired religious services was the largest 
issue raised throughout this review, with findings highlighting inequity for non-Christian prisoners 
and practitioners. 

2.1 Chaplaincy is valued as a source of hope and support 

People in custody were generally satisfied with the Christian religious services provided by CCWA 
chaplains. People in custody of Christian faith explained the chaplains were approachable, helpful, 
respectful, accessible, and willing to help. Many chaplains were also described as passionate and 
committed to their role, and adept at developing meaningful rapport with youth, men, and women. 
Some relationships even extended beyond prison and into the community, with chaplains officiating 
marriages for former prisoners.  

However, people in custody of Christian faith were also frustrated by infrastructure and resourcing 
issues which often led to disrupted services. Common issues included irregular services, inconsistent 
access to spaces of worship, and limited resources, such as DVD’s, CD’s, and books. Some prisoners 
also struggled to identify chaplaincy within the prison. This suggests a need for clearer identification 
of chaplains themselves and better advertising of both available religious services and the process 
for nominating for these services.  

2.2 Pastoral care was accessible, though this role was expanding to 
alleviate pressures in other support services 

Pastoral care is defined in the contract as the provision of emotional and wellbeing support through 
active listening and rapport building. It was highly valued across the custodial estate. Staff and 
people in custody alike advised us they found chaplains empathetic, committed to helping, available 
to listen, and supportive both in the prison and community. CCWA viewed pastoral care as a core 
role for chaplaincy, and chaplains spent much of their time providing pastoral care to prisoners, 
often working in collaboration with medical and psychological services. While providing religious 
services could arguably be the core role of chaplaincy, the focus on pastoral care likely reflected the 
high rate of people in custody without religious affiliations. 

The additional support chaplaincy provides to Psychological Health Services, Prison Support Officers, 
Aboriginal Visitors Scheme and Cultural Services was also greatly valued by local management and 
staff working in these areas. CCWA is committed to ensuring chaplains understand the boundaries 
of pastoral care and when to refer on to other support services. However, the boundaries between 
pastoral care and counselling services appear to have blurred across the custodial estate. At sites 
where medical and psychological services were under-resourced or absent, the role of chaplaincy 
had expanded. In some facilities, this included supporting those with mental health issues and 
suicidal risk.  

As per contractual responsibilities, the role of chaplains in assisting distressed individuals is to listen, 
provide comfort and calm, encourage self-care, and facilitate pro-social relationships. Where risk is 
identified by chaplains, they are to report this to the on-site Superintendent. Departmental policy 
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however, contradicts this and requires chaplains to be part of the support process for prisoners who 
may be at risk, inclusive of attending risk assessment meetings. Further compounding the confusion, 
CCWA actively directs chaplains not to engage in risk assessment meetings as it is not part of their 
role. In the absence of clear reporting lines or job role, adequate psychological staffing, and 
consistent religious services, some chaplains have prioritised mental health support over pastoral 
care and religious services.5  

Pastoral care was also provided to custodial staff, and on occasion, it was prioritised over providing 
services to prisoners. Across prisoners and staff, chaplaincy was most highly valued in the aftermath 
of critical incidents or deaths in custody, where they were relied upon to provide emotional support. 
This could include community support for the families of staff or people in custody. CCWA told us 
they were developing a critical incident response team and critical incident training, in addition to the 
standardised training plan it was also creating. In the interim, chaplains were often providing support 
during critical moments without adequate mental health training or relevant qualifications. 

Our pre-inspection surveys revealed prisoner satisfaction with the perceived ability of chaplains to 
assist with issues has reduced over the life of the current contracts (from 71% to 56%; see Figure 3). 
Prisoner feedback revealed chaplains were dedicated and caring, but unable to action change. Some 
prisoners said they were referred to chaplaincy by mental health staff when seeking psychological 
support. This led to confusion and frustration. The reduction in perceived ability may be indicative of 
chaplaincy’s expanded role into mental health, where they are unable to adequately address 
people’s needs and the appropriate services were not available for referral. 

Figure 3: People in custody’s perceived ability of chaplains to assist with issues (2013–2021). 

 

 

 

5 In response to a draft copy of this review, a Deputy Commissioners’ Broadcast was issued to all custodial staff to clarify the 
role, responsibilities, and reporting requirements of prison chaplains within custodial facilities. 
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Chaplain is extraordinary – respectful and empathetic, providing an ear or 
shoulder as well as prayer… overworked though and may need help to be more 
accessible. 

The only people who make an effort are the Chaplaincy and they are pretty 
much powerless to do anything.  

Prisoners' feedback 

2.3 Chaplaincy services were ecumenical not inter-faith 

It is a core contractual obligation that the role, conduct, and services of chaplaincy are equitable for 
all religions and faiths. This is described within the Department’s contract with CCWA as an 
‘ecumenical’ approach whereby chaplains provide religious and spiritual service to prisoners of all 
religions and faiths, regardless of their own affiliation. But this is a misunderstanding of an 
ecumenical approach, which is defined as the unification of Christian Churches in accordance with 
the teachings of Jesus Christ (Britannica , 2024). Therefore, an ecumenical approach is not aligned 
with the provision of support or service for those religions that do not incorporate these aspects of 
Christianity. 

