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The Australian Institute of Criminology (AIC), established along with the 
Criminology Research Council (CRC) as an independent statutory author
ity by the Criminology Research Act 1971 (Cth) is no stranger to criticism. 
In its early years the attacks came mainly from the left; radical criminolo
gists criticised its mainstream orientation, its ‘telescope to the blind eye’ 
response to the emerging ‘new criminology’, its close association with law 
enforcement agencies, the key ‘application to crime control’ criteria for 
research grants administered through the Criminology Research Council, 
and the background of foundation Director, Bill Clifford.1

Over the years these criticisms waned as the Institute carved out a pre
dominantly left liberal ethos under the administration of leading 
Australian criminologists such as Richard Harding, Paul Wilson and 
Duncan Chappell, was associated with important research output by 
researchers such as John Braithwaite, Peter Grabosky, and others, provid
ed a range of useful statistical services and clearing-house functions, coor
dinated the important National Committee on Violence campaign, and 
demonstrated a fluctuating degree of independence from government and 
law enforcement sources and interests.

In recent years the attacks have come from a rather different direction. 
In the original Fightback package released in 1992 the Liberal Party 
pledged to abolish the Institute, but shortly before the March 1993 federal 
election changed their minds announcing they would ‘maintain the AIC at 
a cost of $4 million’, a decision that could then be described as an ‘initia
tive’. The latest attack, emanating from the Commonwealth Government 
backed by the federal Attorney-General’s Department and law enforce
ment bureaucracies, is less likely to exhibit the same agility with the back
flip.

The form of the attack is spelt out in a very brief section of the Report 
o f  the Review o f  Federal Law Enforcement Arrangements. The Review 
Committee was set up by the Federal Government in August 1993. The 
Steering Committee conducting the Review comprised Bill Coad, Director 
of AUSTRAC (Australian Transaction Reports and Analysis Centre), 
Adrian Whiddet, Deputy Commissioner of the AFP, Peter Lamb, General 
Manager of Operations, NCA, Prudence Ford, Assistant Secretary of the 
Department of Finance, Malcolm Hazell, Assistant Secretary of the 
Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, and Norman Reabum, Deputy 
Secretary of the Attorney-General’s Department, assisted by officers from 
the Attorney-General’s Department, NCA, AFP and AUSTRAC. While 
the Review Report covers a wide range of organisations and issues the 
focus of this brief comment is restricted to the AIC, first by way of an 
overview of the main criticisms the Review makes of the AIC, followed 
by an examination of potential responses.

The review’s criticisms
S/he who pays the piper...
After (very) briefly outlining the history and functions of the Institute the 
Review states:
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the agency should have a national focus, but w ith the 
Comm onwealth as its primary c lie n t. . .  the Review considers that 
the AIC does not give sufficient priority to C om m onwealth clients, 
although it is fully funded by the Com m onwealth. . . . The A IC ’s 
prim ary role should be to serve the policy needs o f the 
C om m onwealth’ (p.212).

Cooperative federalism receives pretty short shrift here as 
does the argument that crime is predominantly a State jurisdic
tion. One of the key functions of the AIC set out in the
Criminology Research Act 1971 is:

to provide information and advice to Departm ents, agencies and 
authorities o f the Com m onwealth, o f the States and o f the Northern 
Territory dealing with the adm inistration o f crim inal justice. 
[s.6(hb)]

Setting research priorities

The Review ‘identifies a number of problems with the struc
ture, direction and management of the Institute’s research 
effort’ (p.213). After an acknowledgment of research by ‘key 
figures in Australian criminology’ the Review states: ‘the AIC 
does not appear to have attracted serjior staff of a similar calibre 
in recent years’, an outcome it attributes to ‘the unfocused 
nature of the research program and the absence of an atmos
phere conducive to innovative, high quality work’. The sugges
tions to overcome this are ‘to devote some of its resources to 
leading edge research’, a ‘new sense of direction’ and a 
‘revamped research program’. This is to be achieved by ‘the 
Commonwealth identifying the AIC’s primary clients and its 
research program’ (p.213). In order to ‘improve the manage
ment, structure and quality control’ the AIC should report to a 
proposed Commonwealth Law Enforcement Board, through an 
Advisory Committee ‘comprising academic and practitioner 
experts in relevant areas of crimindlogy, law enforcement and 
criminal justice policy to provide it with advice on criminal jus
tice research, including matters relating to the research program 
of the AIC’ (p.214). The present AIC Board of Management 
would be abolished.

