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Key findings 

•	 State and federal governments are now spending $6.4 billion each year on the construction and 
operation of prisons, with spending having almost doubled in just 10 years. 

•	 Incarceration costs Australian taxpayers $422 per prisoner per day, or $153,895 per prisoner per year.

•	 The adult incarceration rate is now 205.7 per 100,000 of the adult population, an increase of 12 per cent 
over the last 10 years.

•	 Of the 43,305 prisoners in Australia, 62 per cent have been incarcerated for a violent offence,  
23 per cent for a non-violent victimless offence and 15 per cent for a non-violent property offence.

•	 In 2023 governments spent $2.4 billion on imprisoning non-violent offenders posing minimal risk  
to community safety. 

•	 Sentencing non-violent offenders to alternatives to incarceration would reduce taxpayer expenses  
and improve community safety by reallocating resources to crime prevention.

Analysis

The role of prisons

The fundamental aims of the criminal justice system must be ensuring protection of the community and 
retribution of those who have broken the law. Whilst prisons play an important role in upholding these aims, 
Australia’s current overreliance on prison as the main form of punishment is expensive and excessive. It is vital that 
violent and dangerous criminals are isolated from the community to ensure that citizens feel safe on the streets 
and in their homes. However, for those who have committed non-violent crimes, there are many alternatives 
to prison such as offender-employment programs, electronic monitoring, home detention, tax penalties, and 
restitution orders that would not only save costs for taxpayers by reducing imprisonment rates but would better 
achieve justice for those who suffer the most from crime: the victims. By implementing wholesale sentencing 
reform, the criminal justice system could better serve the needs of the community by reinvesting savings into 
crime prevention strategies to deter offenders from acting in the first place. 

The cost of prisons

In 2022-23 the state and commonwealth governments spent approximately $6.4 billion on the construction 
and operation of prisons.1 This has seen a 96 per cent growth in just 10 years.2 New South Wales spent the 
most of all the states and territories, spending $2 billion on prisons, with Victoria, Queensland and Western 
Australia following close behind with each spending $1.3 billion, $1.3 billion, and $954 million respectively 
on the operation of prisons.3 In New South Wales, Tasmania, the Australian Capital Territory (ACT), and 
Victoria, recurrent government expenditure on prisons has more than doubled between 2013 and 2023. 

1	 Productivity Commission, Report on Government Services (29 January 2024) Volume C Section 8 Table 8A.1.

2	 Productivity Commission, Report on Government Services (2014) Volume C Section 8 Table 8A.6.

3	 Productivity Commission, Report on Government Services (29 January 2024) Volume C Section 8 Table 8A.1.
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Figure 1: Recurrent government expenditure on prisons in 2012-13 and 2022-23

Source: Productivity Commission

Table 1: Recurrent government expenditure on prisons 

Recurrent expenditure  
on prisons (2012-13)

Recurrent expenditure  
on prisons (2022-23)

Expenditure increase  
(%)

NSW $894m $ 2,002m 124%

VIC $626m $ 1,295m 107%

QLD $674m $ 1,270m 88%

WA $618m $ 954m 54%

SA $212m $ 371m 75%

TAS $66m $ 153m 132%

ACT $48m $ 102m 113%

NT $124m $ 242m 95%

AUS $3,260m $ 6,390m 96%

Source: Productivity Commission

On average in Australia it costs about $422 to incarcerate one prisoner for one day or about $153,895 per 
year.4 There are substantial cost differences across jurisdictions—it costs the most to house a prisoner for one 
day in the ACT where it costs taxpayers $720 per prisoner per day ($262,720 per year). In contrast, it costs 
the least to house a prisoner in the Northern Territory, at $330 per prisoner per day, or $120,461 per year.

4	 Ibid, Table 8A.19.
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Table 2: Prison operating costs, 2022-23

Recurrent expenditure per prisoner per day Annual cost per prisoner

NSW $437.83 $159,808

VIC $536.29 $195,746

QLD $352.58 $128,692

WA $411.27 $150,114

SA $330.36 $120,581

TAS $620.59 $226,515

ACT $719.78 $262,720

NT $330.03 $120,461

AUS $421.63 $153,895

Source: Productivity Commission

Trends in incarceration

In March 2024 there were 43,305 offenders held in Australian prisons.5 This equates to an incarceration rate 
of 205.7 per 100,000 of the adult population.6 Over the past decade the incarceration rate has grown by 11.6 
per cent and the total number of adult prisoners has grown by 30 per cent.

