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Introduction 

Purpose of visit 

1. From  2019,  

from the Office of the Children’s Commissioner (OCC) conducted a pre-announced 

monitoring visit to Te Au Rere a te Tonga youth justice residence, Palmerston North. The 

purpose of the visit was to assess the quality of services provided by Oranga Tamariki at 

Te Au Rere a te Tonga against the seven domains relevant to our role as a National 

Preventive Mechanism (NPM) under the Optional Protocol to the Convention Against 

Torture (OPCAT). See Appendix 1. 

Structure of this report 

2. This report shares the findings from our visit to Te Au Rere a te Tonga and makes 

recommendations for actions to address the issues identified.  For the convenience of 

readers, we first list our key findings and recommendations. Here we provide the evidence 

for our overall domain finding as a list of strengths and areas for development. We then 

describe our findings for each of the seven OPCAT domains. For each OPCAT domain, we 

provide a statement that summarises the reasons for our rating for that domain.  For more 

information about OPCAT, see the United Nations website. 
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Context 

3. In the context of our OPCAT visits, we use Mana Mokopuna principles and resources, which 

apply to all children and young people, to engage them in conversation about their 

experiences in the residence. Mana Mokopuna supports our monitoring to put a stronger 

focus on children and young people’s experiences, and Māori beliefs and social structures. 

The information from interviews with children and young people sits alongside our 

assessment of the residence’s compliance with the seven OPCAT domains.  For more 

information on our Mana Mokopuna approach, see our website.  

4. Te Au Rere a te Tonga is a youth justice residence in Palmerston North. The residence has 

34 active beds for both males and females: 

• Tokomaru 12 bed unit – 11 male young people in unit during visit  

• Oroua 12 bed unit – 8 male young people in unit during visit 

• Turitea 10 bed unit – 9 female young people in unit during visit 

• Mangaone 6 bed unit – Not open 

5. The residence was home to 28 young people aged from 14 to 18 (19 males & 9 females). 

Three were on a Supervision with Residence Order S283(n) Oranga Tamariki Act 1989  

 25 young people were on remand from Youth Court or High Court 

(S238(1)(d) Oranga Tamariki Act 1989).  

6. At the time of our visit a newly appointed residence manager had been in place for two 

weeks. The previous permanent manager had moved into a senior role at National Office 

and senior staff were operating as acting managers until a new permanent residence 

manager was appointed. Both the newly appointed manager and the previous acting 

manager are long term staff members at the residence and a supported process of hand-

over is in place.  
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• There is an emphasis on using de-escalation techniques and secure care is only 

used when appropriately required 

• Admission and assessment processes are robust and thorough, using a multi-

agency approach. 

• Staff use a range of creative, strength-based and engaging ways to document 

young people’s progress while at the residence 

• Staff and young people have worked together to develop a video that lets newly 

admitted young people and their whanau know what happens at the residence  

• Young people understand the Whaia Te Maramatanga grievance, suggestion and 

feedback system 

• Young people know their rights and can advocate for themselves and others 

• The residence staff are trying different approaches to support young people having 

positive experiences with kai. 

• Staff are active in their efforts to engage with whānau 

• Young people’s health needs are managed well by care staff 

• Working relationships with stakeholders, as well as across the residence teams are 

positive 

• Te Au Rere has key Māori staff who are passionate about kaupapa Maori 

13. We identified a number of areas for development including:  

• The inside environment is dated and institutional and requires refurbishment to be 

more youth centred. Other areas requi e repurposing/ development to better 

support activities such as vocational training  

• Using the availability of increased staff capacity and experience to re-ignite a range 

of external off-site activities and programmes that match the needs and interests 

of the young people. 

• Ensure that all staff have consistent access to ongoing training, regular supervision 

and mentoring.  

• Engaging young people with their culture through a tailored approach.  

• Developing a written, strategic plan for improving outcomes for mokopuna Māori.  
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• Secure care was used when required, with intentional rationale for its use. From 

reviewing the secure logs and talking with staff and young people. there appear to be few 

secure admissions. The secure care register was accurately detailed including the reason 

for admission and the plan for the young person to return to the unit. Young people knew 

why they were admitted to secure care. They were supported to reflect on their actions 

and given an opportunity to process what they could have done differently. The secure 

care unit is dated but has been well maintained. It is clean with art work around the secure 

doors and in the admission area.  