In contrast, an inter-faith approach incorporates both related and unrelated religious groups 
(Cambridge University Press & Assessment, 2024). Although this term is reflected within the Serco 
contract, the practice is not fully embraced.  

A misunderstanding that an equitable religious and faith service was not the same as an ecumenical 
approach was apparent from our discussions with CCWA and the contract monitoring teams (CMT 
and Serco Rehabilitation and Reintegration), and also by the award of the contract and how it has 
been implemented. As the successful recipient of both contracts, CCWA sub-contracts chaplaincy 
positions to its member churches only, all of which are Christian. At the time of this review, CCWA 
had not sub-contracted, or considered sub-contracting, any individuals from non-Christian faiths. We 
were advised this was unnecessary as CCWA chaplains came from various Christian denominations, 
had experience with prisoners from multi-faith backgrounds, and had rapport with Aboriginal 
communities.  

While these statements may be accurate, they do not remove the right of a prisoner to receive 
guidance and visits from practitioners of the same religion or faith as per Section 95E of the Prisons 
Act 1981. This gap in service was apparent to prisoners, with feedback from across the custodial 
estate highlighting a lack of information about and accessibility to other religions such as Islam, 
Buddhism, Judaism, and Hinduism. We heard many requests for more chaplains from these religions 
and for a stronger Aboriginal presence within religious and spiritual services.  

Nevertheless, it remained that the CCWA were essentially providing an ecumenical service. This is 
not a criticism of the CCWA, rather it highlights the anomaly that the contract, as awarded, 
contemplates delivery of a broader service. We appreciate that CCWA is providing the service they 
tendered for. However, we are concerned that currently neither the departmental or Serco contracts 
provide for pastoral care or religious service outside of Christianity. It is clear to us non-Christian 
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faith chaplains can provide general pastoral care rather than just deliver religious ministry. Any 
award of future contracts should consider this as paramount. 

2.4 People in custody’s experience practicing diverse faiths was poor 

Many prisoners wanting access to non-Christian faith services were unsatisfied. As seen in Figure 3, 
prisoner survey results show perceived ability to practice one’s chosen religion was rated near or 
below 40% for the life of the current contracts, suggesting a low rate of satisfaction with religious 
freedom in prison. Feedback from people in custody highlighted recurring issues with access to 
religious services including requests for increased:  

• contact with member churches in the community
• diversity within chaplaincy (such as Aboriginal Elders, Buddhist Monks, Jehovah’s Witnesses,

and Muslim Imams)
• variation of religious services (including meditation sessions and Noongar spiritual teachings)
• information about non-Christian religions (such as Hinduism, Buddhism and Judaism).

Some prisoners also indicated they had been denied the right to change their religion to non-
Christian denominations. Chaplains, non-contracted practitioners, and custodial staff advised us 
prisoners’ religions were not being properly recorded on intake and the process for changing 
religion was lengthy and inappropriate. Some prisoners waited months for changes to be formally 
recorded, which could create tension as it delayed access to services, meals, and resources. The 
process of altering religious affiliation created a conflict as it required vetting by a chaplain who may 
not share or understand the prisoner’s faith.  

Prisoners and external faith practitioners also reported challenges in meeting daily needs, such as 
dietary requirements. Issues reported included inconsistent dietary allowances across sites, refusal 
to facilitate dietary requirements, and the supply of unsuitable foods.  

Being Jewish is never talked about. 

My religion is not respected. Christian religious support is the only option. 

Prisoners’ feedback 
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Figure 4: People in custody’s perceived ability to practice their chosen religion (2013–2021). 

Ramadan is the ninth month of the Islamic calendar, observed by Muslims as a month of fasting, 
prayer, reflection, and community (Huda, 2021). During Ramadan observers fast from sunrise to 
sunset and engage in increased prayer, recitation of the Quran, spiritual reflection, and charity. This 
holy month is a time of spiritual purification and gratitude and is observed within Western Australian 
prisons as a major religious event. However, we found observation of strict timeframes for both the 
consumption of appropriate foods and involvement in prayer was inconsistent across facilities. Often 
inadequate provisions were made for practicing Muslim prisoners during this time. This is reflected 
the personal experiences of prisoners.  

Case Study 1 

In 2024 a Muslim prisoner requested the kitchen provide appropriate foods for himself and 
other practicing prisoners for Ramadan. He advised us he was denied access to both 
appropriate foods and the opportunity to eat prior to sunrise. The prisoner alleged kitchen 
staff said they did not care about practicing prisoners’ needs during Ramadan and it was not 
the kitchen’s responsibility to cater to religious dietary requirements.  

