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INTRODUCTION 

On the 8th of  December 2016, the Department of  Corrections 
released four reports conducted by the Office of  the Ombudsman, 
looking into torture, cruelty, and inhumane treatment in New 
Zealand Prisons.  The reports were produced under the Office of  the 1

Ombudsman’s authority granted to it by the Crimes of  Torture Act 
1989. That Act gives the Ombudsman the power to conduct 
unscheduled visits to prisons to assess their compliance with the 
United Nations Convention Against Torture. 

The Ombudsmen regularly make unscheduled visits and produce 
reports under this authority. Data released to No Pride in Prisons shows 
that between 2007 and December 2016, “more than 50 reports” have 
been produced under this authority.  The vast majority of  these 2

reports have never been released and Corrections has no intention to 
release them.  The four reports released in December 2016, which 3

are known as the Torture Reports, would never have been released if  
it weren’t for an Official Information Act request from the New 
Zealand Herald.  4

 Neil Beales, “Corrections releases Crimes of  Torture Act reports,” Scoop, Dec. 8, 2016, http://1

www.scoop.co.nz/stories/PO1612/S00103/corrections-releases-crimes-of-torture-act-
reports.htm.
 Katie Elkin, “Response C82014,” fyi.org.nz, Jan 12, 2017, https://fyi.org.nz/request/5084/2

response/16554/attach/html/9/Response%20C82014.pdf.html.
 These reports are currently subject to an Official Information Act request from Ti Lamusse. 3

Corrections has refused to release the reports in entirety and a complaint has been laid with the 
Office of  the Ombudsman.
 NZ Herald, “Corrections torture reports released,” NZ Herald, Dec. 8, 2016, http://4

www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=11763172.
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The reports detailed findings from inspections at Arohata Prison,  5

Invercargill Prison,  Manawatu Prison,  and Otago Corrections 6 7

Facility.  In this booklet, No Pride in Prisons researchers highlight the 8

most heinous abuses of  power, inhumane practices and serial neglect 
identified by the Ombudsmen. We use previous annual reports 
produced by the Ombudsmen under its Crimes of  Torture Act 
authority to demonstrate that many of  the issues raised in these 
reports occur across the prison system and have existed for years. We 
also integrate the experiences of  people who have spoken to No Pride 
in Prisons, demonstrating that the inhumane treatment outlined in 
these reports happens to actual people who have stories to tell. 

This booklet is broken down into six major sections: food, shelter, and 
clothing; healthcare; privacy; conditions of  confinement; safety; and 
sexual assault. These sections are interlinked and together form a 
larger argument about how these conditions amount to torture and 
inhumane treatment. 

 Office of  the Ombudsman, COTA Report: Report on an unannounced inspection of  Corrections Service 5

Arohata Prison Under the Crimes of  Torture Act 1989, (Wellington: Office of  the Ombudsman, 2015), 
7
 Office of  the Ombudsman, COTA Report: Report on an unannounced inspection of  Corrections Service 6

Invercargill Prison Under the Crimes of  Torture Act 1989, (Wellington: Office of  the Ombudsman, 
2016), 7.
 Office of  the Ombudsman, COTA Report: Report on an unannounced inspection of  Corrections Service 7

Manawatu Prison Under the Crimes of  Torture Act 1989, (Wellington: Office of  the Ombudsman, 
2016), 7
 Office of  the Ombudsman, COTA Report: Report on an unannounced inspection of  Corrections Service 8

Otago Corrections Facility Under the Crimes of  Torture Act 1989, (Wellington: Office of  the 
Ombudsman, 2016), 27.
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INADEQUATE FOOD, SHELTER, AND 
CLOTHING 

Two critically important issues across New Zealand prisons are the 
lengthy periods of  time between evening and morning meals, as well 
as the inadequacies of  the food and clothing provided to prisoners.  
Meal times are scheduled based on when there is staffing available, 
rather than at times best for prisoners’ health and well-being. The 
Office of  the Ombudsman has found very early evening meal times 
at several prisons. On inspection, Arohata Prison had evening meals 
at 4:00pm,  Otago Corrections Facility at 3:50pm,  and the 9 10

Ombudsmen have found prisons with dinner as early as 3:30pm.  11

Prisoners who eat dinner at 3:30pm and breakfast at 8:00am have a 
16.5 hour window between meals. In order to get by, prisoners have 
to either ration food or spend what little money they earn from prison 
work  on often wildly overpriced canteen food, which prisoners say 12

is usually unhealthy.  For those who do not work, or who do not have 13

enough money to buy canteen items, this can result in extended 
periods of  hunger. Ultimately, we have prisoners who are hungry and 
fed improperly. 