Figure 2: Incarceration rate in Australia per 100,000 of the adult population

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics

There are substantial differences in the incarceration rates across the states and territories. The Northern 
Territory has by far the highest adult incarceration rate with 1,161 adults incarcerated per 100,000 of the 
adult population.7 The Australian Capital Territory has the lowest incarceration rate at 106. Queensland 
and Western Australia each have incarceration rates that are substantially elevated compared to the national 
average, whilst Tasmania, Victoria, and the ACT have rates below the national average. 

5	 Australian Bureau of Statistics, Corrective Services, Australia (Catalogue 4512.0, 6 June 2024) Table 1.

6	 Ibid, Table 3.

7	 Ibid.
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New South Wales and South Australia each have rates close to the national average. Concerningly, 
Queensland, Tasmania and the Northern Territory have all seen dramatic increases in their incarceration 
rates over the past decade, particularly in Tasmania where the incarceration rate has grown by 38 per cent. 
The only jurisdictions to see a decline in their incarceration rates were the ACT and Victoria where the rates 
decreased by 3 per cent and 11 per cent over the past 10 years, respectively.

Table 3: Incarceration rate by state per 100,000 adults

NSW VIC QLD SA WA TAS NT ACT AUS

Adult incarceration rate (2014) 185 131 189 185 258 119 864 110 184

Adult incarceration rate (2024) 188 117 250 219 322 165 1,161 106 206

Growth 2% -11% 32% 18% 25% 38% 34% -3% 12%

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics

As the number of prisoners continues to climb, more prisons will need to be built, or existing facilities 
expanded, at considerable expense to taxpayers. Across Australia prisons are fast approaching capacity. 
Prisons in Queensland, South Australia and the Northern Territory are at over 90 per cent of their designed 
capacity.8 Prisons in the other states and territories are being utilised at between 76 per cent (Tasmania) and 
88 per cent (the ACT) of their designed capacity.

Figure 3: The utilisation of prisons

Source: Productivity Commission

Incarceration of non-violent offenders

Non-violent offences can be divided into victimless offences and property offences. Non-violent victimless 
offences are those committed against organisations, the government, or the community in general, rather than 
specific individuals, and include: illicit drug offences; weapons/explosives offences; public order offences; traffic 
and vehicle regulatory offences; offences against justice; and miscellaneous offences. Property offences are also 
categorised as non-violent as they generally do not involve an offence against another person. This category 
includes: unlawful entry with intent; theft; fraud/deception; property damage and environmental pollution.

8	 Productivity Commission, Report on Government Services (29 January 2024) Volume C Section 8 Table 8A.15.
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Prisons are the most serious form of punishment that a government can inflict on offenders, and it should 
be reserved for people that are a danger to the community, rather than the offenders the community is 
merely angry at. Finding alternatives to incarceration for this category of offenders would save governments 
a significant amount of money without compromising community safety.

Across prisons in Australia in 2023 approximately 23 per cent of prisoners had been sentenced for a non-violent 
crime and 15 percent had been sentenced for a property offence.9

Table 4: 2023 prison population by most serious offence type

Crime type Number of prisoners Proportion of total

Violent 26,034 62%

Non-violent (victimless) 9,649 23%

Non-violent (property) 6,140 15%

Non-violent (total) 15,789 38%

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics

Approximately 40 per cent of prisoners in Victoria, South Australia, and Western Australia are classified 
as non-violent offenders.10 Prisons in New South Wales, Queensland, Tasmania, and the ACT each follow 
closely behind with 38 per cent, 37 per cent, 35 per cent and 36 per cent of their prisoners made up of non-
violent offenders, respectively. The Northern Territory is the only jurisdiction with a predominately violent 
prison population, where offenders convicted of a violent comprise 80 per cent of prisoners.

Figure 4: Sentenced prisoners by type of offence

Source: Australia Bureau of Statistics

9	 Australian Bureau of Statistics, Prisoners in Australia 2023 (Catalogue 4517.0, 25 January 2024) Table 3; IPA calculations.

10	 Ibid, Table 16.
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Combining the data on the number of non-violent offenders incarcerated with the cost of incarceration 
per prisoner we can produce an approximate figure for the amount spent annually on holding non-violent 
offenders behind bars. 