Unable to fully participate in Ramadan, he raised a formal complaint with prison management. 
He was advised to lodge a request form each time the prisoners required specialised foods or 
meals at specific times. Departmental documentation confirmed a discussion between the 
prisoner and kitchen staff occurred, but there was no record of the religious needs or rights of 
the prisoner, nor the formal complaint. Despite policy requirements, neither the chaplain or 
Superintendent were involved in supporting the dietary needs or religious observance for 
these prisoners. Nor were they involved to resolve the matter. Having experienced these 
barriers and lack of appropriate supports, the prisoners reported feeling discriminated, 
vilified, and unable to practice their chosen faith in accordance with basic human rights.  
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A strong argument for Aboriginal chaplains and Elders 

Aboriginal prisoners’ feedback added further depth to the argument for more diversity among 
chaplains. They wanted an integrated approach to religion, spirituality and culture through services 
and visits from Elders. Christianity is a dominant religion among Aboriginal prisoners (almost 87% of 
prisoners who identified as Christian on intake to prison were Aboriginal).6 However, Aboriginal 
peoples’ relationships with Christianity vary greatly depending largely on their experiences with 
Christian Missions. This is important, as many Aboriginal prisoners reported a desire for Christian 
services, but that these be delivered by Aboriginal chaplains and/or Elders from Country. It is 
acknowledged that the Aboriginal Visitors Scheme provides cultural contact and counselling, though 
not religious services.  

Noongar Elders can provide an integrated Noongar-Christian tribal experience inclusive of 
storytelling and working with spirits. Even without a religious affiliation, Aboriginal people remain 
spiritually and culturally strong in practicing elemental and ancestral prayer, as well as traditional 
rites including Sorry Business. The inclusion of Aboriginal chaplains and Elders in religious and 
spiritual practices was especially important for young people, allowing for positive role models to 
share knowledge about religion, spirituality, and culture through tradition.  

A different kind of support is needed as part of a tribe – both Noongar and 
Christian. 

Prisoner feedback 

Recognising the importance of strong cultural and spiritual practice for Aboriginal youth, Banksia Hill 
Detention Centre had recently commenced embedding Aboriginal spirituality and culture into centre 
policies and processes, with some involvement by chaplains. The Aboriginal Services Unit and 
chaplaincy work together to co-coordinate funerals, memorials, and cultural healing events, even 
though the unit is the primary contact for these services.  

Aboriginal Services had developed a cultural healing site at the top of Banksia Hill, within the grounds 
of the centre. It was activated by Elders from different community groups to allow inclusion of all 
detainees across the State. The cultural space includes Elders seating to facilitate spiritual services 
and events and incorporates a spiritual walking trail. The site aims to foster belonging and 
commitment to culture, as well as increase feelings of acceptance in line with the Aboriginal ideology 
that everything is interconnected to spirit. 

Overall, spiritual, cultural, and therapeutic care is developing at Banksia Hill under the Aboriginal 
Services Unit, with an encouraging increase in services. Stronger integration of Aboriginal people in 

6 In response to a draft copy of this report, CCWA advised recruiting and retaining more First Nations chaplains were core 
goals, but it had faced challenges in retention.  
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chaplaincy would build on these gains. It would also provide support for these fledgling services 
within the remit of religious and spiritual service provision.  

Acacia Prison chaplaincy had actively engaged with Cultural Services to provide culturally responsive 
services including a men’s Healing Circle. Integration of Aboriginal need was strong at Acacia, with 
Elders and the chaplains working collaboratively to manage religious, spiritual, and cultural services. 
The presence of Elders was described as calming for prisoners, enhancing the cultural safety of the 
site. 

Across the custodial estate several chaplains have also been vouched for by community. Through 
closely working with First Nations communities, some chaplains consider themselves part of these 
communities and are treated as such by Aboriginal peoples. This is acknowledged as important for 
building the trust needed to provide culturally responsive services. However, there remains a strong 
desire for Aboriginal people to be present on-site.  

For Aboriginal youth the connection to Elders is important. Elders are keepers 
of knowledge, storytellers, role models and people we pray to. We are losing 
knowledge and youth will seek connection and knowledge elsewhere. 

Singing and preaching by Chaplains is ok but trust is needed to provide 
services beyond this. We need our own people – known people with connection. 

Prisoners' feedback 

2.5 The experience of non-Christian faith practitioners was mostly poor 

Non-contracted religious practitioner experience was largely one of confusion, inaccessibility, and 
underappreciation. CCWA and CMT attitudes did not elevate the needs of these practitioners, and 
we were told chaplains had been directed not to assist non-contracted practitioners applying for 
security clearances or arranging either ad hoc visits or ongoing services. While this direction is 
aligned with departmental policy, it had resulted in significant challenges for those outside of CCWA 
who wished to provide prisoner-requested services. Conversely, at Acacia, there was greater equity, 
but there was still capacity for increased access.  

Over-reliance on free resources 

Both contracts adequately accounted for the number of FTE positions needed to meet current 
needs for Christian services across the custodial estate. However, an absence of paid chaplaincy 
positions for practitioners from non-Christian faiths meant inequitable access to non-Christian 

Recommendation 4 
The Department, Serco Acacia, and service providers utilise local communities and 
organisations to source both Aboriginal chaplains and Aboriginal Elders as part of an inter-
faith chaplaincy model. 
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services. At the time of this review, practitioners from religious faiths including Islam, Buddhism, 
Jehovah’s Witness, Sikhism, and Judaism had or were providing voluntary religious resources and 
services at various locations across the custodial estate. Resources included literature, clothing, and 
ritual items. Services spanned weekly Muslim prayer services, fortnightly Buddhist meditation 
sessions, and sporadic Jehovah’s Witness bible study classes and visits from Jewish Rabbi’s. These 
services were in addition to ad hoc individual visits to identified prisoners. 