Overlaps and ‘core fu n ction s’
While recommending a continuing role for the AIC in the 
‘interpretation’ of crime statistics the Review recommends 
‘ultimately the collection of corrections statistics be undertaken 
by the Australian Bureau of Statistics and its specialist units 
such as the National Crime Statistic^; Unit (NCSU)’. The AIC’s 
international role needs to be ‘curtajled’, having been ‘unrelat
ed to its core functions’. The conference program is described 
as ‘unfocused and inappropriately costed’, and should be 
‘scaled back considerably’. The Criminology Research Council 
(CRC) which currently distributes research grants is seen as 
lacking in that it ‘distributes money to applicants, rather than 
supporting work which fits an articulated strategic direction’, 
‘comprises senior bureaucrats rather than experts in crimino
logical research’, its ‘scale’ may be ‘too small to be effective’ 
and the ‘outcomes of CRC research are poorly disseminated’ 
(p.215). The Review recommends tlfe abolition of the CRC and 
its replacement by a new Criminology Research Fund, admin
istered by the Commonwealth Law Enforcement Board, 
research funding to be administered by a sub-committee of the 
proposed Advisory Committee to thb Board.

A further review

Finally the Review recommends tljat the Minister for Justice 
appoint an independent review team to advise him on ‘the 
appropriate role, clients focus, priorities and structure of the 
AIC’ with a view to a ‘refocusing and restructuring’ which 
would result in savings of approximately ‘one third of its pre

sent core funding (i.e. $1.5m in 1994/5)’ (p.216). Such a 
Review Committee has already been established by the 
Minister for Justice. In a press release dated 7 April 1994 the 
Minister announced the composition of the Review Committee 
as Noel Tanser, former Secretary to the Department of 
Administrative Services, (chair), Dr Grant Wardlaw, Acting 
Director of the AIC following Professor Duncan Chappell’s res
ignation, announced at the same time by the Minister, and Des 
Hill, Head of the Planning and Review Branch of the Victorian 
Department of Justice. The terms of reference broadly followed 
the recommendations of the earlier Review Committee and the 
review commenced in mid April with a brief to report to the 
Minister by 25 May to ‘ensure Government consideration of its 
recommendations by 30 June’.

Critical responses to the report
N ot a law enforcement agency
It is tempting to simply characterise the Review Committee 
Report as another razor gang job motivated by a desire to rein 
in the AIC to the priorities and administrative control of the 
Commonwealth Government, the Attorney-General’s bureau
cracy and law enforcement agencies, and backgrounded by cer
tain personal animosities. Certainly the composition of the 
Review was drawn exclusively from these sources with no 
direct professional ‘criminological’ representation. Delays in 
the release of the Report exacerbated the climate of suspicion 
and uncertainty. A fundamental objection to the Review is that 
despite the acknowledgment -  ‘the AIC’s current charter goes 
beyond law enforcement, covering criminal justice issues 
affecting the nation’ (p.211) -  there is a subtext, underlined by 
the composition of the Review Committee, that reads simply, 
criminology = law enforcement support.

Perhaps subtext is too subtle a characterisation, for the AIC 
is listed as one among ‘the various components of the 
Commonwealth’s law enforcement system’ (p.57) in a chapter 
entitled ‘Current Law Enforcement Arrangements’. This is a 
fundamental misrecognition of both the existing functions of 
the AIC as set out in the Criminology Research Act 1971 and 
the politically desirable role the AIC should play. This mis
recognition is assisted by the language of ‘client groups’ and the 
ethos of cost recovery which permeates the Report. Such lan
guage obscures an appreciation of the broader statutory public 
functions required to be carried out by the AIC in favour of a 
service delivery role to powerful and well-resourced institution
al sources, particularly Commonwealth law enforcement agen
cies. One of its statutory functions, not cited in the Review, is 
‘to collaborate, in and outside Australia, with governments, 
institutions and authorities, and with bodies and persons, in 
relation to research . . . ‘ (s.6(hc) my emphasis).

‘Bodies and persons’ seem to have dematerialised in the gaze 
of the Review, but ‘governments, (or at least the 
Commonwealth), institutions and authorities’ take up the fore
ground, adorned with the influential ‘client’ mantle: the Review 
quotes the submission from the Australian Commissioners of 
Police approvingly: ‘the research emanating from the AIC is 
often too far removed from the day-to-day realities of opera
tional policing and associated policies’ (p.212).

