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Introduction 

The use of social media such as Twitter, blogs and event livestreaming has grown in popularity in the 
Australian health sector, greatly enhancing access to clinical, practical and policy information. Beyond 
the individual user, the online environment stimulates transdisciplinary collaborations and new models 
of health practice, transforming how we think about the professional use of social media in the health 
professions. 

One such example is #JustJustice, developed by a group of Aboriginal health practitioner-scholars, 
independent journalists and creative production consultants. Established as a public health campaign 
and social journalism project, it focussed on raising awareness about decolonising responses to the 
persistent over-representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in the Australian 
criminal justice system. By this we mean understanding colonisation as both an historic and ongoing 
process that is directly complicit in over-incarceration and the way it is understood and addressed. 

#JustJustice has been described as ‘courageous’ and ‘connective’—its actualisation of the theory of 
connective action has many lessons transferable to other issues and populations, particularly those 
affecting rural and remote communities.1 

We share these, keeping in mind rural and remote contexts, and the solutions that Elders, leaders and 
others recommend to reduce incarceration rates and promote health and wellbeing.  

Background 

High rates of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander prisoner numbers 
Rates of incarceration of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are persistently and extremely 
high in global terms. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander adults are incarcerated at a rate of 2,346 
per 100,000, more than ten times the overall Australian rate of 208 per 100,000 of the general 
Australian population2. This is more than three times the highest reported national rate of 
incarceration in the world, the United States, at 716 per 100,000 of the adult population.3 Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander adults are 15 times more likely than non-Indigenous Australians to be 
incarcerated and make up 27 per cent of the prison population2 despite comprising just three per cent 
of the population.4 At least half of young people in detention are Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander.5 
All of these figures hide regional differences, with some prisons in jurisdictions like the Northern 
Territory and Western Australia and outside urban centres having much higher percentages. 

A majority of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people currently incarcerated have been there 
before, often multiple times.2 In-prison programs fail to address the disadvantage that many Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander prisoners face, such as trauma, grief and loss, poverty, addiction and other 
physical health issues. Programs have long waiting lists, and exclude those who spend many months 
on remand or serve short sentences—as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people often do. 
Evidence shows that prison worsens mental health and wellbeing, damages relationships and 
families, and generates stigma which reduces employment and housing opportunities. ‘Tough on 
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crime’ policies, such as mandatory sentencing, also fuel reincarceration and impact more on 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 

Impact on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander lives and health 
High rates of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander prisoners dying in the period after release are also 
of profound concern and signal inadequate assistance under current programs and policies, with 
many getting out of prison “with very little support, money, plans, or hope”.6 

Where non-Indigenous people are more likely to be at risk of post-release death from accidental drug 
overdose, particularly opioids, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are more likely to die from 
alcohol-related harms, preventable health conditions and suicide.  

Great geographical distances and institutional barriers hinder family and support service access to 
prisons, and people often find themselves isolated and far from home in urban prisons. 

The health sector can potentially address all of these issues, which are ‘shared determinants’; the 
risks for poor health and wellbeing—usually referred to as the social determinants of health—are the 
very same risks for incarceration. This is a really important issue indeed—and the links to 
hopelessness and entrenched disadvantage are core issues. 

Mounting evidence of abuse and injustice 
The range of issues associated with incarceration and factors that drive it have worsened in the last 
decade, despite policies and legislation stating they will address these and provide rehabilitation in 
preparation for community life post-release. Instead, mounting evidence shows that incarceration 
worsens mental health and wellbeing, damages relationships and families, and generates stigma 
which reduces post-prison release opportunities.7  

During the #JustJustice campaign, two particularly distressing examples of modern Australia’s 
abusive treatment of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in the criminal justice system came 
to mainstream media attention: the torture of young people in the Don Dale facility in the Northern 
Territory, and findings of the Coronial inquest into death in custody of Yamatji woman Ms Dhu, in 
which Western Australian police told hospital staff they thought Ms Dhu was ‘faking’ when she was 
instead dying from septicaemia and pneumonia. Through #JustJustice, we circulated, critiqued and 
tried to extend peoples’ understanding of these events. 

