
Attributable to Jeremy Lightfoot, Chief Executive:

 

There is no excuse for the actions of those involved in the riot at Waikeria Prison.

 

There are multiple avenues of complaint available to people in custody, including the internal 
complaints system, an 0800 number for contacting the independent Corrections Inspectorate, and 
the Ombudsman. These channels are free for any prisoner to contact, with contact details readily 
available. We are not aware of any of the men raising concerns prior to their actions.

 

The riot and extensive fires lit exposed those involved, other prisoners, our staff and emergency 
services to significant danger. It resulted in a huge amount of trauma for around 200 prisoners that 
were evacuated from the top jail while fires burned around them and who were moved to other 
prisons away from their whanau and friends, lawyers, and the programmes and activities they were 
taking part in. The incident also significantly impacted on the 500 men who remained at the prison 
who lost property stored in the ‘top jail’ facility and who were unable to use the telephone system to 
let their loved ones know that they were okay due to damage caused to critical infrastructure.

 

During the six days that the riot was ongoing we were committed to resolving the situation safely and 
without harm to those involved. We have a duty of care to the men, and they may remain in our 
custody for a number of years to come. We were incredibly grateful for the support of kaumatua and 
kuia from Ngati Maniapoto and Raukawa who assisted throughout the incident by speaking with the 
men involved, supporting our staff and leading karakia with the men as they came down from the 
roof. This is a good example of the shift that we’ve made since introducing Hokai Rangi – we’re 
working more closely with iwi than we ever have and incorporating te ao Maori and tikanga into our 
practice and operations. 

 

As you are aware, a new facility is being built at Waikeria Prison to replace the ‘top jail’ facility, which 
we had already acknowleged had reached the end of its ability to be used without significant 
investment. We hadn’t closed it already due to the need for remand accommodation in the Waikato 
region – Waikeria is the main remand site for courts throughout the region. Moving prisoners to other 
sites also limits the ability for whanau and friends to maintain contact with people in custody while 
their court matters are ongoing. 

 

The new facility provides 500 prison beds and 100 dedicated mental health beds, and will be 
completed next year. This represents a significant investment in strengthening our mental health 
services and providing more rehabilitation, education and training opportunities for people in prison. 
In developing the services to be delivered at the new facility, we have partnered with mana whenua, 
Raukawa and Ngati Maniapoto, and Waikato District Health Board to design and deliver the holistic 
mental health and addiction service. 

 

Our ability to see success and work to address the causes of Māori overrepresentation in the 
criminal justice system is a collective effort, and we are continuing to work collaboratively and in 
partnership with agencies, iwi and others. In Budget 2019, $98 million was allocated to the four-year 
Māori Pathways programme. This initiative supports the corrections system to be more effective by 
using kaupapa Māori and whānau-centred approaches and includes a range of initiatives to lower 
the proportion of Māori in the corrections system. It includes the whānau-centred Māori pathways 
initiatives Hawkes Bay and Te Tai Tokerau, which are being co-designed and implemented by Māori, 
with Corrections, the Ministry of Social Development and Te Puni Kōkiri all working in partnership 
with whānau, hapū and iwi Māori . The approach will enable people in prison to experience a 
kaupapa Māori-centred approach right from remand through to reintegration.

 

The Chief Ombudsman’s inspection took place in October 2019, and the final report was published 
in August 2020. In the report, the Chief Ombudsman welcomed Corrections’ positive response to the 
findings, and noted that “to accept, or partially accept, all 24 recommendations reflects our mutual 
desire to strengthen protections against ill treatment and improve conditions of detention”. The 
report also details Corrections’ response to each of the recommendations.

 




Since the time of the Ombudsman’s inspection 15 months ago we had taken a number of steps to 
improve conditions in the top jail, including:

 


• An ongoing programme of maintenance of cells, units and yards, for example repainting cells 
and yards in the separates units to remove graffiti


• Providing prisoners with a comprehensive indication booklet for prisoners who newly arrive 
to the top jail


• Yards being checked daily for damage which is rectified as necessary, with anti-graffiti paint 
being used in yards to prevent damage


• Increased resourcing in the property area to ensure that prisoners can access their property 
quickly


• Developing consistent streamlined procedures for ordering and managing prisoner clothing – 
an inspectorate visit to the site in January 2020 confirmed that the prison had made 
significant gains in this area and clothing was being well managed


• Providing prisoners with additional food to prisoners with their evening meal

• Having a continual focus on the management of complaints with complaints forms available 

across all units and the complaints process clearly displayed.

 
The Ombudsman noted that the prison leadership team demonstrated commitment to Hokai Rangi 
and had begun to implement change in culture and practice prior to the release of the strategy, 
including the prison’s developing whanau-centric approach to visits.

 

Our staff do an incredible job in some very difficult circumstances to keep New Zealanders safe, and 
I am hugely proud of the work they do on a daily basis. We expect a high standard of conduct from 
all employees and significant emphasis is placed on this throughout our recruitment and selection 
processes. Our pre-employment screening procedure supports the high standard of conduct and 
integrity that we expect from our staff. If it was discovered that staff were acting inappropriately, we 
would take that as a serious breach of our Code of Conduct and would take the necessary and 
appropriate action against the staff members involved.

 

Specifically in relation to the allegation that “staff stood by as one man was badly assaulted requiring 
hospital care”, I would encourage the person making this allegation to contact us and provide further 
information so that this can be investigated. We can only act when matters are raised with us, and I 
would encourage anyone who is assaulted or witnesses this type of behaviour to raise it immediately. 
Anyone who has concerns relating to the conduct of staff can contact our confidential integrity 
phone line on 0800 267 000 or email integrity@corrections.govt.nz. All allegations will be taken 
seriously and investigated.

 

Waikeria Prison is also in a rural location and water comes from a bore and through a treatment 
plant. The water is tested and there have been no concerns with the safety of the water as a result. 
Staff also drink the same water as prisoners.

 

Kit orders, including for clothing and bedding, is placed monthly with prisoners able to request clean 
clothes when being unlocked to go to the yards. There are ongoing issues with prisoners damaging 
clothing/towels and bedding. The Prison Director has advised that we spend approximately $10,000 
per month on replacement items, with a double order being made in November and December 2020.

 

As the prison population has reduced in recent years (from a peak of 10,820 people in March 2018 to 
8,775 today) we have been able to reduce our use of double bunking. Prior to placing people in a 
shared cell together we use a comprehensive assessment tool called the Shared Accommodation 
Cell Risk Assessment (SACRA) to review their compatibility. The tool does not replace staff 
judgement, but helps to inform their decision-making and minimise any potential risk. The 
assessment identifies key risk factors to consider before accommodating people together, 
including their age, security classification, offending history, history of imprisonment, gang affiliation, 
notable physical characteristics, mental health concerns and any other special needs.
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As you may be aware, there are two reviews currently underway. The first, by our Chief Custodial 
Officer, should be completed by April and the second, by the Chief Inspector, should be completed 
towards the end of the year.

 

To avoid compromising the outcome of the two reviews, or the court proceedings that are now 
underway following charges being laid by Police against the men involved, we are not able to provide 
further comment.

 

ENDS

 

Thanks,

Nic
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