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In Australia, two in five people released from prison will end up back behind bars within 
ten years.1 For Indigenous people—who have an incarceration rate 15 times that of the 
general population—the re-imprisonment rate is two in three.1,2 This means that the 
society does a much better job of keeping Indigenous people incarcerated than of 
keeping them in school or university.3,4 Statistics like these illustrate a ‘revolving door’ 
prison system that grossly over-represents Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
and has been described as Australia’s national shame.5 The system as it currently 
operates is incredibly expensive, beyond capacity, and simply not working the way it 
should. In particular, such high re-incarceration rates suggest a failure to reform, 
rehabilitate, and support prisoners so that they have a better chance of exiting the 
system for good.6 
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Research suggests that factors such as social discrimination, homelessness, economic 
and social disadvantage, lack of education, unemployment, loss of identity, substance 
abuse, and mental health problems are predictive of re-imprisonment.7–10 The system 
needs to focus upon providing meaningful, culturally-appropriate rehabilitation and 
opportunities for education and post-release employment.11 These objectives could be 
achieved by engaging prisoners in the fight against the critical problem of environmental 
degradation and biodiversity loss.12,13 Biodiversity loss is a planetary boundary that has 
almost certainly been crossed, and a problem for which mitigation is of extreme 
importance.14,15 Biodiversity is integral to the complex set of ecosystem services 
provided by the environment, that are vital to quality of life and it represents a 
fundamental component of ecosystem resilience.15 The factors driving biodiversity loss 
are complex but can be addressed.16 Imagine a large and coordinated network of 
projects across Australia designed to employ—and develop—the labor and skill of 
inmates in conservation and science targeting biodiversity issues. 

Such a program must be productive at tackling both biodiversity loss and the risk factors 
for re-imprisonment; thus it should embody five main characteristics. First, it must be 
voluntary, rehabilitative, educative, and focused upon enhancing the post-release 
employment prospects of offenders. Inmates need opportunities to gain qualifications, 
skills, and work experience; thus, avenues for formal and informal education and 
training in science and conservation are crucial.11,17 Inmates also stand to benefit 
greatly from opportunities to connect with nature, make a meaningful contribution to a 
critical problem, and improve their social and emotional well-being, strength of identity, 
and mental health. 

Second, it must be large-scale enough to push back against the forces driving 
environmental degradation and biodiversity loss. If each of the almost 40,000 prisoners 
in full-time custody and almost 65,000 people in community-based corrections were to 
contribute in some capacity to conservation projects, the culmination of their activities 
could make a meaningful difference. 

Third, such a program should be developed under Indigenous leadership, harnessing 
Indigenous ecological knowledge and land management practices. Indigenous people 
have a strong connection to the land and a rich understanding of how to care for 
it.18 Indigenous inmates may benefit from the opportunity to reconnect with cultural 
knowledge and practices.19 

Fourth, it needs to be economically viable, delivering cost-effective outcomes for the 
community. Long-term costs of the program must be balanced with the benefits derived 
from cost savings related to lower unemployment rates among those who have been 
released from prison, reduced re-imprisonment, and improved ecosystem services. 

Finally, the implementation of such a project needs to be viable from the perspective of 
community safety. There are inherent risks involved in engaging with inmates, 
particularly those who have a history of violent offenses. However, such risks can be 
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managed by engaging inmates in projects that are appropriate to their circumstances 
and having corrective services staff play an integral role. 

To be effective and sustainable, such a prison-based conservation program must 
ultimately be embedded in Australia’s collective effort against biodiversity loss, 
operating in collaboration with ecological scientists, universities, community and non-
profit groups, government departments, and prison staff. On the ground, it should be 
flexible and tailored to the conditions, resources, and security level of each prison; 
specific to the region’s environmental concerns; and appropriately incentivized so 
inmates who exhibit a great deal of interest and effort have opportunities to increase 
their responsibilities. Existing examples of prison-based environmental programs 
provide ideas and optimism about the possibilities.20 

The Sustainability in Prisons Project and Australian Examples 

A rather famous and inspiring model of how 
prisoners can contribute to science and 
conservation is the Sustainability in Prisons 
Project (SPP), an ongoing partnership 
between the Washington State Department 
of Corrections and Evergreen State College 
in the United States.21,22 The project has 
succeeded in bringing together ecological 
scientists, inmates, students, prison staff, 
and environment organizations to 
implement projects for biodiversity 
conservation, science education and 
training, and prison sustainability 
improvement.23 Among SPP’s successes 
are rearing facilities for the endangered 
Taylor’s Checkerspot butterfly and Oregon 
spotted frog, native plant conservation 
nurseries, and an impressive list of 
improved sustainable practices such as 
waste reduction and lower water use within 
the prisons. Inmates have opportunities to 
get involved in the projects, attend lectures 
by visiting scientists, and participate in job 
training workshops. 