External faith practitioners had provided resources and services free of charge for the past decade, 
at significant financial and personal cost and without compensation or reimbursement. CCWA, CMT, 
and Serco Rehabilitation and Reintegration management advised us they were unaware most 
chaplains relied on external faith practitioners to provide non-Christian and non-English resources 
instead of sourcing these items themselves and drawing from the CCWA budget. However, the three 
parties were aware numerous religious and faith practitioners of Christian and non-Christian 
denomination were providing religious and spiritual services, including visits, programs, and rites, 
without payment. 

We are concerned this shows a significant lack of understanding about the inequities of this 
arrangement. And more so, as this arrangement was long standing across previous contracts, it 
appears that no consideration has been given to compensating external practitioners for their 
ongoing contributions. The current arrangement represents financial inequity and limits prisoner 
access to chosen religious or faith representatives. It also emphasises that the current service is an 
ecumenical rather than a multi-faith service.  

Policy change disproportionately affects non-Christian practitioners 

Compounding financial inequity is departmental policy, which obscured access processes for non-
contracted faith representatives by removing the need for CCWA chaplains to help arrange external 
faith practitioner visits and services.   

A core role of the chaplains (included within both contracts) was arranging access to a religious or 
spiritual practitioner of a prisoner’s own faith. Departmental policy outlines the process for this 
access, with requests to be referred to and managed by site superintendents (DOJ, 2024). The local 
Superintendent approves or denies requests made by a single prisoner. If multiple prisoners or 
services, programs, or courses are requested, the approval process must include the 
Superintendent in consultation with chaplaincy, and Department’s own Rehabilitation and 
Reintegration branch. We found this process was not followed.  

CCWA and CMT advised policy change in 2021 altered the procedure for sourcing external 
practitioners due to chaplain feedback the task was too time consuming. To alleviate the impost, the 
local Superintendent must now identify and arrange all non-Christian religious practitioner requests. 
This involves sourcing a representative in the community and supporting them to gain a department 
security clearance. Prison management may also manage and monitor the religious services 
provided, including by arranging site escorts and developing religious booklets. Chaplains were 
available for consultation, but this varied across sites. The Chaplain Coordinator communicates with 
representatives from faith communities including Jehovah’s Witnesses, Buddhists, Jewish and Sikh, 
although these communities reported to us their access to custodial sites could be challenging. The 
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requirements of this policy contradict the contractual requirement that chaplains support all other 
religious and spiritual needs by ensuring ability to access spiritual leaders from their chosen religion. 

CCWA actively precluded its chaplains from arranging, clearing, and managing external faith 
practitioners while we found the Department’s Rehabilitation and Reintegration branch had not 
been involved in any consultation.7 The change to departmental policy had not been communicated 
to service providers or stakeholders. This meant there was a lack of clarity for external religious 
practitioners and prison management at each facility.  

Over the last 18 months the Department of Justice has told us that we must go 
through the Superintendent as [the policy] is still being ratified. The current 
[policy] is not being adhered to in the interim. Not sure what the delay is. It is 
frustrating trying to get access. Individual Chaplains are helpful though we 
could do more with clarity regarding access pathways. There’s no clarity 
through the Department of Justice and CCWA are saying it’s not their role to 
facilitate us. 

External faith practitioner feedback 

 

 

 

 

7 In response to a draft copy of this review, the Department advised us fortnightly meetings are held between its Rehabilitation 
and Reintegration branch and CCWA to review prospective religious and spiritual services, ensuring they are reputable, 
appropriate, and not a duplicate. This function is included within departmental policy, though no documentation was provided 
to evidence its occurrence.  
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Obtaining security clearances could be discouragingly time consuming 

Individuals and organisations outside of the CCWA and its Christian member churches experienced 
significant challenges accessing facilities, largely due to unclear security clearance processes and a 
lack of systemic support. External religious practitioners reported the process for gaining security 
clearance was lengthy and lacked transparency and communication. We heard complaints that when 
clearance applications were sent to the Department, there was no reference number given, no 
timeline for processing, and follow-up correspondence was often not returned. If a clearance was 
needed for multiple prisons, the process was required for each prison but there was no tracking of 
these applications.  

According to the CCWA, a typical turnaround for security clearances was a fortnight although this 
had slowed to four to six weeks at the time of our review. However, we heard of occasions up to 10 
months for cleared parties to be notified, during which time the practitioners could not access 
prisons in any religious or spiritual capacity. This led to attrition, with several external faith 
practitioners feeling frustrated and underappreciated. They reported losing motivation to engage 
with prisons in the face of continued barriers and limited assistance.  

Case Study 2 

One external religious practitioner had been visiting several Western Australian prisons for 
almost a decade. Over this time, they provided religious items and conducted religious 
services free of charge and covered costs out of their own pocket. In response to the ongoing 
barriers accessing prisoners of shared belief, their role of providing services and resources 
expanded to include: 

• managing security clearances for additional external practitioners 
• developing information resources for prisoners and staff 
• negotiating consistent resources and services with chaplaincy and management 
• advocating for the observance of dietary needs and major event practices.  

