
MANDATORY SENTENCING - AT WHAT COST?
A rally was held on 9 February in 
Darwin’s Raintree Park to 
commemorate the first anniversary 
of the death of the young man in 
Don Dale Detention Centre last year. 
He had been serving a 28-day 
sentence for stealing paint and textas 
worth less than $ 100.

After a request from a relative of the 
young man, DCLS coordinated the 
organisation of the rally. Between 250 and 
300 people attended the rally.

Hazel Lalara, a relative of the boy was 
one of the speakers. She talked about the 
affect that the boy’s death has had on 
her family. Her son has tried several times 
since to commit suicide and spends long 
periods of time at grave of the young man. 
She spoke of the family’s grief in knowing 
that the young man should have been 
put in a diversionary program, not given 
a mandatory sentence. She called for 
changes to the law so Magistrates are able 
to take into account individual 
circumstances.

Syd Stirling, Member for Nhulunbuy and 
Shadow Attorney, spoke at the rally. He 
said that Labor was committed to 
overturning the law if Labor won 
government in the next election. John Ah 
Kit - Member for Arnhem read out letters 
of support from prominent Australians 
that had been received.

Gough Whitlam wrote:

..the next Labor Government will (a) 
prohibit mandatory detention regimes for 
juveniles without limiting the capacity 
of courts to direct offenders to
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in Darwins Raintree Park

appropriate non-custodial programs, and 
(b) adopt special measures to prevent 
deaths in custody, particularly amongst 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people. Australians will lose respect and 
influence in regional countries if they 
demonstrate double standards in their 
own country. Human rights must take 
priority over States’ rights.

The day before the rally, the Senate 
passed the following motion moved by 
Greens Senator Bob Brown:

That the Senate notes that Friday 
February 9th is the anniversary of the 
death of the 15 year old boy from Groote 
Eylandt at Don Dale Detention Centre 
while serving a mandatory sentence.

[The Senate] notes events being held in 
Darwin to celebrate the life of this young 
man and to call for changes to Northern
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Territory Law that will prevent a tragedy 
like this happening again.

[The Senate] .notes the continuing harm, 
injustice, expense and discrimination 
being caused by the Northern Territory 
mandatory sentencing laws.

[The Senate] calls on the Federal 
Government to override these laws. 

Democrats’ Senator Brian Greig wrote:

The Australian Democrats oppose 
mandatory sentencing regimes and we 
will keep fighting to end mandatory 
sentencing everywhere in Australia. We 
believe offenders have a right to expect 
just sentencing. Magistrates and Judges 
have a right to determine just sentencing 
and people like.[this young man].have a 
right to live in a just society.

The week of the rally marked the fourth 
anniversary of mandatory sentencing laws 
in the NT This rally and other recent 
events have showed that there is still a 
strong community push to overturn the 
laws and give back discretion to our 
Magistrates.

Bob Brown, in his letter of support, best 
sums up the tragedy of mandatory 
sentencing:

Too young to understand. Not old 
enough to be in jail for anything. A son 
of a great country. His death will not be 
in vain. His death fires our resolve to 
never stop until the inhumane injustice 
of mandatory sentencing, like so many 
other crimes, has been swept into history. 
He will never be forgotten.
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