Penny pinching
There is also the penny pinching: in comparison to the huge 
amounts of money poured into a proliferation of law enforce
ment agencies, particularly in fields such as drug law enforce
ment which are highly contentious and many see as hugely 
wasteful of public resources, $4.5 million for research into 
crime is mere pocket money. The AFP and NCA have budgets
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for the year 1992-93 fifty times and nine times that of the AIC 
respectively. As Duncan Chappell pointed out in defence of the 
AIC its budget ‘amounts to an approximate equivalent of main
taining 15 or so police cars on the streets around the clock on an 
annual basis, or the expense of maintaining about 100 offenders 
in prison for one year’. Such examples highlight the connection 
between financial and accountability concerns. Much of the 
political momentum of criminal justice debate is populist. 
Anecdote, the individual instance, emotive and exaggerated 
claim and counter-claim, the belief that the issues are essential
ly those of combating the forces of evil, tend to prevail over 
careful reflection on research findings, and in most areas little 
research has been done in any event. When compared to other 
areas of social policy, criminal justice debate is particularly irra- 
tionalist and uninformed by basic research. So that in a political 
context in which ‘doing something about crime’ is often trans
lated into ‘spending more money on law enforcement’, it is vital 
that agencies which monitor effectiveness and raise sceptical 
questions about the assumed financial and social benefits ema
nating from increased law enforcement expenditure not be 
accountable directly to these same agencies.

Inaccuracies

There are factual inaccuracies in the Report, undermining the 
authoritativeness of its comments on research. It is stated the 
AIC ‘has completed research on such cross-jurisdictional mat
ters as HIV/AIDS and prisons, community policing, the future 
of committals, children as witnesses, preventing juvenile crime, 
complex commercial fraud and entrepreneurial crime’ (p.211). 
But this is in part merely a list of some of the conferences held, 
conference proceedings published by the AIC, or research sum
maries compiled, not original research ‘completed’ by the AIC, 
a mistake which hardly inspires confidence in the Review’s 
own research.

Community opposition

Various forces have rallied to the AIC’s defence, including the 
Australian and New Zealand Society of Criminology. In a 
media release, Joy Wondersitz, President of the Society, stated 
the ‘proposed government cuts to the AIC are totally unaccept
able’, going on to oppose

any restructuring o f the Institute which seeks to rem ove its inde
pendence and render it a research arm o f the Federal Government. 
Such a m ove would em asculate the institute: it would no longer be 
able to respond effectively to State and national research/policy 
developm ent needs across a broad range o f social justice and crime 
prevention areas.

The Public Sector Union, understandably concerned about 
potential job losses of up to one-third of staff has also strongly 
opposed the proposed cuts.

Legitimate criticisms
Self-inflicted wounds

It is not quite so easy to jump from the Review’s criticisms to 
an unqualified defence of the AIC. Some of its wounds are self- 
inflicted. The decision to move from its former modest premis
es in Woden to its current prized spot next to the Lakeside 
Hotel, at a rental cost of one-third of its budget allocation was 
financially irresponsible and provocative. For visitors to 
Canberra the words CRIMINOLOGY ringing the outside of 
what looks like a hotel by the lake invoke a sense of the surre
al, one wonders if this is Christo at work and SOCIOLOGY, 
ANTHROPOLGY, QUANTUM PHYSICS and so on, will 
suddenly appear writ large on other lakeside buildings.
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Independence and responsibility
Independence arguments are never as clear cut as they might 
first appear, witness debates over police/media/judicial/academ- 
ic, etc. ‘independence’ where at times independence becomes a 
cover for irresponsibility and refusal to account. Independence 
is not an absolute but a relational concept and one which attracts 
public support most readily where those invoking it have indeed 
publicly resisted government or powerful interest group pres
sure, something that cannot always be said about the AIC. As 
paymaster of public funds the Commonwealth government has 
a legitimate interest in requiring accountability of funds and in 
articulating its favoured directions and priorities. The key issues 
concern the mechanisms through which this should be achieved 
and, in particular, whether it can be achieved through minister
ial directions as to priorities within the existing structure of 
statutory independence, or as recommended by the Review, 
through the proposed Commonwealth Law Enforcement Board, 
where there is a danger criminology will perhaps come to be 
synonymous with law enforcement support. In fact the current 
Minister has already issued the AIC with a set of priorities, as 
he is entitled to do under s.6A of the Act, in order that ‘priori
ties and interests pursued by the Institute, directly or through 
commissioned research, might more closely be aligned with the 
development of policy’.2

The priorities seem eminently sensible and importantly 
include an emphasis on the varied conditions in which crime 
occurs as well as maintaining some of the AIC’s current impor
tant areas of research: ‘the future of crime; legal, economic and 
social policy and crime; sophisticated crime; policing; crime 
prevention; violence prevention; deaths in custody; drug 
issues’. It might be argued that the fact such priorities have been 
suggested under the current arrangements rather undermines the 
argument that a radical change in the accountability structure of 
the AIC is necessary precisely in order to secure such an ‘align
ment’. If this is the first time the legislative provisions have 
been invoked to give an official direction as to ministerial pri
orities it might be a case of giving the mechanism a chance of 
proving itself rather than assuming its failure in advance.