Negotiation and advocacy occur across multiple custodial sites and, in addition to providing 
ongoing religious support, these significantly strain their time and resources.  

The compounding financial pressures meant they were concerned they will not be able to 
provide religious items or facilitate services to all prisoners when requested. The practitioner 
did not believe monetary compensation would better assist prisoners of shared belief. Rather, 
external practitioners needed improved access, transparent communication, and consistent 
services. Overall, they wanted a recognised voice, to directly represent and meet prisoners’ 
religious needs. 



21 

It took 4 months to see a prisoner as the Chaplain gave me the run around 
and then I had to be escorted. A person in need asked to see me, why did it take 
4 months? 

External faith practitioner feedback 

Siloing hampers access and equity 

Removing the requirement for chaplains to arrange and manage requested religious services 
isolates them from non-contracted religious practitioners. It also hampers building networks and 
partnerships necessary for an equitable religious service. This limitation was evident when sourcing 
non-Christian resources and practitioners, as chaplains relied upon personal theological knowledge 
and connections, which varied greatly.  

There were a few non-Christian services, but at several facilities only Christian services were 
delivered. Reasons given for this included COVID delays, clearance processes deterring visitors, an 
inability to source requested practitioners, and diverse services not being requested. While some 
external practitioners took an active approach to contact prisons and chaplaincy to offer services, 
other practitioners were unsure of who to contact or how to arrange access. Without a professional 
body or centralised list of security-approved external religious practitioner contacts, several 
chaplains were unaware of non-Christian practitioners already available. Additionally, where external 
religious organisations had received requests for visits directly from prisoners or their families, some 
were told there was no need for their services when following up with on-site chaplains.  

Siloing of contracted and non-contracted practitioners extended to Christian organisations too. For 
example, at several prisons, management were tasked with arranging and managing all Prison 
Fellowship practitioners and services. CCWA advised its chaplains they would be breaching contract 
if they facilitated Prison Fellowship programs, as chaplaincy were not funded to facilitate external 
religious visits or services. This contradicts the role of Prison Fellowship as it is listed as a CCWA 
Associate Member within the Department’s contract. The inconsistency has meant extra work for on-
site prison management, confusion for members of the Prison Fellowship, and discomfort for 
chaplains wishing to assist.8  

These actions represented a fundamental misunderstanding of a core role of chaplaincy to ensure 
the diverse religious needs of prisoners are met. Clarity around how external practitioners are to 
arrange on site services and engage with chaplains is needed.  

 

 

 

8 In response to a draft copy of this report, CCWA advised us Prison Fellowship is no longer an associate member, but it does 
refer service providers seeking access to prison management. 
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There’s been no non-Christian faith services or visits recently – there are issues 
here. 

Chaplaincy feedback 

Acacia Prison offers the most equitable access, though there is scope to improve 

Acacia offers the most equitable access for non-contracted practitioners, though there is scope for 
improvement. Unlike departmental sites, chaplains at Acacia were responsible for directly managing 
external religious practitioners. Security clearances were processed through departmental systems 
and so they remained a barrier. However, Acacia chaplains’ source, arrange, and support external 
practitioners with the assistance of Serco Rehabilitation and Reintegration. The result was the best 
representation of equitable access to inter-faith services across the custodial estate. 

At the time of this review, Acacia was the only facility consistently holding more than one non-
Christian religious service, offering fortnightly Muslim prayer services and Buddhist meditation 
sessions. Prison Fellowship were also included, running a weekly Christian program. Security 
clearances had also been successfully arranged for Jewish and Jehovah’s Witness practitioners. 
External practitioners appreciated the chaplains’ direct assistance. However, better access was still 
needed (including increased frequency and greater freedom in scheduling service days, especially 
for days which hold religious significance). Similarly, better communication regarding service 
alterations was required.  

A clear strength of Acacia’s integration of external religious and spiritual affiliation was the inclusion 
of Aboriginal spirituality, culture, and people. Elders and chaplaincy worked collaboratively to 
manage religious, spiritual, and cultural services. On-site Aboriginal Elders provided cultural and 
spiritual services and engaged in religious services upon request. At the time of this review, an 
Aboriginal member of Cultural Services was transitioning to chaplaincy and an Elder from Ebenezer 
Aboriginal Corporation had been approached to facilitate a men’s Healing Circle.  

Some public prisons actively included Aboriginal people as Elders (in memorials and Sorry Business), 
but we understand there were no Aboriginal chaplains employed by CCWA. CCWA had, however, 
reportedly approached a female Elder and former CCWA chaplain to re-engage with chaplaincy. 
Although this was encouraging, CCWA by its own admission, has struggled to retain Aboriginal 
chaplains. We heard that problems experienced recruiting and retaining Aboriginal chaplains 
included educational barriers, familial responsibilities on Country, and professional poaching of 
chaplains to other services The desire to recruit Aboriginal chaplains, must be matched by processes 
to facilitate successful recruitment and retention.  

It’s always important to increase the number of Aboriginal people working in 
prisons in general. This will create a culturally safe environment. 

