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It is a well-known fact that both Indigenous Australians 
and New Zealand’s Māori are over-represented in the 
correctional systems of their respective countries. 

In Australia, the Indigenous imprisonment rate is 15 
times higher than the non-Indigenous imprisonment 
rates, while the youth detention rate for Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous young people is 24 to one. 

In New Zealand, where Māori form just 14.5 per cent of 
the population, half the prison population and 45 per 
cent of offenders serving community-based sentences 
identify themselves as Māori. 

Two programs – Clean Slate Without Prejudice in 
Redfern, NSW, and the Matipo Gardens Project in 
Whanganui, NZ – are doing their part to address these 
concerning statistics by empowering their respective 
communities and giving them ownership over  
their futures.

FIGHTING 
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CLEAN 
SLATE 
WITHOUT 
PREJUDICE

SINCE 2009, an Aboriginal community 
group in Redfern, NSW, cal led 
Tribal Warrior, has been working 
in partnership with the Redfern 
Police, with the aim of reducing the 
involvement of young people in crime. 

At the time, Superintendent of 
the Redfern Local Area Command 
Luke Freuderstein was exhausted 
with seeing the same faces pulled 
in over and over. Consequently, 
he  j o ined  fo rce s  w i th  Shane 
Phillips, the inspirational Aboriginal 
Leader of Tribal Warrior, and other 
community leaders to work together 
to help break the cycle of offending  
and reoffending. 

The revolutionary program that 
resulted, Clean Slate Without Prejudice, 
includes an ongoing close mentoring 
activity for 60 young people from 
the community and a boxing training 
program three days a week.

The training includes police and 
community involvement and is 
followed by cultural and language 
classes to provide the foundation for 
the young people to develop a strong 
identity, self-confidence and resilience 
for their future. The teaching of 
history, which includes excursions to 
heritage sites, is an essential part of 
how the youth learn to better know 
who they are and where they come 
from, building their self-assurance as 
they grow into adults. 

Though the mentoring and the 
boxing training initially targeted young 
Aboriginal boys at risk, it subsequently 
expanded to encompass girls, young 
men and women. 

The result has been an astonishing 
68 per cent decrease in robberies and 
other significant crime events in the 
inner-city suburb, as well as reduced 
incarceration rates. Individual young 

people who have previously offended 
and have been actively mentored 
by Tribal Warrior, also have a much-
reduced rate of repeat offences. 

At the beginning of every training 
session, participants recite a pledge 
derived from the essential elements 
of discipline and routine that form 
the foundation of the program: “The 
hard work we do here replicates the 
discipline and routine that we carry 
throughout the days, weeks, months 
and years. If this is the hardest thing 
you will do today, you’re going to have 
a good day.” 

Luke says the program works so 
well in part because the participants 
see elders respect the police, and that 
the police really care about them and  
their community. 

“If they see we care, it’s amazing 
what they’ll do,” Luke said. The 
community also “owns” the program, 
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run by locals for locals, resulting in 
great receptiveness to engagement. 

The program has now received 
significant national recognition for its 
success from media and government. 
It is in high demand in the local 
community, with referrals for young 
people coming from police, the 
Department of Community Services, 
the Juvenile Justice system, and  
locals themselves. 

Over 200 young people have 
“graduated” from the program and 
now influence the wider Redfern 
community, with the strong self-
reliant values from the program. 
Multiple requests are also coming 
in for information from Aboriginal 
communities elsewhere in Australia, 
looking at inst ituting a s imilar 
program of their own. Shane also 
recently presented at the Rotary 
International Peace Conference, held 
in Sydney earlier this year, to Rotarians 
from around the world, regarding 
the program and s imi lar steps 
communities can take to reintegrate  
disaffected youth. 

The Rotary clubs of Sydney Cove 
and Sydney, NSW, have been involved 
with Clean Slate for some time, 
working alongside Shane and other 
community leaders to help the area’s 
young people. In 2013, Sydney Cove 
Rotarians began helping Tribal Warrior 
with their accounts, the audit processes 
and marketing of Tribal Warrior’s 
commercial activities. This developed 
to include ongoing assistance to Tribal 
Warrior’s all-Aboriginal Board and 
refining procedures and management 
practices throughout the organisation. 
From 2016, the Rotary Club of Sydney 
also became involved, with members 
coming on board as casual mentors 
and assisting with skills training for 
the Aboriginal Mentors who lead  
the program. 