A case fo r  restructuring
Of the other recommendations, while no doubt distressing to 
current staff, there are questions about appropriate research pri
orities and adequate management and supervision of research. 
In relation to international activities, however worthy, there has 
developed in wider criminological circles a perception of car
pet-bagging. In relation to the conference program, opinions no 
doubt vary but to many academics, at least, the program topics 
often appear safe, predictable and somewhat repetitive and the 
cost of attendance often prohibitive (although whether this is 
what is meant in the Review Committee’s remark that it is 
‘unfocused and inappropriately costed’ is perhaps doubtful in 
light of the emphasis on ‘cost recovery’ elsewhere). The 
Conference Proceedings publications, limited as they are to 
conference papers delivered, are necessarily uneven in terms of 
intellectual quality. Opinions here will vary according to 
whether the key function is seen to be primarily a recording one 
or the promotion, selection and publication of the best research. 
The existing library and clearinghouse services are very useful, 
the complaint they are ‘ad hoc collections of data’ (p.214) hard
ly diminishes their attraction to those who are interested in pre
cisely that data (from my own point of view the Australian 
Prison Trends series is invaluable).

Whether statistical functions can be more efficiently carried 
out by other agencies such as the ABS is largely a technical 
question, subject to important assurances about prompt and free
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access by all interested parties. The recommendation the AIC 
give ‘greater priority to the interpretation of all criminal justice 
statistics in its program management’ (my emphasis) is well 
grounded. Members of the AIC have at times been opportunist 
and irresponsible in the unqualified publication of certain statis
tics, the most recent example being the promotion of the 1989 
and 1992 International Crime Victim Survey results which pur
ported to show Australia had the highest levels of sexual assault 
among the surveyed countries, a result that received such wide
spread uncritical media circulation and recirculation as to 
already have achieved the status of urban myth. Not so well 
publicised was the NSW Parliamentary Standing Committee on 
Social Issues rejection in February of the claims on method
ological grounds as ‘unfounded and invalid’. The current 
research grant process could of codrse be improved, although 
whether the Review proposals will achieve this is a matter of 
debate; it is not self-evident that research fitting in with govem- 
mentally defined priorities will necessarily be more ‘cutting 
edge’ than that defined by research applicants themselves. 
Certainly the amount of money allocated to criminological 
research could and should be significantly increased (the 
Review proposes an increase in the form of a $500,000 fund as 
against the 1992/93 allocation of $316,000).

On to round two
The ANZ Society of Criminology in a newsletter to members 
revealed consideration was given to boycotting the second 
review but it was decided: ‘an aggressive and proactive role’, 
was preferable: ‘intensive lobbying . . .  to reverse the original 
decisions of the FLEA Committee’ or ‘salvage important 
aspects of the Institute’s functions’. Abstentionist responses are 
rarely effective, particularly against powerful adversaries hold
ing the purse-strings, as the new layer of Aboriginal leaders 
clearly recognised over Mabo. Ritual denunciation from the 
sidelines has limited purchase save as purity salve. While he 
was a ‘manager and consultant to the Steering Committee’ 
which carried out the Review, Grant Wardlaw is a respected 
criminologist, researcher and policy adviser, so interests wider 
than how criminology might be pressed more crisply into the 
service of law enforcement, can hopefully be more directly rep
resented in the second review process.

The issues are not those of abolition vs business as usual, but 
of how best to restructure the operations and functions of the 
AIC so as to provide a renewed sense of purpose, direction and 
management to Australia’s only national criminological 
research institution, in a way that elaborates rather than shack
les its capacity to provide reflective, independent, professional 
and at times politically unpopular analyses of the phenomena of 
crime, criminalisation and penality, to a range of groups or 
‘clients’, not the least being the Australian people.

In case such aspirations invoke tne spectre of Eric Idle and 
the Monty Python chorus launching into ‘Always Look on the 
Bright Side of Life’, given the context of the AIC facing a sharp 
knife, let me close by stating what Basil Fawlty might describe 
as the ‘bleeding obvious’: the prospects for a positive restruc
turing and revitalisation not only of the AIC but criminological 
research more generally would be enhanced by a significant 
injection of funds. Yes indeed Minister.
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