Though Australia has no equivalent to SPP, 
a few small-scale projects engage prisoners 
in conservation-related work. Inmates from 
the minimum-security Karnet Prison Farm 
assist in the rehabilitation of black 
cockatoos, by building fences and aviaries, 

An inmate at Coyote Ridge Corrections Center in 
Washington thinning sagebrush plants. Photo: Jeff Clark, 
BLM 
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and conducting revegetation work at the Kaarakin Black Cockatoo Conservation Centre 
in Western Australia.24 

In another Australian example, a three-way partnership between the Northern 
Agricultural Catchments Council, the Durack Institute of Technology, and the 
Department of Corrections has enabled inmates from the Greenough Regional Prison to 
conduct conservation and education activities in the Greater Geraldton 
region.25 Minimum security prison participants have the opportunity to undertake a 
Conservation and Land Management certification and conduct environmental 
restoration work, assisting local farmers and government projects. This partnership is 
special because it emphasizes engaging Aboriginal prisoners, with the goal of 
developing their employability in land management work. 

How Could Inmates Contribute to Conservation? 

The Convention of Biological Diversity suggests that biodiversity loss is caused by five 
main factors, which include habitat loss, fragmentation, and degradation; climate 
change; excessive nutrient load and pollution; overexploitation and unsustainable use of 
resources; and invasive pests.15 Australia is vast in size and suffers from many sources 
of environmental degradation that threaten biodiversity and the performance of various 
ecosystem services.16 The list of ways that inmates—across all levels of corrective 
services—can contribute is endless, but they depend upon the needs and priorities of 
the local region. Here are a few ideas: 

Population control of invasive animal species including feral cats, rabbits, toads, and 
foxes. 

Introduced pests have 
very severe and 
deleterious impacts 
upon the native 
animals whose 
habitats they have 
invaded. Feral cats, 
for example, have 
devastated bird, 
reptile, marsupial, 
rodent, and frog 
populations.26,27 They 
have been identified 
as the most serious 
threat to biodiversity in 
the Kimberley; each 
day a feral cat can kill 

between five and ten small native animals, and there are approximately one million of 
them in the region.28 Inmates could be involved in trapping and baiting the pests, 
collecting data on numbers, and designing and building trapping systems.29 

Young sagebrush plants are tended in a prison as part of the SPP’s Sagebrush Conservation 
Nursery Program. Photo: Jeff Clark, BLM 

https://www.thesolutionsjournal.com/article/slowing-australias-revolving-prison-door-biodiversity-conservation-projects/
https://www.thesolutionsjournal.com/article/slowing-australias-revolving-prison-door-biodiversity-conservation-projects/


https://www.thesolutionsjournal.com/article/slowing-australias-revolving-prison-door-
biodiversity-conservation-projects/ 

 
Rearing seedlings, reforestation with native trees, and clearing of invasive plant 
species. A serious threat to Australia’s biodiversity is loss of habitat for native animals, 
and prison-based programs could work to mitigate this issue. It is possible that even 
inmates confined to higher levels of security could undertake seedling rearing within 
prison grounds. 

Rearing and rehabilitating threatened species for release into the wild. Inmates could be 
involved in the rearing and release of endangered animals such as frogs and birds, or 
partake in rehabilitating sick or injured native animals in conjunction with local 
community rescue organizations as is done at Kaarakin Black Cockatoo Conservation 
Centre. The SPP’s success in raising frogs for release demonstrates that it is possible 
to conduct such activities within the prison environment. 

Data collection and basic data analysis activities. Inmates could be of assistance for 
scientific or government organizations involved in biodiversity research—particularly in 
cases where more boots on the ground are required to collect adequate data. This 
could include data collection on water quality, endangered flora and fauna species, pest 
populations, soil quality, or vegetation. 

Restoration of sensitive ecosystems around rivers, lakes, and mangroves. These are 
biodiversity hotspots and breeding grounds for many species, and improving the 
condition of these environments through cleaning and planting of appropriate vegetation 
could build the resilience of the environment and reduce risks for biodiversity loss. 

Bee conservation. Australian native bees are under threat from pesticide use, clearing 
of their natural habitat, climate change, and the spread of invasive vegetation 
species.30 Inmates could play a role in bee conservation by building and maintaining 
nests and boxes—and potentially harvesting native honey. 

Improving the sustainability of prison facilities. Projects such as recycling, composting, 
waste and water-use reduction, land-scaping with native trees, vegetable gardening and 
farming for food, and installing solar panels or other sources of renewable energy can 
enhance the sustainability of prison facilities, reduce operation costs, and provide an 
opportunity for inmates to be creative and productive within the prison 
environment.23 The SPP has demonstrated that such projects can be highly successful. 