Becoming a casual mentor in this 
program isn’t just sitting down and 
having a chat – it means getting 
hands-on among the kids at boxing 
classes staged at the National Centre 
for Indigenous Excellence in Redfern. 
An average of 50 to 80 people attend 

each session, including young people, 
trained Aboriginal Mentors, police 
and, more recently, Aboriginal inmates 
from the near-by Long Bay gaol. This 
means rolling out of bed sometimes 
well before sunrise to make the 
6am starts – discipline beneficial for 
the kids, not to mention the adults  
helping out. 

“Even though it is an ungodly early 
morning hour, the children emerge 
with a mixture of anticipation and 
excitement,” said Cathy Tait, of the 
Rotary Club of Sydney. “The rest of 
the community, Rotarians included 
in this, file into the brightly lit gym. 
It starts immediately – you don your 
gloves or pads and one of the Tribal 
Warrior mentors calls out the boxing 
routine and you quickly match up 
with a partner. It could be anyone, a 
community member, an Indigenous 
mother or child, a police officer or an 
Aboriginal inmate.

“On one memorable occasion, I 
was matched up with an eight-year-
old Aboriginal girl, with bright-pink 
boxing gloves and a ‘let’s get down to 
business’ attitude. She had the moves 

of a miniature ninja. After about two 
minutes, she stopped and put her 
hands on her hips and declared, ‘You 
know, I am pretty good boxer, and you 
are just not challenging enough for 
me!’ Talk about a spear to the heart,” 
Cathy said. “Knowing I had to step up 
my game – I asked her to help coach 
me to become a better boxer. Soon, 
the eight-year-old was the mentor to 
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a baby boomer mentee! It was an 
‘aha’ moment that we all can learn 
something, even from an eight-year-
old with hot pink boxing gloves!”

A 17-year-old participant is a perfect 
example of the positive effects of 
the program. He first attended the 
Clean Slate program three years ago, 
at the time involved in drug use and 
petty crime, with irregular school 

attendance. Steadily, he became more 
disciplined and regular at the training. 
As a result, he became more responsible 
for his own actions, improving his 
relationships with his family, school 
attendance and behaviour. He is 
currently completing his HSC, with 
considerable hope of obtaining a level 
that will allow him to enter training for 
a technical profession. 

Since 2016, prisoners from Long 
Bay Correctional Complex have also 
been given permission three mornings 
a week to participate in the program. 
Luke started the routine, getting 
up at 3:30am for those mornings, 
to drive across the city and pick up 
inmates at 5:15am. The experience is 
a positive one for both inmates and 
the young people, with the prisoners 
given the opportunity to spend time 
alongside people they don’t get to  
encounter inside.

They also have the life experience 
to impart about what happens if kids 
make the wrong choices. “Very, very 
covertly, they influence the young kids 
not to make the same mistakes,” Luke 
said. “They quietly tell the kids, ‘If you 
keep going down that road then you’ll 
end up where I am, and I’m wasting 
my life. If I’m in jail for three years, I 
might as well be dead for three years’.”

Selected Long Bay inmates were 
also given the opportunity to take part 
in another Tribal Warrior program, 
allowing them to earn their coxswain’s 
certificate on sailboats. With their 
new skills, a group were permitted to 
take a boat around 80 nautical miles 
south from Sydney Harbour to Jervis 
Bay, where they successfully picked 
up another boat – giving them the 
sense of achievement and possibility 
invaluable to their personal growth. 

Governor of NSW, the Honourable 
David Hurley, is among the boxers 
who attend each morning. Periodically, 
everyone who attends the Clean Slate 
Without Prejudice is given the chance 
to box among the beautiful gardens 
of the Governor’s Residence, with 
the harbour and Opera House in the 
background. After boxing routines and 
fitness moves, challenging in their own 

right, a full breakfast is offered. 
There is an enormous sense of 

community among the boxers, from all 
backgrounds and ages – which is what 
it is all about. One morning, when the 
Clean Slate participants were gathered 
at the Governor’s House, it was one 
child’s 10th birthday. 

“The chef came out with a large, 
beautifully decorated cake for the 
young girl – who had been rarely 
treated to a cake at all,” Cathy said. 

“The children went wild with glee 
and wonderment, and we all gathered 
around to sing happy birthday to the 
girl, whose day and year was clearly 
made. It was a significant life event 
for her and all of us, knowing this very 
kind and gracious gesture made her 
understand people cared about her.”