 Ombudsman, Arohata Prison, 20.9

  Ombudsman, Otago Corrections Facility, 26. 10

 Office of  the Ombudsman, Monitoring places of  detention: Annual report of  activities under the 11

Optional Protocol to the Convention Against Torture (OPCAT) 1 July 2012 to 30 June 2013, (Wellington: 
Human Rights Commission, 2013), 14; Office of  the Ombudsman, Monitoring places of  detention: 
Annual report of  activities under the Optional Protocol to the Convention against Torture (OPCAT) 1 July 
2013 to 30 June 2014, (Wellington: Human Rights Commission, 2014), 22. 

 In-prison workers earn as little as 9 cents per hour, as detailed in this OIA response:  Jeremy 12

Lightfoot, “Response C81002,” fyi.org.nz, Dec 09, 2016, https://fyi.org.nz/request/4752/
response/16213/attach/html/9/Response%20C81002.pdf.html.

 Ombudsman, Arohata Prison, 7; Ombudsman, Invercargill Prison, 7; Ombudsman, Manawatu 13

Prison, 7; Ombudsman, Otago Corrections Facility, 27.
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A lack of  safety, prisoner management, and functional dining rooms 
means that prisoners often receive their meals in their cells. People 
are regularly forced to eat on their bunk or the floor near an open 
toilet in their cell.  The Ombudsmen expressed concern that this 14

could pose a significant health risk.  In other words, when prisoners 15

get their most basic needs met, they are often met in unsanitary 
conditions. 

The failure to provide for the basic needs of  prisoners in a healthy 
way is a systemic issue. At Manawatu Prison, inspectors found 
discoloured tap water that can be seen in Figure 2.  The inspectors 16

also found that many prisoners were not even provided with drinking 
cups.  The clothing, strip gowns, mattresses and bedding at that 17

prison were described to be in “a state of  disrepair”.  At a number 18

of  other prisons, the Ombudsmen have found that a significant 
proportion of  prisoners have very limited access to clean clothes and 
bedding.  At Otago, 31% of  prisoners who responded to an 19

Ombudsmen questionnaire said they did not have enough clean 
clothes to last a week,  while 32% at Invercargill,  and 39% at 20 21

Manawatu said the same.  Corrections’ failure to even provide 22

adequate living conditions demonstrates a complete lack of  basic 
respect for prisoners as people. 

 Ombudsman, Invercargill Prison, 26; Ombudsman, Manawatu Prison, 15.14

 Ombudsman, Invercargill Prison, 26.15

 Ombudsman, Manawatu Prison, 25.16

 Ibid., 7.17

 Ombudsman, Manawatu Prison, 7.18

 Ombudsman, Invercargill Prison, 7; Ombudsman, Manawatu Prison, 23; Ombudsman, Otago 19

Corrections Facility, 8.
 Ombudsman, Otago Corrections Facility, 8.20

 Ombudsman, Invercargill Prison, 51.21

 Ombudsman, Manawatu Prison, 48.22
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POOR HEALTH CARE 

The Torture Reports have found healthcare provision in New 
Zealand prisons to be extremely lacking. In many prisons, access to a 
doctor is often severely limited. 60% of  Invercargill questionnaire 
respondents  and 62% of  Otago respondents  said they found it 23 24

“difficult” or “very difficult” to see a doctor. Prisoners say that it is 
even tougher to see a dentist. 59% of  Arohata respondents,  65% of  25

Manawatu respondents,  73% of  Otago respondents,  and 79% of  26 27

Invercargill respondents  noted that it was “difficult” or “very 28

difficult” to see a dentist. 

Even when prisoners get healthcare, the quality of  it throughout New 
Zealand prisons is generally poor, with its “overall quality” being 

 Ombudsman, Invercargill Prison, 53.23

 Ombudsman, Otago Corrections Facility, 43.24

 Ombudsman, Arohata Prison, 48.25

 Ombudsman, Manawatu Prison, 50.26

 Ombudsman, Otago Corrections Facility, 35.27

 Ombudsman, Invercargill Prison, 53.28

Figure 1: Uncovered toilet at Invercargill Prison Figure 2: Discoloured water at Manawatu Prison



!6

rated as “bad” or “very bad” by 38% of  Manawatu respondents,  29

42% of  Otago respondents,  and 43% of  Invercargill respondents.  30 31

Follow-up times for referrals, blood test results, prescriptions or 
general paperwork took up to three weeks at Otago,  and the waiting 32

time for dental care at the same facility was “about six weeks”.  One 33

prisoner has written to No Pride in Prisons saying that she has been 
waiting for 7 months to see a doctor about severe back pain that has 
gone untreated during that time. 