We will never forget the words, images and issues that arose through these two horrifying stories. 
And, we will certainly follow with interest the Royal Commission into the Protection and Detention of 
Children in the Northern Territory that was announced during the #JustJustice campaign, with Mick 
Gooda being appointed a joint Commissioner.  

Gaps in evidence 
Australia’s failure to provide a culturally safe and fair justice system for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people is bound up with colonial legacies that contribute to health inequities. They have been 
reinforced in contemporary times through: 

imposed policies and programmes that have not been developed in consultation or 
collaboration with affected persons, their regular restructuring of programmes and short-sighted 
funding arrangements and their lack of engagement with Indigenous peoples’ peak body have 
significantly contributed to the state of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ 
advancement.8  
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Further to this is the lack of investment in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ own solutions, 
advocated for decades and highlighted in countless reports, books, and submissions. This is 
particularly evident in the failure of governments to systemically implement the recommendations of 
the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody.9  

The lack of investment in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander solutions is sometimes justified by a 
so-called ‘lack of evidence’ about successful interventions to implement. In turn this ‘lack of evidence’ 
can be taken to mean ‘no evidence’, rather than ‘missing evidence’. The lack of investment in 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander-led research is notable, especially research that is designed to 
“take into account the different ontologies (understandings of what it means to be) and epistemologies 
(as ways of knowing) that characterise the experience of colonised peoples”.10  

Without research and solutions informed by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ knowledges 
and practices, prison intervention programs will remain empirically and theoretically underdeveloped, 
and at risk of contributing to the worsening of incarceration rates. 

Social journalism and its role in tackling over-incarceration 

#JustJustice sought to contribute to the picture of ‘what works’ at the intersection of criminal justice 
and public health, and from the perspectives of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. It was 
designed to capitalise on the public health commitment to ensure translation of research findings into 
programs and the public domain, to enhance the real-world uptake.  

As well this translation capacity, #JustJustice was also transdisciplinary, with team members including 
two Aboriginal public health practitioner-researchers and advocates, a non-Indigenous public health 
journalist, publisher and editor, a non-Indigenous freelance journalist with a focus on social justice 
issues, and a non-Indigenous designer, artist and web developer. Our transdisciplinary team and 
respect for a range of knowledges and viewpoints saw us committed to ensuring that the expertise 
and recommendations of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Elders, leaders and other community 
members were included in #JustJustice.  

Going well beyond being ‘just’ about communicating on social media, it was informed by the 
principles, processes and scholarship of the emerging field of social journalism.11 This involves 
listening to a community in order to work out how social journalism can contribute to meeting their 
needs. Social journalism can mean doing more than the traditional roles of journalism in providing 
reporting and content.  

Social journalism is exploratory, and does not seek the elusive objectivity that mainstream journalism 
does.12 In the digital space, it is relatively free of influence from media corporations13, and its 
independence lends itself to innovation and interdisciplinary collaborations. Social journalism also 
recognises that expertise is vested not only in academic rigour but also in lived experience, such as of 
community members, service providers, leaders and Elders, in the experience of #JustJustice.  

This is in keeping with the journalistic mission of Croakey.org, an independent social journalism 
project for health that seeks to work with community in putting the spotlight on under-served issues. 
Over-incarceration certainly fits that remit, and the necessity to do whatever possible to stimulate 
action responding to the wealth of recommendations that have been put forward, by Royal 
Commissions, inquiries, reports, research and communities. Further, the health sector has the 
experience and power to help reframe public and policy debate necessary for fairer efforts and better 
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outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, including those which address shared 
determinants such as justice.  