Table 5: Annual cost of incarceration of non-violent offenders

Number of non-violent  
offenders incarcerated  

in 2023

Annual cost of  
incarceration  
per prisoner

Total cost of  
incarceration of  

non-violent offenders

NSW 4,668 $159,808 $746 million

VIC 2,587 $195,746 $506 million

QLD 3,772 $128,692 $485 million

SA 1,234 $120,581 $149 million

WA 2,699 $150,114 $405 million

TAS 261 $226,515 $59 million

NT 423 $120,461 $51 million

ACT 134 $262,720 $35 million

AUS 15,789 $153,895 $2.4 billion

By this measure, in 2023 Australian governments spent approximately $2.4 billion on the incarceration of 
offenders whose worst offence was a non-violent offence. New South Wales spends the most of all Australian 
jurisdictions on incarcerating non-violent offenders, amounting to $746 million in 2023. This is primarily 
due to the fact that this state houses the largest number of prisoners and thus holds the largest number of 
non-violent prisoners. 

Recommendations 

Nonviolent offenders who do not pose a threat to community safety should not be incarcerated. Rather, they 
should be subject to alternative punishments which can be imposed to a degree sufficient to retribute offend-
ers and deter criminal behaviour whilst at the same time reducing taxpayer expenses.

Offender employment programs

Rather than being a burden on taxpayers, non-violent offenders should be working, paying tax, and helping 
address worker shortages.11 Employers willing to participate in this program would have full knowledge of 
the offender’s criminal history and the program would function similar to community-based orders; however 
offenders would be paid award wages and work full-time.
Several conservative jurisdictions in the United States, such as Texas and Georgia, have implemented reform 
that recognises the value of placing non-violent offenders in employment rather than in prison. These 
reforms have resulted in substantial savings to taxpayers by reducing the number of offenders incarcerated 
and improved community safety rates through better rehabilitation and reoffending outcomes. Texas saved 
taxpayers over $3 billion by closing ten prisons in ten years and the violent crime rate reduced from 511 
violent crimes per 100,000 of the population to 443 violent crimes in 2020.12 

11	 �Mirko Bagaric and Morgan Begg, Let Them Work: How Criminal Justice Reform Can Help Address Australia’s Worker Shortage  
(Research Report, Institute of Public Affairs, March 2023).

12	 Mia Schlicht, Criminal Justice Reform in the United States: Lessons for Australia (Institute of Public Affairs, Forthcoming). 
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Financial sanctions (‘offender super-taxation levy’)

Many crimes are motivated by financial interests, and in those cases a financial sanction should be imposed 
for non-violent offenders. An offender super-taxation levy would comprise a one-off reparation order equal 
to the amount wrongfully obtained, paid by offender to the victim, and an additional fine equal to double 
the amount wrongfully obtained by the offence.13 

Where the offender does not have the financial means to satisfy the debt, they would be required to work and 
pay a portion of their income until the entirety of the debt is repaid, with the restitution order being paid off 
first. For efficiency purposes the fine should be administered through the existing taxation collection system. 
Not only would this reduce the burden of incarceration costs on law-abiding taxpayers, but it would also see 
offenders held financially responsible for the harm inflicted by their crimes.

Technological advancements

Technological incarceration such as electronic monitoring should be advanced as a criminal sanction.14 The 
advantage of this sanction is that the physical parameters and restrictions imposed on an offender can be tai-
lored to the offence committed so that it is proportionate and limits the ability of the offender to reengage in 
offending. Tamper-proof sensor equipment and visual recording equipment should be attached to offenders 
to monitor their movements and send an alert if they were to engage in any suspicious behaviour.15 

Reallocation of resources

The taxpayer funds saved by reducing incarceration costs should be redirected to other criminal justice re-
sources to prevent crime from occurring in the first place and thus reduce the number of victims suffering at 
the hand of offenders. 

When contemplating an offence, offenders factor the possibility of apprehension into their decision mak-
ing.16 If the likelihood of apprehension is high, they are less likely to commit an offence.17 Increasing the 
presence of police on the streets—thereby increasing the fear of apprehension—is the best deterrent of crime 
and would hence reduce the incidence of crime. 

13	 �Mirko Bagaric and Mia Schlicht, ‘A Step-Wise Approach to Less reliance on Prison: Victim Restitution and Proportionate Sanctions 
as the Main Focus in Sentencing Fraud Offenders’ (2024) 98(1) Australian Law Journal 37.

14	 �Mirko Bagaric, Australia’s Emerging Incarceration Crisis: Proposed Reforms of the Australian Sentencing System (Research Report, Insti-
tute of Public Affairs, October 2022).

15	 Ibid.

16	 Mia Schlicht, The Cost of Prisons in Australia: 2023 (Research Report, Institute of Public Affairs, July 2023).

17	 Ibid.

For more information contact Morgan Begg, Director of Research at mbegg@ipa.org.au
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