It is particularly concerning that “at-risk” prisoners were found in 
multiple prisons to be receiving poor care. The inspectors at Otago 
and Manawatu found that those at-risk patients who require regular 
visits from medical professionals did not receive the care they need. 
These visits from medical professionals were found to be of  poor 
quality due to “time constraints and lack of  privacy”, as healthcare 
staff  are escorted by prison officers.  This means that some of  the 34

most vulnerable prisoners are not getting the care they need because 
medical professionals do not have the time they need to treat their 
patients, and because the patients may be unable to be honest about 
their medical issues with a prison officer present. 

The Office of  the Ombudsman has also found that physical disability 
support is severely lacking. At Manawatu, 48% of  questionnaire 
respondents reported having a physical disability, more than at any 
other prison.  52% of  these respondents stated that they did not feel 35

 Ombudsman, Manawatu Prison, 50.29

 Ombudsman, Otago Corrections Facility, 43.30

 Ombudsman, Invercargill Prison, 53.31

 Ombudsman, Otago Corrections Facility, 33.32

 Ibid., 35.33

 Ibid., 18.34

 Ombudsman, Manawatu Prison, 50.35
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adequately supported with their disability.  While Invercargill and 36

Otago reported lower rates of  disabilities (21% of  respondents in 
Invercargill,  34% in Otago),  they felt even less supported, with 37 38

64%  and 69%  respectively saying they felt unsupported. 39 40

Access to mental health care is also poor, despite 32% of  Manawatu 
respondents,  44% of  Invercargill respondents,  49% of  Otago 41 42

respondents,  and 53% of  Arohata respondents  declaring 43 44

“emotional well-being / mental health issues”. Of  these respondents, 
23% from Arohata said that they did not feel supported with their 
mental health needs,  while 72% from Otago,  74% from 45 46

Manawatu,  and 78% from Invercargill  said the same. 47 48

This data is even more concerning when put in context. A 2016 
Corrections study found that 19% of  prisoners had attempted suicide 
in their lifetimes and 6% had attempted in the past 12 months 
alone.  New Zealand prisoners die from suicide at a rate six times 49

higher than the general population, at 72 per 100,000.  Given the 50

extraordinarily high rate of  mental illness and suicide, it is blatantly 

 Ibid.36

 Ombudsman, Invercargill Prison, 53.37

 Ombudsman, Otago Corrections Facility, 43.38

 Ombudsman, Invercargill Prison, 53.39

 Ombudsman, Otago Corrections Facility, 43.40

 Ombudsman, Manawatu Prison, 50.41

 Ombudsman, Invercargill Prison, 53.42

 Ombudsman, Otago Corrections Facility, 43.43

 Ombudsman, Arohata Prison, 48.44

 Ibid.45

 Ombudsman, Otago Corrections Facility, 43.46

 Ombudsman, Manawatu Prison, 51.47

 Ombudsman, Invercargill Prison, 53.48

 Devon Indig, Craig Gear and Kay Wilhelm, Comorbid Substance Use Disorders and Mental Health 49

Disorders Among New Zealand Prisoners, (Wellington: Department of  Corrections, 2016), 67.
 Ti Lamusse, “Corrections Responsible for High Rates of  Suicide in Prisons,” Scoop, Mar. 14, 50

2016, http://www.scoop.co.nz/stories/PO1603/S00213/corrections-responsible-for-high-
rates-of-suicide-in-prisons.htm.
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and inexcusably reckless for Corrections to provide such an 
inadequate level of  care. 

This poor quality and access to healthcare in New Zealand prisons 
amounts to cruel and inhumane treatment. Prisoners who are 
experiencing severe pain from toothaches are potentially left for 
weeks without treatment. Prisoners who suffer from severe back and 
other non-life threatening physical injury and disability can be left for 
extended periods of  time without seeing a doctor. The decision by 
policymakers to leave prisoners in agony without treatment is brutal 
and is something that no one should have to experience. 