About #JustJustice 

Processes for establishing #JustJustice 
In late 2014, Croakey.org was planning to commission a series of articles on the health aspects of 
over-incarceration. In discussing these with Professor Tom Calma AO and Summer May Finlay, Yorta 
Yorta woman and Co-Convenor of the Public Health Association’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Special Interest Group, a more ambitious project was conceptualised. The idea was further 
discussed with Mr Mick Gooda, the then Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice 
Commissioner, as well as with other Aboriginal health and social justice leaders—and the dynamic 
process of #JustJustice had begun.  

Significantly, just days after the launch of #JustJustice crowd-funding campaign in 2015, a $52.5 
million police and justice complex was officially opened in Carnarvon, Western Australia. The 
Gwoonwardu Mia Cultural Centre, which stood just over the road from this complex, closed down due 
to a funding shortfall during the course of the #JustJustice project. The opening of one centre and the 
closing of another during the term of #JustJustice remains profoundly and painfully symbolic. 

Also symbolic is the successful crowdfunding of a social journalism project—the first of its kind in 
Australia in terms of process, and with its focus on the intersection between public health, justice, 
social media and social journalism. 

After a nail-biting race to the crowd-funding finish line, #JustJustice was funded on Sunday, 7 June, 
2015. Just three days from crowd-funding deadline, 108 supporters had made pledges. A total of 
$10,000 was still required to reach our target, otherwise none of the pledges would be realised. On 
that final day, a Sunday on a long-weekend, the hashtag #JustJustice trended number one on Twitter 
in Canberra and Brisbane, with supporters from around Australia joining in. Thanks to the generosity 
of 339 donors and two premium donors, Frank Meany of One Vision and the Jesuit Social Services, 
our fund-raising target was met. 

Decolonising principles 
The reason that #JustJustice took a different approach to much other mainstream media coverage of 
over-incarceration is that it was informed by a decolonising methodology for journalism practice. This 
meant that it has sought to: 

• provide a useful service for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and communities 

• recognise the role of colonisation in contributing to incarceration rates and acknowledge how this 
history plays out in the present 

• take a strengths-based approach 

• ensure priority representation of and respect for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, 
and their expertise, knowledges, cultures and experiences 

• examine ‘white privilege’, particularly within this context 

• highlight and recognise the foundational work of the many human rights and social justice 
advocates 
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• follow proper process—recognises the importance of respect and relationships, and puts 
emphasis on how the project is done, as one of the outcomes. 

These principles are relevant to any projects and topics in rural and remote environments and 
populations, among whom the impacts of colonisation, urbanisation and environmental degradation 
vary widely, but result often in the same sense of grief and worry about the health, social and 
economic wellbeing of future generations. These principles are relevant, for example, for ‘healthcare 
in the home’ programs seeking to harness online networks, connective action to address complex 
issues such as homelessness, or transdisciplinary teams to develop sustainable economic 
development opportunities. 

Developing and sharing online content 

Given #JustJustice was conceptualised to share information widely, several strategies were used—all 
of these are relevant to any location, population or issue. Indeed, many of the #JustJustice tasks were 
literally undertaken ‘remotely’ with only two of the five team members living in the same location. Few 
of the strategies listed in Box 1 below therefore demanded face-to-face contact. We used a mix of 
strategies to develop content and images for posting online and generating community interest and 
engagement. 

All of the items in Box 1 were useful strategies for content to be gathered, written and then shared 
online. Most of the #JustJustice content was purposefully developed with the project’s principles, 
audience and format in mind, and to ensure the voices and solutions of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people were put forward.  

Developing the content to share is one of the hardest and most crucial aspects of online activities. It is 
not about an individual sitting at a computer coming up with new words. For #JustJustice, much of the 
content related to an organisation, program or already-occurring event. We also created events to 
then share written and audio-visual content about. Some items and strategies were opportunistic; 
scans of media, events, research reports and commentary were constant and often shed light on 
people and events to follow up on.  