Clearly, engagement in several of these activities would require inmates to leave the 
prison. This requires careful selection and allocation of activities to inmates and 
adequate supervision by prison staff to ensure compliance and community safety. 

Providing Educational Opportunities 

Beyond the on-the-job training required to engage in various conservation and science 
projects, formal education and training opportunities are vital to the value of a prison-
based conservation project.11,31 These could be developed in conjunction with local 
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tertiary education centers such as universities and the vocational training organization 
TAFE (Technical and Further Education). These institutions provide a vast range of 
study options in the areas of conservation, biology, agriculture, and environmental 
science and management. Importantly, educational programs for prisoners would need 
to be focused on practical and job-relevant topics, presented in an appropriate and 
engaging style,32 and tailored to the average education level of the participating 
inmates. They could potentially be taught by interested lecturers or students who are 
willing to visit the prison for this purpose, as is done in the SPP. Critically, educational 
participation activities should be geared to enable interested inmates to continue to 
participate after they leave the prison. 

Indigenous Leadership 

Aboriginal people have lived in Australia for around 60,000 years,33 and despite the 
devastation of British colonization and the Stolen Generation, many still hold a great 
degree of traditional knowledge about caring for the environment and a strong cultural 
connection with the land.18,34 There is great value in integrating this ecological 
knowledge into Australia’s efforts toward environmental restoration and land 
management.35There is already a collection of Commonwealth-funded Indigenous 
Ranger groups in Australia, called the Working on Country program.36,37 The program 
trains and employs Indigenous rangers to provide a wide range of environmental 
services in accordance with traditional land management knowledge and practice. It has 
already demonstrated substantial economic, employment, and social benefits for the 
community, environment, and participants.38–40 

A prison-based conservation program could harness this incredible network, and others 
like it, to set priorities, share knowledge, develop projects, and support inmates to 
engage in biodiversity conservation work. Given the extreme over-representation of 
Indigenous people in Australian prisons, Indigenous-led programs may provide 
opportunities for supporting social and cultural identity, reconnection with the land and 
traditional knowledge, and perhaps ultimately contribute to reduced rates of 
imprisonment and re-imprisonment in this population. 

Cost Effectiveness 

Biodiversity underpins the priceless services provided by healthy, well-functioning 
ecosystems. While environmental restoration is expensive, it is rarely as expensive as 
trying to replace the services provisioned naturally by nature once they have been 
destroyed.41 Repetitively incarcerating people is also expensive—both from an 
economic and social perspective. Mobilizing prisoners to conduct biodiversity 
conservation has the potential to be a cost-effective strategy for society to get enough 
boots on the ground to make tangible environmental and social achievements. Clearly, 
all projects need to be designed with economic viability in mind—but we need to 
remember to account for the long-term cost savings inherent in environmental and 
social investments. 
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A Whole-systems Approach 

A large-scale, prison-based conservation program in Australia would represent a truly 
whole-systems approach to both prison reform and environmental restoration. It would 
have the capacity to contribute to all forms of capital as defined by the ecological 
economics model of sustainable human well-being: 
Natural capital. Biodiversity is improved and protected, and ecosystem services 
restored or improved through invasive species control, tree planting, rearing and release 
of endangered species, etc. 

Human capital. A typically under-served population can benefit from human capital 
enrichment in the form of: science and conservation education and training; improved 
social and emotional well-being; connection with nature; land management skills; and 
better employment prospects – especially if post-release employment can be offered to 
interested people. 

Built capital. Built capital contributions can include improvements to the sustainability of 
corrective services facilities, building facilities for rearing seedlings and rehabilitating 
and rearing animals; building and designing traps for invasive pests; and the potential 
for sustainable business models for products produced by inmates (e.g., honey). 

Social capital. Social capital contributions may include: respect for, and integration of, 
Indigenous land management knowledge and practice; improved community safety as 
offenders have a more rehabilitative experience with corrective services; better 
community perception of inmates upon release thanks to the high importance of the 
work; and lower recidivism rates as prisoners will be more likely to have enhanced 
education and employment prospects upon release. 

Final Thoughts 

Australia needs to harness the valuable opportunities that are available to address 
pressing social and environmental problems through innovative, whole systems 
approaches. 

Undoubtedly, there are enormous complexities involved in developing a prisons-based 
conservation system that is simultaneously large enough in scope to make a real 
difference to the environment and well-designed enough to effectively address the 
revolving prison door. However, it is high time that both issues were addressed with the 
ambition and resources that they deserve, and for Australia, this could be one step in 
the right direction. 
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