BREACHES OF PRIVACY 

The Office of  the Ombudsman has consistently found that 
Corrections does not really care about prisoners' privacy. The 
Inspectors have found that Corrections is able to watch prisoners 
using showers and toilets, in various stages of  undress, using cell 
cameras.  51

Corrections tries to justify its constant invasion of  prisoners’ privacy 
as being for their “safety”,  most often with people who are at risk of  52

self-harm or suicide. In Manawatu Prison, for instance, the camera 
feed from the “safe cells” intended for these at-risk prisoners is visible 
in the communal walkway that is used by “staff, visitors and 
prisoners”.  There are no privacy screens in these cells, meaning that 53

 Ombudsman, Arohata Prison, 6; Ombudsman, Invercargill Prison, 6; Ombudsman, Manawatu 51

Prison, 6;  Ombudsman, Otago Corrections Facility, 8.
 See: Ombudsman, Arohata Prison, 15; Ombudsman, Invercargill Prison, 22; Ombudsman, 52

Manawatu Prison, 20; Ombudsman, Otago Corrections Facility, 20.
 Ombudsman, Manawatu Prison, 15.53
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prison staff, visitors, and other prisoners were able to see people in 
these cells at any time, including when showering and using the toilet.  

The Ombudsman has stated in multiple reports that, as a bare 
minimum, privacy screens around toilets and showers were needed in 
camera-monitored cells.  The Invercargill and Otago reports found 54

that there was absolutely no evidence to suggest that prisoners are 
willing or able to harm themselves or others while using these 
facilities, and there is consequently no need for cameras to monitor 
prisoners on the toilet or in the shower.  55

Privacy breaches of  this kind occur across the prison system. Footage 
from the management and at-risk units in Otago is visible to anyone 
entering staff  offices,  and staff  were found to be able to observe at-56

risk prisoners using the toilet in Christchurch Women’s Prison 
through cell doors.  In 2014, the Ombudsmen found that prisoners 57

“in the Separates Cells at Auckland Women’s Prison can be observed 
by prisoners and staff  from both the corridor and the cell opposite 
using the toilet and shower”.  While in Arohata Women’s Prison, 58

prison staff  were able to watch people being strip-searched on 
camera from the managers’ offices.  Anyone who enters these offices 59

would be able to watch these strip searches. 

This is inexcusable and humiliating. Prisoners should not be watched 
during their most private moments. Disregarding the human dignity 

 See: Ombudsman, Arohata Prison, 7; Ombudsman, Invercargill Prison, 22; Ombudsman, 54

Manawatu Prison, 15; Ombudsman, Otago Corrections Facility, 14; Ombudsman, Monitoring places of  
detention 2014, 24; Office of  the Ombudsman, Monitoring places of  detention: Annual report of  activities 
under the Optional Protocol to the Convention against Torture (OPCAT) 1 July 2014 to 30 June 2015, 
(Wellington: Human Rights Commission, 2015), 30.

 Ombudsman, Invercargill Prison, 15. Ombudsman, Otago Corrections Facility, 14-15.55

 Ombudsman, Otago Corrections Facility, 14-15.56

 Ombudsman, Monitoring places of  detention 2014, 24.57

 Ibid., 23.58

 Ombudsman, Arohata Prison, 25.59
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of  prisoners, in particular those who are already at high risk of  
harming themselves, does not make them safer or happier. It does not 
make them less likely to harm themselves. This amounts to 
unnecessary and degrading treatment that treats people like livestock 
to be managed and not people with human dignity. 

CONDITIONS OF CONFINEMENT 

The Office of  the Ombudsman has consistently found that the 
conditions in New Zealand prisons are “deplorable”.  It has found 60

that prisons are often unclean, unhygienic, unsafe and unsuitable for 
people to live in. 

The Ombudsmen have taken issue with the inadequate state of  
double-bunking accommodation. Figure 3 is an image of  a double-
bunked cell at Manawatu Prison.  The Invercargill report found that 61

 Ombudsman, Invercargill Prison.60

 Ombudsman, Manawatu Prison, 37.61

Figure 3: Double-bunked cell at Manawatu Prison



!11

some “top bunks were so low the prisoner on the bottom bunk was 
unable to sit upright in bed. Many double cells do not meet 
international standards regarding living space (10m2 for two 
prisoners)”.  The Ombudsmen have found that double-bunked cells 62

often simply do not have enough room for two people. 

The problems with double-bunking, however, do not end there. 
International studies have consistently found that double-bunking 
leads to an increased rate of  violence, worsened physical and mental 
health, and a heightened risk of  suicide.  We have heard horror 63

stories about double-bunking from prisoners. A regular complaint is 
that double-bunking rarely gives you the space to be alone. You eat, 
sleep and defecate in a cramped space with another person who also 
eats, sleeps and defecates. Your ability to have private moments is 
entirely taken away when you live in an area that is too small for one 
person, let alone two. 

