
 

 

 

 

Announcement of a review of the response to COVID-19 in NSW custodial 

centres and services 

Background to announcement 

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) is caused by the severe acute respiratory 

syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2 virus). COVID-19 was first detected following 

an outbreak in Wuhan, China in December 2019 and on 11 March 2020, the World 

Health Organisation declared the outbreak to be a pandemic.1  

Custodial environments are vulnerable settings to outbreaks of respiratory disease. 

Due to environmental conditions (including porosity, shared facilities, and limited 

capacity for physical distancing) the risk of transmission in a correctional centre or a 

youth justice centre is high. Additionally, adults in custody are more likely to have 

existing health needs that place them at a higher risk of developing serious 

COVID-19 illness.  

In the period since COVID-19 was first detected, the genetic structure of the virus 

has changed. When these changes produce a virus variant that is easier to spread 

or that makes people more unwell it is known as a ‘variant of concern’. The Delta 

variant of concern was first identified in October 2020 and since June 2021, it has 

been the predominant variant of the virus causing COVID-19 in NSW. Emerging data 

collated by the World Health Organisation suggests that the Delta variant is more 

infectious and causes more severe illness producing higher rates of hospitalisation 

relative to other variants.2  

Until recently, outbreaks of COVID-19 disease in NSW custodial settings had been 

avoided. In accordance with our legislative functions, we are required to monitor the 

planning and response to COVID-19 undertaken by the agencies we oversight. Such 

 
1 Dr Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, Director-General World Health Organisation (Opening remarks 
at the World Health Organisation’s media briefing on COVID-19, 11 March 2020). Available at: WHO 
Director-General's opening remarks at the media briefing on COVID-19 - 11 March 2020. 
 
2 World Health Organisation, COVID-19 Weekly Epidemiological Update (Edition 54, 24 August 2021) 
6-7. Available at: http://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/situation-reports.  
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responses require nuanced approaches that balance the need to protect people in 

detention and staff from COVID-19, with the need to ensure that rights and freedoms 

already curtailed in custody are not disproportionately limited. We also need to 

respond to any serious issues or concerns about the treatment and conditions of 

inmates during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Our work to date has included, preventive advisory work, COVID-19 focused 

monitoring visits, inspections of individual custodial centres where appropriate and 

maintaining the Official Visitor program consistent with public health advice and 

international best practice.  

Presently high rates of locally acquired COVID-19 in Greater Sydney and the 

associated seeding in several regional NSW locations has significantly increased the 

risk of transmission and illness in custodial settings. Following an outbreak in the 

NSW community in June 2021, COVID-19 disease was detected in young people 

and adults in custody, as well as staff, who acquired the virus in the community. In 

July 2021, the first known instances of transmission occurred within NSW custodial 

centres. Given the increasing number of confirmed cases of COVID-19 in the 

custodial system, we are concerned about the potential for amplification of 

transmission and the challenges in providing health care to people for associated 

illness.  

Objective of review 

This review will consider the response to COVID-19 in youth and adult custodial 

centres in NSW. Measures will be scrutinised for their effectiveness in preventing 

transmission and reducing disease, and their impact on conditions for people in 

custody. This review will also provide recommendations to assist in the planning 

around future responses to COVID-19 that reduce risk of transmission and illness 

without compromising the treatment of, and conditions for, people in custody in 

NSW.  

 

 



 

 

Terms of reference 

The ICS will examine several key areas in this review: 

a. legislation and policy informing the response to COVID-19 in NSW custodial 

centres and services 

b. governance structures within the key agencies 

c. minimising the risk of COVID-19 entering a custodial centre 

d. reducing the risk of transmission to staff, inmates and detainees in custodial 

centres and services 

e. managing COVID-19 illness in custody  

f. continuity of services for young people and adults in custody during the 

pandemic 

g. managing safe release from custody. 

As we commence this review we will continue to have regard to the ‘do no harm’ 

principle that has guided our monitoring during the COVID-19 pandemic. We will 

avoid placing any burden on relevant authorities and staff that reduces their capacity 

to respond to COVID-19.   