Cultural Services, Acacia. 
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2.6 Sub-contracting inter-faith organisations could resolve access 
issues 

At the time of this review CCWA reported it had successfully recruited an Aboriginal chaplain and 
intended to sub-contract a Muslim chaplain to broaden services. There was scope to review the 
allocation of chaplaincy hours across the custodial estate, both in terms of number of chaplains and 
the process for determining each site’s need. Over the length of the current contracts, extra hours 
had been requested at various facilities based on changes on site, with most linked to the population 
increase.9  

However, none of these requests related to the divergent religious needs of the increasing 
population. Requests for increases to FTE positions provide the opportunity to improve inter-faith 
access. We urge the Department to work with CCWA to follow through and expand the network to 
include Aboriginal Elders and multiple non-Christian religious and spiritual organisations. 

The population is changing – it is becoming more diverse and more ethnic. 

Prison officer feedback 

 

 

 

 

9 In response to a draft copy of this review, the Department reported that funding requests to increase the level of service 
provision under the contract to meet the needs of the increasing custodial population have not been supported due to 
funding availability. 

Recommendation 5 
The Department and Serco Acacia revise the chaplaincy model and contractual requirements 
to formally incorporate non-Christian and Aboriginal organisations into chaplaincy. 
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3 Resourcing is assumed adequate though is not aligned 
with current policy 

Both contracts make provisions for the adequate resourcing of chaplaincy to meet the needs of the 
prison population. These are sufficient in terms of financial allocation. However, access is not 
necessarily equitable. 

3.1 Resourcing was acceptable, though value for money was unclear  

Under the Department’s contract with CCWA, many chaplains advised us they had sufficient and 
appropriate access to facilities and equipment (like offices, desks, phones, and computers) to do 
their allocated work. Individually, several also reported relative ease in accessing requested religious 
or spiritual items for major religions, including Christianity, Islam, Sikhism, Hinduism, and Buddhism. 
However, this was concerning because there was no specific allocation of finances in the 
Department’s contract with CCWA for these resources. Most of the contract's budget was used for 
contractually agreed FTE across all departmental sites. An additional $93,817 per annum remained 
after employee salaries and benefits. However, it was unclear to us how this money was being spent 
given many resources were being sourced by chaplains for free. 

Similarly, the Serco contract does not have a clear financial allocation for religious, spiritual, or 
pastoral materials and items. The chaplaincy team receive a monthly allocation of $25,273. But there 
are no stipulations within the contract regarding how this money is to be allocated. And in November 
2023, the monthly invoice cost rose to $26,501, accounting for a CPI (consumer price index) 
increase.  

Under Serco’s contract, chaplains must advise the Serco Rehabilitation and Reintegration 
management team of annual costs for all consumables and similar items needed to deliver services, 
programs, or events in an Annual Service Delivery Plan. While these plans are developed, resourcing 
costings have not been included for the life of the current contract, and Serco Rehabilitation and 
Reintegration were also unable to advise the resource spending of chaplaincy. As such, we were not 
able to establish whether the Serco contract was providing value for money when procuring 
resources. 

 

3.2 Inconsistent access to places of faith restricts religious practice and 
pastoral care 

Places of faith were predominantly Christian  

Although there was a specific requirement for all departmental sites to have dedicated religious and 
spiritual spaces available for use by all faiths, most presented as overtly Christian (see Photos 1 and 

Recommendation 6 
Serco Acacia to formally adhere to current contractually stipulated monitoring requirements 
in full. 
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2). Most centres were spacious and adequately resourced, but many were referred to as chapels 
and the furnishings, items, and literature were predominately Christian. This was a consistent theme 
across prisons, where physical access was largely mistaken for religious and spiritual equity. 

Photo 1: All Faiths Spiritual Centre at Acacia Prison  Photo 2: Chapel at Casuarina Prison 

Conversely, a few sites had successfully developed an inter-faith space. One success, the Spiritual 
Centre at Boronia Pre Release Centre, was considered a beautiful space by prisoners, free of 
religious aesthetic (see Photo 3). Centres such as the Hakea Multi-Faith Centre and Bandyup Dat 
Nyininy Sanctuary also represented more equitable spaces for the practice of any religion or faith. 
However, staffing shortages meant Hakea’s Multi-Faith Centre was closed at the time of this review, 
and there were no upcoming plans to re-open it. Bandyup’s Dat Nyininy Sanctuary was routinely 
available for prisoners to use independently. But it was also used as a staff amenities room and so 
there was little religious and spiritual resourcing or décor (see Photo 4). Staff shortages and the 
multi-purpose use of multi-faith spaces were also linked to inconsistent religious services in Albany 
Regional Prison. 