It has, unfortunately, been demonstrated in New Zealand that 
double-bunking also leads to an increased rate of  sexual assault. As 
was reported in late 2015,  a transgender woman at South Auckland 64

Corrections Facility was severely beaten by other prisoners. Instead 
of  leaving her in a hospital bay, or putting her in a cell by herself, 
prison officers placed her in a double-bunked cell with a man 
overnight. That man then raped her. Stories like hers show that not 
only do double-bunked cells seriously breach prisoners’ rights to 
privacy, but they also put people at serious risk of  physical danger. 

 Ombudsman, Invercargill Prison, 26.62

 Terence P. Thornberry and Jack E. Call, “Constitutional Challenges to Prison Overcrowding: 63

The Scientific Evidence of  Harmful Effects,” Hastings Law Journal, 2 (1983): 320.
 David Fisher, “Possible changes to system after transgender inmate's alleged rape,” NZ Herald, 64

Oct. 7 2015, http://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=11524653.
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This woman would not have been raped that night were it not for the 
policy of  double-bunking. 

The poor conditions of  confinement are not limited to double-
bunking. As the reports from Invercargill and Otago prisons outline, 
the Department of  Corrections is willing to place people in 
conditions that amount to torture when it doesn’t know what to do 
with them. At Invercargill, a man was found locked in a barren cell 
with a very small external “yard” for 23 hours a day.  The report 65

found that the “lack of  any positive stimulus for prisoners considered 
to be at risk is a significant concern”.  66

An even more troublesome case was uncovered at Otago Corrections 
Facility. At Otago, a prisoner was found handcuffed behind his back 
and in waist restraints. He was kept that way for at least ten weeks.  67

The report found “the effect of  being in prolonged restraints 
becomes a torturous experience”, which “will have caused significant 
physical and mental distress”.  In other words, the Department of  68

Corrections didn’t know what to do with a difficult prisoner, so it 
decided to torture him by chaining him up for months at a time. 

The Office of  the Ombudsman has also discovered that in multiple 
prisons, people who are being held in protective custody are often 
held in punishment cells and in punishment conditions. From 
multiple years of  reporting, we now know that prisoners under 
protective custody at Otago,  Northland,  Waikeria  and 69 70 71

 Ombudsman, Invercargill Prison, 19.65

 Ibid.66

 Ombudsman, Otago Corrections Facility, 15.67

 Ibid., 18.68

 Ibid., 8.69

 Ombudsman, Monitoring places of  detention 2014, 22-23.70

 Ibid., 21-22.71
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Tongariro  prisons are being or have been held in these punishment 72

cells, supposedly for their protection. This is a form of  illegal 
detainment. As the Ombudsman’s Office notes, “separates cells”, or 
punishment cells “are designed for prisoners undertaking a period of  
cell confinement and have none of  the design features legally 
required for prisoners subject to a segregation directive such as a 
power outlet and privacy screening”.  In other words, the 73

Ombudsmen have found that many people in these punishment cells 
are there because it’s too unsafe for them to be in the general prison 
population, but there is nowhere else to put them. 

A 2014 report found that “Waikeria Separates Cells, which can only 
be described as deplorable, have no windows and therefore prisoners 
have no access to natural light or fresh air for 23 hours a day”.  As a 74

result of  the overcrowding crisis in New Zealand prisons, more 
people are being held in these isolation and deprivation conditions 
because there’s simply nowhere else to keep them. 

Many prisoners lack access to fresh air, let alone time outside of  their 
cell.  A large number of  prisoners across the country told the 75

Ombudsmen that they had very limited access to fresh air daily. 
Every prisoner is entitled to at least one hour of  fresh air every day 
according to basic rights outlined in the United Nations Standard 
Minimum Rules for the Treatment of  Prisoners.  Corrections is not 76

making sure this right is being respected. At Invercargill Prison, 7% 

 Ombudsman, Monitoring places of  detention 2015, 28.72

 Ombudsman, Monitoring places of  detention 2014, 22.73

 Ibid.74

 Office of  the Ombudsman, Monitoring places of  detention: Annual report of  activities under the 75

Optional Protocol to the Convention Against Torture (OPCAT) 1 July 2012 to 30 June 2013, (Wellington: 
Human Rights Commission, 2013), 14.