All content was generally reviewed and approved by a majority of the #JustJustice team members. 
The nature of ‘success’ of an intervention was informed by our own particular areas of expertise, and 
drew on, for example, the National Health and Medical Research Council’s14 values and ethics for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health research, and those identified through the scholarship of 
social journalism. We found our criteria were complementary between the two and in the spirit of our 
decolonising methodology included extent of and respect for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
community-control of decision making and program delivery, local community engagement and 
intergenerational connections, indications of reciprocity, and building the capacity of key stakeholders 
and the next generation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people.  
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Box 1: Strategies used for the #JustJustice campaign 

1. Relationship building, collaboration, project planning and a publicised launch event.  

2. Articles published on the dedicated #JustJustice page of Croakey.org, produced by researchers, 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community-controlled health organisations and other non-
government organisations, advocates, policy makers and others, highlighting critical areas for 
change in policy and practice, and initiatives that are considered successful in reducing 
incarceration rates. 

3. Investigative journalism articles highlighting some ways forward and blockages in the political and 
policy arenas, as well as profiling community initiatives. 

4. Articles, podcasts and short YouTube clips from community members highlighting the impact of 
current policies, with community members paid for contributing stories. 

5. Infographics and Internet memes to provide catchy, visual representations of key issues. 

6. Conference presentations, panel discussions, media interviews and meeting with 
Parliamentarians and Councillors by the #JustJustice team. 

7. Periscope interviews and broadcasts, social media discussions, connecting people and building 
relationships online. 

8. Drawing on existing online infrastructure such as Croakey.org.  

9. Contribution to the rotated curated Twitter accounts @IndigenousX and @WePublicHealth, to 
help amplify the voices and stories that are being told. 

10. Connection to related organisations and campaigns, and support of their work, including Justice 
Reinvest NSW and Change the Record. 

11. Publication of an interactive e-book made freely available and distributed to policy makers, 
educational institutions, organisations etc, which includes all of the articles, graphics and 
electronic links, processes and community participation data gathered. 

12. Printed copies of the book for sale, with both the online ebook and printed versions featuring and 
shaped by the work of artist Paul Dutton. 

 

Outcomes of #JustJustice 

It is too early to know the full impact of #JustJustice; hopefully some of the stories that have been 
planted will continue to grow. We hope a research project may explore these matters further 
someday. 

In the meantime, some interim measures include: 

• more than 90 articles from 70 contributors being produced 
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• maintenance of a high-profile, active social media engagement for more than 18 months 

• on Twitter, almost 5,000 participants at the #JustJustice hashtag from April 2015 to November 
2016 

• Symplur analytics showing more than 118.5 million Twitter impressions, in addition to the millions 
also for each team member 

• re-publication of some of the #JustJustice articles by The Guardian Australia (pending as at 
February, 2017) 

• political engagement with #JustJustice, with several politicians engaging at different points, 
notably the Federal Indigenous Health Minister Ken Wyatt interviewed in January, 2017. 

We ourselves were also participants and users of media, and sought to extend the reach of a range of 
others’ work and news items, including the 25th Anniversary of the Royal Commission into Aboriginal 
Deaths in Custody, the Law Council of Australia’s recommendation to the Council of Australian 
Governments placing ‘reducing Indigenous imprisonment’ as a key item on its ‘Closing the Gap’ 
agenda and establish specific targets, and the Redfern Statement issued by an historic collaboration 
of 16 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peak organisations, supported by many other organisations 
and calling for Government action to address Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander disadvantage, 
including over-incarceration. 

Implications of #JustJustice 

For rural and remote health 
The 90 articles gathered for #JustJustice were clustered into themes when collated into the book, with 
chapters including cultural solutions, personal stories, landmarks in advocacy, Indigenous leadership, 
community driven innovation through Justice Reinvestment, focus on disabilities, caring for young 
people, trauma informed solutions and addressing racism. The chapters and articles included in them 
show in detail how Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people provide solutions at multiple levels, 
and in multiple ways—among individuals, in services, in communities and in making policy and 
system-level improvements.  