Photo 3: Spiritual Centre at Boronia Pre-Release Centre     Photo 4: Dat Nyininy Sanctuary at Bandyup 
Women’s Prison 

Some sites did not have places of faith or their access was limited 

Some sites did not have access to a dedicated space for religious or spiritual services, multi-faith or 
otherwise. Chaplains at Banksia Hill Detention Centre, Melaleuca Women’s Prison, and Greenough 
Regional Prison conducted religious and spiritual services in public spaces such as day rooms, ovals, 
or smoking huts. Sporadic use of program or cultural rooms could be arranged, though these spaces 
were sometimes too small or difficult to book. This was not a significant issue for religious or spiritual 
services, but it did pose privacy issues when engaging people in pastoral care. 
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There were no dedicated spaces at Banksia Hill or Melaleuca to speak with people in custody about 
sensitive and confidential personal issues which limited the effectiveness of pastoral care. 
Conversations about emotional wellbeing sometimes occurred at the grilles, through cell door 
hatches, or in public spaces where discussions could be interrupted or overheard by others. Staffing 
issues also impeded effective pastoral care. At sites such as Hakea, chaplains could access spaces 
for private pastoral care, but custodial staffing shortages limited prisoners’ visits to the chaplains. It is 
noted that at Hakea chaplains had adapted services in response to these challenges, inclusive of a 
dedicated religious TV channel, live streaming of funerals, and external bible study. Acacia, Bandyup, 
and Casuarina prisons were satisfied with both dedicated spaces for confidential discussions and 
consistent facilitation of visits for pastoral care. 

Beyond failing to meet contractual obligations, a lack of accessible or appropriate space was 
impeding the right of prisoners to freely practice their chosen religion. Prisoners had a strong desire 
for consistent and varied religious services to be held away from other prisoners. Holding services in 
units or on ovals was distracting, while cancellations and scheduling changes posed significant 
barriers and led to lost motivation. Consistent religious services held in a dedicated location were 
important for connection and wellbeing.  

In the 8 months I’ve been here I’ve never visited the Chapel. 

Chaplain will come to units but hard to arrange to see him. Weekend staff 
shortages mean no prayer. 

Prisoners' feedback 

3.3 Poor procurement practices resulted in inequitable management 
of non-Christian resources 

The Department’s contract was ill-aligned to policy 

Departmental policy guides procuring, clearing, and disseminating religious and spiritual resources 
(DOJ, 2021B). However, the contractual requirements and contemporary procurement practices 
were not aligned to this policy. It states departmentally managed prisons must maintain a supply of 
sacred writings relevant to the beliefs of their population and, where required, these must be 
available in other languages (once sourced from approved suppliers) (DOJ, 2021B). Where a religious 
article is not available, an application should be made to the chaplain via a request form. This is then 
reviewed by security. Prisoners must pay for the items while chaplaincy source and maintain them. 
Religious items, such as jewellery, literature, and items of spiritual, religious, or devotional 
significance can be kept in the prisoner’s possession, subject to local orders.  

However, the Department’s contract with CCWA contradicts this policy. The contract states prisoners 
are not required to pay for religious items, as resourcing is covered under the contract’s total annual 
budget. This was leading to confusing practice with some sites paying for resources themselves while 
others were taking payment from prisoners. 
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A similar policy governs young people’s access to resources, without the need for them to pay for the 
requested items (DOJ, 2023). Acacia’s policies provide a general statement that chaplains will 
facilitate the receipt of spiritual resources through an inter-faith library (Serco Australia Pty Limited, 
2020).  

Outdated policy has resulted in poor procurement practices 

The Department’s policy governing the management of religious items was also out of date. 
Intelligence Services no longer maintains a list of approved suppliers of religious and spiritual articles 
and thus cannot provide such a list for chaplains to source these things on behalf of people in 
custody. Instead, chaplains kept personal records of religious organisations which provided either 
paid or free resources.  

Despite the allocation within the Department’s contract’s budget, there was a consistent reliance on 
obtaining free resources from non-Christian religious practitioners who were already providing 
unpaid services on site. Across the custodial estate chaplains received free religious items from 
Islamic, Sikh, Hindu, and Buddhist practitioners and organisations, as well as Jehovah’s Witnesses. 
However, some of these practitioners advised us they could no longer provide religious items, 
because the financial cost of providing unpaid religious and spiritual services and resources was not 
sustainable. 

All resources are self funded and I’m having to stop providing as prisons are 
not managing these resources. 

External practitioner feedback 

Without centralised suppliers, there is inconsistent awareness of alternative sources, which directly 
disadvantages prisoners of non-Christian faiths. One site had been waiting 12 months for prayer 
mats as the chaplain was unsure where they could be sourced outside of the non-Christian external 
faith practitioner who was the previous supplier. It was similarly challenging to locate resources, such 
as Bibles or Qurans, in languages other than English. Inadequate understanding of the policy has 
resulted in a reliance of personal networks and knowledge of other faiths, which was inconsistent 
and not freely shared. 

Policy was sometimes misunderstood resulting in discriminatory practices 

Chaplaincy and prisoner feedback revealed the Department’s policy governing religious resources 
was inconsistently applied with the importance of religious items misunderstood. This was resulting 
in discriminatory practice. For example, prisoners reported largely acceptable access to mainstream 
religious items such as Christian crucifixes and Bibles, and Islamic Qurans and prayer mats. 

But in contrast, some prisoners from Albany, Bandyup, Boronia, and Wooroloo advised us their 
personal religious items, including Buddhas and cultural necklaces, were taken off them. Incidents 
reported by chaplains also revealed instances where religious items such as Rosary Beads were 
removed from prisoners on the grounds of security risks, after being provided to them by 
chaplaincy. This inconsistency may arise from the need for chaplains to follow the direction of prison 
staff to ensure safety and good order at each individual site, though it results in confusion and upset. 
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Many prisoners valued access to their religious items and believe once the item is taken from them, 
their religious strength is taken too. Gaps in understanding policy and contemporary religious 
affiliations limit the effectiveness of an equitable religious and spiritual service. 