 United Nations Congress on the Prevention of  Crime and the Treatment of  Offenders, 76

“United Nation Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of  Prisoners,” United Nations, Sept. 
3, 1955, http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/TreatmentOfPrisoners.aspx.
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of  prisoners reported being denied even one hour of  fresh air daily,  77

while 13% at Otago,  and 14% at Arohata said the same.  78 79

Corrections denies this basic right for multiple reasons. The 
Ombudsmen found that kitchen workers at Arohata Prison, in 
particular, were denied virtually any access to fresh air. Because of  
the restricted hours of  unlock, the kitchen workers “claimed by the 
time they returned from work, taken a shower and collected their 
evening meal it was time for lockup”.  Some prisoners at Invercargill 80

reported feeling coerced into staying inside almost all the time “due 
to fears for their safety”.  As a result, “they remain in their cells and 81

are unchecked for prolonged periods of  time”.  82

At Otago, inspectors found that prisoners were denied access to fresh 
air on a weekly basis to make time for a staff  meeting, while prisoners 
in a voluntary segregation unit had been denied fresh air for “several 
weeks” due to construction.  It is important to reiterate that access to 83

fresh air is an inalienable human right that exists so that people are 
treated with dignity and respect. Corrections should be doing 
everything it can to ensure all prisoners have daily access to fresh air. 
Instead, it denies this right to a significant portion of  the prison 
population. 

On top of  limiting access to fresh air to many prisoners, the overall 
hours of  unlock appear to be reducing across New Zealand prisons. 
In many prisons, the Ombudsman’s Office has reported a “creeping 

 Ombudsman, Invercargill Prison, 54. 77

 Ombudsman, Otago Corrections Facility, 44.78

 Ombudsman, Arohata Prison, 44.79

 Ibid., 23.80

 Ombudsman, Invercargill Prison, 32.81

 Ibid.82

 Ombudsman, Otago Corrections Facility, 28.83
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regime”, where the actual hours of  unlock are slowly reducing, 
despite what they say the official hours of  unlock are. For example, at 
Otago, prisoners “were generally locked up before the meals arrived 
around 3.50pm, despite the prison reporting it runs an 8-5 unlock 
regime”.  A prisoner at Spring Hill recently wrote to No Pride in 84

Prisons saying that his entire unit was on 20-hour lockdown because 
there were too many prisoners for the prison to manage. In its annual 
reports, the Ombudsman’s Office has also found that young prisoners 
at Mt Eden Corrections Facility had very little access to fresh air, 
programmes and facilities. Most young prisoners at Mt Eden were 
kept in their cells for 22-23 hours per day.  85

A significant portion of  the prison population has been found in these 
situations of  extreme isolation. At Otago, 10% of  prisoners reported 
spending fewer than two hours per day out of  their cells.  Many 86

people in voluntary segregation, which is supposed to be a place 
where segregated prisoners can mix freely with other segregated 
prisoners, remain isolated from others. At Arohata, prisoners on 
voluntary segregation are often locked up for more than 20 hours per 
day  and some reported being almost entirely unable to associate 87

with other prisoners, while also rarely being given the opportunity to 
leave the unit.  In a similar and concerning way, a transgender 88

prisoner at Spring Hill has told No Pride in Prisons advocates of  being 
kept in her cell for entire weekends at a time and being completely 
prevented from interacting with other prisoners. 

 Ibid., 8.84

 Ombudsman, Monitoring places of  detention 2015, 29.85

 Ombudsman, Otago Corrections Facility, 45.86

 Ombudsman, Arohata Prison, 7.87

 Ibid., 12.88
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This widespread practice of  conditions akin to solitary confinement is 
extremely concerning. Solitary confinement is where someone is 
isolated in a cell from all human contact for 23 hours or more per 
day. Although people in New Zealand cannot be sentenced to solitary 
confinement,  conditions that are solitary confinement in everything 89

but name are regularly imposed on a large segment of  the prison 
population, particularly the most vulnerable prisoners. Extended 
periods of  solitary confinement can lead to severe psychological 
damage and is considered torture by the United Nations.  Torture 90

through isolation is, therefore, a normal part of  how New Zealand 
prisons operate. 

LACK OF SAFETY 

The Department of  Corrections places prisoners in day-to-day 
situations that are unsafe. According to the Invercargill Prison 
Report, “Sixty-two percent (28 respondents) of  prisoners report 
having felt unsafe on the units and in the yards; 40 percent (17 
respondents) reported to feeling unsafe at the time of  the inspection 
and 51 percent of  prisoners (23 respondents) on both units stated they 
had been assaulted during this period of  custody”.  This feeling of  91

being unsafe is, in part, caused by the high number of  assaults.  In 92

Manawatu Prison, 46% of  respondents reported that they had been 
assaulted in the prison.  93

 Crimes Act 1961, s 17 (1).89

 UN News Centre, “Solitary Confinement Should Be Banned in Most Cases, UN Expert 90

Says,” UN News Centre, Oct. 18, 2011, http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?
NewsID=40097#.V5w7O-t96Um.