Several articles relate to rural and remote areas of Australia. Key points from across these articles 
include the important role of family and informal care, particularly amidst gaps in services, the 
inequitable burden of disease and illness in some areas, and inequitable distribution of resources to 
provide essential services. 

#JustJustice also published articles on programs designed to promote the health and wellbeing of 
community members including through: 

• group-based processes, such as the Mibbinbah Men’s Spaces program 

• Justice Reinvestment initiatives 

• commitments by Members of Parliament to set justice targets, recognise the need for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ ownership of strategies for change, and to reduce the 
numbers of people with cognitive and mental disabilities in the criminal justice system.  
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Relevance for other health and social issues 
While underlying social and health inequalities have been reported widely as driving incarceration 
rates, it is obvious many other cultures and communities are also suffering from high suicide rates, 
poor mental health, loneliness, obesity and poverty, as well as the effects of climate change, such as 
those living in the most disadvantaged postcodes in Australia. All these issues can be examined and 
discussed through processes used by #JustJustice.  

Further, the beauty of the solutions identified by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people is their 
universal value—they are beneficial for everyone. There is a freedom that comes from challenging 
stereotyping and assumptions about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, as well as from 
working closely together in reciprocal ways, and privileging Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people’s voices. We found through #JustJustice many people yearning to hear more: 

To grab people’s attention, media doesn’t need to be sensationalist… strength based 
approaches which privilege Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander voices is something people 
want to read.15  

The power of privileging community voices, and a strengths-based approach journalistic approach 
shifts the ground and mindset in reporting. Further, journalism in the digital environment promotes 
innovation and experimentation, which brings about an autonomy16 that when extended to social 
journalism means communities can find a sense of control and local voice that they may not have 
experienced before.  

Next steps 

While the #JustJustice project officially closed its crowd-funded commitments with the launch and 
publication of its e-book by Professor Tom Calma AO, the team continues to work towards the 
priorities to address over-incarceration that were identified in the series. 

The team has continued to publish articles at Croakey, including an interview by team members with 
the Federal Indigenous Health Minister Ken Wyatt on his priorities for #JustJustice. This coincided 
with the republication of a number of #JustJustice articles as part of Guardian Australia’s Breaking the 
Cycle project and to mark the publication of the second edition of the #JustJustice book. 

We hope that those who have supported, contributed to and read #JustJustice will continue to take 
the issues forward. Rural and remote health professionals can assist by advocating at local levels for 
the leadership of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander organisations and community-led solutions, and 
at the national level by supporting the recommendations from key collaborations such as through 
Change the Record and the Redfern Statement. 

We also urge rural and remote health professionals and organisations to recognise justice as a 
significant social determinant of health and, particularly in the wake of the Ms Dhu case, to contribute 
to the pursuit of an Australian health system that is free of racism and inequality and where all 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, including those in prison, have access to health services 
that are effective, high quality, appropriate and affordable. 

Conclusion 

We remain acutely conscious that #JustJustice is a drop in the ocean, compared to what is needed to 
shift policy, practice and debate to reduce the over-incarceration of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples. We have sought to contribute to a conversation, and #JustJustice enabled us to 
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work in transdisciplinary, collaborative ways, share skills and translate information to wide audiences. 
This required from us commitment to new ways of working, reflexivity, accountability and an openness 
to what constitutes success and who defines it, particularly through listening to Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander community control in solutions. 

Governments need to know that over-incarceration is an injustice that people care deeply about. In 
Professor Tom Calma’s words in the #JustJustice book’s Foreword: 

The first step is to respect and value the contribution of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples in the journey.  

Secondly, we need to develop long term generational plans and strategies and fund them 
appropriately.  

Thirdly, they must enjoy multi-party support and they must survive political and ministerial 
terms to give confidence to the community and to the bureaucrats who are administering the 
programmes.  

Finally, research and best practices, both domestically and internationally, must influence the 
way forward.8 

We are grateful again to all who have supported #JustJustice—people who in Professor Calma’s 
words “have the vision and courage required to make a difference”. 
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