I asked to have my religious Buddha but reception wouldn’t allow it. You can 
have a gold cross but not a gold Buddha or a jade Buddha. 

As an Atheist I do find it insulting that prisoners of religious/faith backgrounds 
are allowed to have brought in Bibles etc yet I am not allowed to have books 
on my philosophical principles brought in. 

Prisoners’ feedback 
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Appendix B Acronyms 

Term Expansion of Abbreviation 

ABS Australian Bureau of Statistics 

APSA Acacia Prison Services Agreement 

BHDC Banksia Hill Detention Centre 

CCWA Council of Churches WA 

COPP Commissioner’s Operating Policy and Procedure 

CPI Consumer Price Index 

DOJ Department of Justice 

FTE Full time equivalent 

OICS Office of the Inspector of Custodial Services 
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Appendix D Serco Acacia’s Response 
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Appendix E Council of Churches Western Australia’s Response 
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Appendix F Operational Policies 

Table 2: Operational policy outlining the accesses to religious or spiritual services, resources and requirements.  

Service, Resource or Requirement Operational Policy 

• Religious or spiritual information will be recorded 
at intake. Prisoners will be advised of the scope 
and availability of religious or spiritual services, 
including how to request visits from either 
chaplaincy or another representative of faith. 

• Internal visits from those acting in a religious or 
spiritual capacity can be requested of the 
Superintendent. Visits can constitute the conduct 
of ceremony, worship, or pastoral care. Where a 
faith is not represented, chaplaincy will arrange 
for access to a practitioner of shared faith. 

• External visits outside of the prison for the 
observance of religious, spiritual or cultural 
beliefs, practices or obligations can be requested 
of the Superintendent.  

• Daily routines and/or religious or spiritual 
activities will consider significant festivals, events, 
dietary requirements, and personal practices 
relevant to prisoner beliefs.  

• Possession of religious or spiritual articles 
including jewellery, headwear, literature, or items 
relevant to practice or belief is permitted. 

• At the death of a prisoner’s family member, the 
Superintendent is notified and appropriate 
support provided by either Peer Support, Health 
Services, Aboriginal Visitors Scheme, Aboriginal 
Welfare Officer or counselling services. 
Chaplaincy should be considered part of the 
support process for at risk prisoners. 

• Prisoners can apply to attend a funeral and will 
be supported in making this application. Should 
an application be denied alternative activities will 
be considered including visits or calls with 
community members or significant support 
persons, conducting an in-prison memorial 
service, video linking the funeral, assisting a 
prisoner with writing something to be read out, 
or any other culturally appropriate activity.  

• Aboriginal prisoners can access recognised 
spiritual leaders or community members to assist 
with connection to country, strengthening of 
spirituality, practice of customs and management 
of culturally related issues.  

• BHDC-COPP 2.2, COPP 2.2 and 9.1 

 

 

• BHDC-COPP 2.2, COPP 7.1, 7.3 and 9.1, 
APSA s.3.9 

 

 

 

• BHDC-COPP 10.3, COPP 8.7 

 

• BHDC-COPP 2.2 and 4.1, COPP 4.2, 6.3 and 
9.1, APSA s.2.9 

 

• BHDC-COPP 2.2, COPP 3.1 and 9.1, APSA 
s.3.9 

 

• BHDC-COPP 10.3, COPP 9.1 and 14.5, APSA 
s.1.10 and s. 2.21 

 

 

 

• BHDC-COPP 10.3, COPP 14.5, APSA s.1.10 

 

 

 

 

• BHDC-COPP 2.2, COPP 4.2, APSA s.2.17 and 
s.3.9 
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Appendix G Methodology 

Data sets for this review were obtained from the Department of Justice’s (the Department’s) offender 
database. We used survey results from our pre-inspection surveys of people in custody from 2013 to 
2021. Extensive stakeholder engagement also occurred, and we completed site visits to various 
custodial facilities including Banksia Hill Detention Centre, Bandyup and Melaleuca women’s prisons, 
Casuarina and Hakea prisons, and Greenough Regional Prison. 

We examined the two contracts held by the Department and Serco Acacia, as well as departmental 
policy and procedures.  

A draft version of this report was sent to the Department, Serco Acacia, and the Council of Churches 
Western Australia Inc. in October 2024 for comment and to respond to recommendations. After 
considering each of the responses received, we undertook further work, including having several 
meetings with key representatives. Subsequently, we updated the contents of our report, and a 
second draft was provided to the parties on 28 January 2025 for consideration, as shown in 
Appendix C, D and E. This report reflects our consideration of all these submissions and the 
additional work undertaken by us. 

This report was a review of a custodial service in accordance with Section 22 of the Inspector of 
Custodial Services Act 2003. 

 

Key dates 

Review announced 7 September 2023 

Field work  September 2023 – September 2024 

Final draft report sent to Department of Justice 28 January 2025 

Response received from Department of Justice 7 March 2025 

Declaration of prepared report 16 April 2025 
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