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We acknowledge this land is the traditional lands of the Kaurna people and we respect their 
spiritual relationship with their country. We also acknowledge the Kaurna people as the custodians 
of the greater Adelaide region and that their cultural and heritage beliefs are still as important to 
the living Kaurna people today. We also extend that respect to other Aboriginal Language Groups 

and other First Nation people here today.

South Australian Prison Health Services also acknowledges the significant overrepresentation of 
our First Nations People currently incarcerated throughout South Australia and Australia.
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Model of Palliative Care:
A Pathway for People who are Incarcerated

In 2021 SA Prison Health in collaboration with the Central Adelaide Palliative Care Services 

developed a Model of Care for people in custody with the following statement underpinning the 
model: “It doesn’t matter who I am, or where I live, I get the care I need when I need it” (National 

Palliative Care Strategy, 2018).

The development of the pathway is underpinned by close collaboration between SA Prison Health 

Service (SAPHS), the SA Department for Correctional Services (DCS) and the Central Adelaide 

Palliative Care Services.

Palliative care can be provided at any time depending on a person’s needs. It is now accepted that 

combining palliative care with active treatment improves symptom control, quality of life, and 
family satisfaction.

People who are incarcerated have long been identified as a population who have unmet needs at 
the end of life. They are not always able to access the same care, support and clinical services as the 

rest of the community.
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Pathway to Palliative Care
❖ New life-limiting illness → refer to SAPHS Nurse Consultant / Site Link Nurse

❖ Case review SAPHS & Public Hospital EMR

❖ Assess with SPICT-4ALL  (Prison version)

❖ Patient discussion & consent to refer to CAPCS

❖ Formal referral to CAPCS Community Team

❖ Joint patient review: CAPCS, SAPHS NC, Link Nurse (in-person/video)

❖ Ongoing care: symptom monitoring, family meetings, specialist liaison, goals 
of care review, seven step pathway, plan for death, release options?

❖ 3-monthly oversight meetings: SAPHS, DCS, CAPCS representatives
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Deaths in Custody
State or territory Number of deaths 

2023-2024

Prisoners in Q4 2023 Rate of death (deaths 

per 1,000 prisoners)

New South Wales 20 12,198 1.6
Victoria 11 6,279 1.8
Queensland 19 10,407 1.8
Western Australia 12 6,914 1.7
South Australia 11 3,113 3.5
Tasmania 0 774 0.0
Australian Capital Territory 1 378 2.6
Northern Territory 2 2,184 0.9

Work being undertaken by the Alexander Campbell, Justice Health Group Curtin University, Prof Stuart Kinner, Justice 
Health Group Curtin University looking at Rates of Death in South Australian Prisons: A Comparison with Other 
Australian Prison Systems
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VAD History in South Australia

Historic day as SA legalises Voluntary Assisted Dying with State 
Parliament ratifying the VAD Bill on 24th June 2021, making South 
Australia the fourth state to legalise Voluntary Assisted Dying 
(after Victoria, Western Australia and Tasmania)

Implementation of the SA VAD Law and access to, came into 
effect on 31st January 2023

In 2024/25 406 applications were made with 387 permits issued, 
343 Self Administered, 63 Physician assisted.

There have been 4 deaths of People in Custody to date in South 
Australian Prisons: 3 Self Administered in Hospital and 1 
Physician Administered in the Prison Inpatient Health Centre  
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Patient One
❖ 81-year-old male serving a custodial sentence

❖ Diagnosed with metastatic colon cancer while in custody

❖ Engaged with palliative care and expressed a clear wish to pursue Voluntary Assisted Dying (VAD)

❖ Assessed and approved under VAD legislation; permit issued

❖ First individual in custody in the jurisdiction to be granted a VAD permit

❖ Requested that end-of-life care take place in a hospital setting with family involvement

❖ Collaboration between VAD team, SAPHS, and DCS to support patient preferences while adhering 

to custodial requirements

❖ Careful planning around hospital length of stay, patient expectations, hospital bed pressures and 

contingencies for return to secure custody if VAD not enacted

❖ Balancing patient’s end-of-life wishes (e.g., wine, preferred food, iPad use, family access and time) 

with security and custodial regulations

❖ Consideration of family expectations and potential media interest in the case
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Patient Two
❖ 73 year old male, with Stage 4 lung cancer, strong family support

❖ Permit approved in community prior to incarceration

❖ New  to custody when deciding to proceed

❖ Managed at a privately managed prison

❖ Request to undertake self-administration outside of prison environment

❖ Transported to hospital to self-administer, planned 24-hour admission

❖ Initial admission delayed to finalise court outcome (patient choice)

❖ Significant media attention and associated political interest across portfolios

❖ Close co-ordination between agencies using experience from first case

❖ Process ran smoothly
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Patient Three 
❖ 63-year-old male; no family or significant next of kin (NOK)

❖ Diagnosed with Interstitial Pulmonary Fibrosis (IPF), prognosis 2–5 years

❖ CAPCS involvement for symptom control assistance

❖ Deterioration: bed-bound, full-time oxygen, reliant on nursing staff for all care

❖ Assessed for lung transplant; deemed unsuitable

❖ Permit granted for self-administered VAD. To administer in prison

❖ Further decline prevented self-administration; permit updated for physician-

administered VAD inside the prison health centre

❖ Operational plan with DCS for practitioner and VAD substance to enter prison

❖ No NOK; SAPHS staff member approved as witness at patient’s request

❖ Privacy considerations for patient and conscientious objection for staff

❖ Patient died peacefully with practitioner and witness present inside the prison
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Power Imbalance
❖ Palliative Care and VAD are based on autonomy—the right to make informed 

choices about life and death

❖ Autonomy is central to person-centred end-of-life care practices

❖ Custodial settings present power imbalances in both healthcare and security

❖ Can be mitigated by using external doctors and VAD practitioners

❖ The decision to pursue VAD is highly individual, influenced by personal 

values, circumstances, and relationships

❖ Long sentences often result in fractured family ties, reducing vital supports 

for patients

❖ Some patients prefer to die with trusted prison healthcare staff after 

developing relationships with them over the years

❖ Recognising vulnerability in decision making → Illness, isolation, and 

institutionalisation can affect a person’s ability to freely express wishes
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Respecting Individual Goals of Care
❖ Care is aligned with the person’s values, cultural background, and end-of-life goals are explored 

and documented and consistently re-visited with the patient

❖ Patients are provided with clear, compassionate information about prognosis, care options, and 

outcomes congruent with being in a custodial setting

❖ Ensuring decisions are free from pressure → especially important in restrictive environments like 

custody

❖ Building trust → Consistent and compassionate care creates safe spaces for patients to express 

preferences freely with prison health staff

❖ Establishing clear lines of communication between VAD practitioners, Department for 

Corrections, and Prison Health teams

❖ Identifying potential clinical or legal barriers early, such as capacity concerns or equipment needs, 

location hospital vs prison health centre

❖ This is a health decision and should be treated with the same consideration and respect as any 

other health decision making process
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Lessons Learnt 
❖ VAD in custody can trigger strong public and political responses, especially when 

cases become public via media interest

❖ Public opinion can influence political views on prisoner access to VAD

❖ Correctional healthcare must uphold community equivalence, including access to 

VAD at end of life

❖ Each VAD case includes a multi-agency debrief, leading to ongoing process 

refinement and collaborative relationships

❖ Initial stance discouraged VAD in custody, but a patient-centred, goal-based 

approach shifted this view over time and experiences with previous patients

❖ This evolved approach aligns with existing palliative care pathways and partnerships, 

particularly with Central Adelaide Palliative Care Services
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