 Ombudsman, Invercargill Prison, 15. Emphasis added.91

 Ibid.92

 Ombudsman, Manawatu Prison, 13.93
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At the Otago Corrections Facility, 32% reported having been 
assaulted. However, 71% of  those did not report the incident to 
prison staff.  The reason that people do not report assaults within 94

prison is often itself  due to feeling unsafe while in prison. Some of  
those who did not report assaults told inspectors that they felt that 
there was no point because when they had reported incidents 
previously, staff  did nothing about it.  Prisoners also felt that staff  95

were unable to protect them against immediate threats of  violence, 
and some had been encouraged by staff  not to report incidents of  
assault.  Because prisoners are too scared to report violence, or are 96

told not to by prison staff, Corrections itself  cannot account for the 
extremely high number of  violent incidents that occur in its prisons. 
This means that there is much more violence in New Zealand prisons 
than Corrections records. 

For people who feel unsafe and who are unsafe in prison, access to 
things like exercise and fresh air is stripped back, as noted above.  97

For many people in prison, simply going outside is something that 
can result in serious physical harm, even though it is essential for 
one’s mental and physical wellbeing. No Pride in Prisons has spoken 
to a transgender prisoner who for months was unable to leave the 
compound for fear of  safety. Confining people in cells for extended 
periods of  time, even if  it is due to the culture of  violence in a prison 
and not a form of  punishment itself, is torture. 

New Zealand prisons are fundamentally unsafe places that are unfit 
for people to live in. The culture of  victimisation and bullying that is 
rampant within prisons, coupled with the culture of  violence and 

 Ombudsman, Otago Corrections Facility, 43.94
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institutional indifference around reporting assault, amounts to cruel 
treatment and sometimes torture.  98

WIDESPREAD SEXUAL ASSAULT 

One of  the most concerning things uncovered by the Torture Reports 
was the astounding rate of  sexual violence that prisoners experience. 
The Department of  Corrections often uses the following line in its 
press releases about sexual violence: “We absolutely refute any 
suggestion that rape is a systemic issue in New Zealand prisons. 
Incidents of  any type of  sexual assault are extremely rare”.  The 99

Office of  the Ombudsman has demonstrated that this is devastatingly 
untrue. 

Prisoners were only asked if  they had been sexually assaulted while 
incarcerated at two prisons: Invercargill Prison and Otago 
Corrections Facility. The responses were both shocking and 
consistent. At both prisons, 7% of  prisoners reported being sexually 
assaulted while incarcerated.  If  this percentage is consistent across 100

all New Zealand prisons, that means there are now more than 700 
people in prison who have been raped while in prison.  101

However, even the rate of  7% likely underestimates the actual 
number of  instances of  sexual assault. Given the stigma attached to 
being sexually victimised (particularly in men’s prisons), among other 
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issues, some prisoners will never report sexual victimisation to 
researchers.  That means there are likely many more people in New 102

Zealand prisons who have been raped, but whom neither the 
Ombudsmen nor Corrections will ever know about. 

On top of  New Zealand prisons’ high rates of  sexual violence, there 
also appears to be a climate of  fear around sexual victimisation in 
some prisons, particularly in the remand units. At Invercargill Prison, 
prisoners reported feeling most unsafe in the open shower area of  
one unit.  Although many prisoners have showers in their cells, 103

common shower areas are potential sites of  victimisation for those 
who do not. Given that people are usually naked when they shower, it 
is implicit that this fear of  shower areas stems from them being a 
possible space for unwanted sexual touching and assault. 

Worryingly, at Manawatu Prison, where the highest number of  
prisoners reported feeling unsafe (56%), guards in a “violence 
reduction strategy meeting” detailed that open shower areas were one 
of  the most common areas for assault.  The Ombudsmen did not 104

ask Manawatu prisoners if  they had been sexually assaulted in prison. 
However, given the high number of  prisoners who felt unsafe in the 
prison and that shower areas were an area of  particular danger, it is 
possible that Manawatu has an even higher incidence of  sexual 
assault than the other prisons. 

It is clear that sexual assault is not “rare”, as claimed by Corrections, 
but is a systemic issue in New Zealand prisons. The fact that 
Corrections refuses to even acknowledge the high rates of  sexual 
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victimisation shows that it does not take this issue seriously. There is a 
sexual assault crisis in New Zealand prisons, and Corrections plans to 
do nothing about it. 

CONCLUSION 

The Torture Reports have uncovered some uncomfortable truths 
about New Zealand prisons. From the 16-hour windows between 
meals, to being kept in pain and away from a doctor; from being 
watched using the toilet, to not going outside for weeks at a time; 
from being locked in a cell to constantly fearing violence, prisons are 
not safe for people to live in. 

These findings are not just outliers in a prison system that otherwise 
produces good results. New Zealand prisons fail catastrophically to 
rehabilitate people, instead making them more likely to become 
violent. 52% of  prisoners are back in prison within 5 years of  being 
released.  This is because the pain, degrading treatment and torture 105

that prisoners are put through does not make them better people – it 
makes their rehabilitation that much harder.  In other words, New 106

Zealand prisons fail entirely in their supposed goal of  keeping 
communities safe, and yet still regularly torture incarcerated people. 

You may then ask: what if  they didn’t torture people? What if  all of  
the concerns raised in the Torture Reports were addressed? While it 
is tempting to believe that these issues can be fixed, some of  the issues 
would require fundamental changes to the prison system that will 
never happen. The New Zealand Government already spends nearly 
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$1 billion per year on Corrections.  In order to address the issues of  107

poor healthcare, inadequate food and severely restricted access to 
open air, billions more every year will need to be put into this failing 
system. While the government is more than willing to construct more 
prisons, it is incredibly unlikely to ever substantially increase the 
amount it spends per prisoner on healthcare and food. That means 
that as long as we have a system of  mass incarceration, we will likely 
have a prison system where the basic food and healthcare needs of  
prisoners will not be met. 

However, other issues get to the essence of  what it means to imprison 
people and cannot be changed by simply throwing more money at 
Corrections. The prison environment is fundamentally violent. By 
bringing together people who have experienced long histories of  
violence, as both victims and perpetrators, and housing them in 
cages, we can only expect that violence to continue. As long as we 
continue to respond to harmful behaviour with punishment and 
prisons, there will be a prison environment where violence is rampant 
and unavoidable. 

In this way, the Ombudsmen’s Torture Reports do not go far enough. 
Without a doubt, the reports detail some truly shocking findings. 
They have shown that rape is far more prevalent in New Zealand 
prisons than we ever thought, and that extreme isolation is 
widespread and rarely documented. However, when the Office of  the 
Ombudsman makes recommendations to Corrections, those 
recommendations are minor and only tinker around the edges. It 
makes suggestions that do not get to the heart of  what’s wrong with 
New Zealand prisons. If  we take the reports which found an 
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alarmingly high rate of  sexual assault in prison,  the Ombudsmen, 108

while asking prisoners about their experiences, made no 
recommendations to Corrections to address this crisis. That is 
because this crisis cannot be resolved through mere tinkering. Rape is 
fundamental to imprisonment in New Zealand. 

The Ombudsmen cannot be the critical voice we need that draws 
attention to and demands action on those issues that underpin torture 
in New Zealand prisons. While providing us with some crucial and 
concerning information, it is at the end of  the day an arm of  the 
colonial capitalist government. It cannot address how the economic 
and social system that the prison represents is broken. 

We know that the criminal justice system is racist to its core, with 
Māori being more likely than Pākehā to be charged, prosecuted, 
convicted and sentenced to imprisonment.  However, the Torture 109

Reports do not and cannot speak to this. The Ombudsmen do not 
provide us with information about the ethnicity of  those who are 
being held in solitary confinement or who are subject to violence. 
Race and racism are not factored into the Ombudsmen’s analyses, 
because addressing the systemic racism of  the criminal justice system 
requires the dismantling of  that system. Just as the poor will always 
be far more likely to be imprisoned in an economic and social system 
that protects the rich, Māori will always be more likely to be 
imprisoned as long as Aotearoa remains capitalist and colonised. 

The unfortunate reality is that the issues the Ombudsmen highlight 
cannot be entirely addressed through reform. Torture is a part of  the 
prison system that simply will not go away. If  we want to both 
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address the terrible conditions incarcerated people are often put in, as 
well as make communities safer, we cannot continue to respond to 
harm by locking people in cages. Although torture is an inevitable 
part of  the prison system, the prison system itself  is not inevitable. 
With a serious commitment to economic and social justice, a new 
way for dealing with harm is not only possible but necessary. Only 
then can torture in New Zealand prisons truly come to an end.
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This booklet draws together the findings of  reports made by the Office 
of  the Ombudsman in its investigations of  four New Zealand prisons. 
Using these reports, No Pride in Prisons researchers provide an account, 
in plain language, of  the ongoing abuse and mistreatment of  prisoners. 
Contextualising this information within historical trends, they also tell 
the stories of  prisoners who have contacted No Pride in Prisons, 
reminding us how this treatment is a lived reality for far too many 
people. Together, these accounts demonstrate the disturbing but 
undeniable existence of  widespread torture in New Zealand prisons.