 

                  
Photo: Secure unit admin area                                                                                                         Photo: Secure unit door 

 

• Behaviour Management System (BMS) is liked and understood by young people. The 

BMS system is used to develop motivation for behaviour change and to  keep young 

people engaged and positive while in the residence. Young people told us that they 

understood how the system worked and that they liked most of the ‘buy-ups’. For example, 

being in their rooms when they are on level 3 and having access to the movies and games. 

We heard from young people they would like a wider DVD selection. We heard from staff 

that young people have access to a wide range of activities and items when they arrive. 

While some young people would like to have a greater range of movies available, we heard 

that the constraint was a policy intended to ensure movies were appropriate for the whole 

range of young people in residence. This was frustrating for young people in the older age 

group, especially now that 17 (and in some circumstances 18) year olds can be in the 

residence.  

  

“So, by BMS’s it’s depending on what level you are. So, Level 1 you get nothing, Level 2 you 

get an iPod but for the Level 3’s you can get either an iPod, pencil or DVD.” 

 “…it gets boring inside that’s one thing I know, it gets boring even watching cos all the 

movies, they need to update the movies. I think I’ve seen every single one of them even 

when I was in here last time and they’re all the same movies from when I was in here three 

years ago too still the same movies. I wish that they would update those that would be a 

luxury if they would, straight up.” 
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• Assessment process is multi-agency, robust and thorough. Assessments are reviewed 

at regular MAP (Multi-Agency Planning) meetings which involve professionals and 

whānau. MAP meetings can be arranged more frequently if there is a change for the young 

person that has implications for their care. Staff said the uncertainty of remand timeframes 

makes it difficult to do therapeutic work with the young people. Reviewing a range of 

individual plans and residence records, including secure care records and the grievance 

register, confirmed thorough record keeping from the professionals involved, including 

the linking of key information.   

• Staff are using creative, strength-based and appealing ways to document progress. 

In order to document young people’s progress in residence, staff have been making 

‘Journey Books’. The books have photos and text showing what the young person has 

been doing and their growth. Young people can share these with their whānau. We heard 

young people being requested to take these to Court with them. Staff informed us that 

some Judges now ask for them to help with communication between the young person 

and the Judge and to provide a more in-depth understanding about what the young 

person has been doing while in residence. We saw videos that staff and young people are 

making together about what happens at Te Au Rere a te Tonga. These videos are intended 

for new admissions coming into the residence. They are also for whanau, so they have an 

idea about what their young person may be doing.  
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• Young people know how the grievance system works. The grievance process is well 

administered with good records collected and effective oversight of investigations and 

follow up. The grievance panel is active, engages with residence staff and meets with 

young people as part of their arrival process. They regularly visit with young people in 

residence. They have been proactive in working with the site staff including training with 

new staff. There is a good relationship between the grievance panel and the Te Au Rere 

site grievance co-ordinator. While we heard from young people that they didn’t use the 

grievance process, the grievance register indicated that grievances were being made, but 

that there were few in the last quarter. The grievance coordinator actively monitors the 

number and types of grievances and encourages staff and young people to engage with 

the process.  

 

 
Photo: Grievance & suggestion box in residence unit.  
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• Young people know and engage with their rights. Young people were able to 

explain many of their rights, where to find them, and that they were introduced to them 

during the admission process.  We heard there were weekly reminders about rights with 

all young people during unit meetings. We also heard, from some young people and 

staff, that young people are engaging with their rights to discuss residence processes 

with leadership, thus advocating for themselves and others.  

• Increasing connections between management and the grievance panel. The 

residence has recently experienced changes in leadership which contributed to 

disruption in the regular communication between the grievance panel and the 

residence leadership. The grievance panel has continued to visit regularly during this 

time. We heard from residence leadership that a meeting has been planned to 

reconnect. We are looking forward to hearing how this has progressed on our next visit. 

Areas for development 

• Improve access and shift young people’s attitudes to the current grievance 

procedure. The one process of requesting a form, filling it in (possibly with a staff 

members’ support) then submitting it, can be restrictive for some young people. We 

heard from some young people that the grievance process was perceived as a form of 

‘narking’ or ‘snitching’. Because young people are aware of others filling in grievance 

forms, this contributes to it being regarded as a ‘snitching form’. Residence staff who 

work with grievances are aware that this attitude exists for some young people and care 

staff.  

Expanding the ability to access the grievance process via other methods like iPad, 

phone etc. could expand the ability of young people to access this support system. 

Working on improving the perception of the grievance process amongst young people 

and staff will also help improve its uptake and usefulness.  

 

 

 

  

“People would know you’ve filled one in and then people would be like oh you’re narking.” 
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Areas for Development 

• Refurbish the inside and outside environment. While Te Au Rere is kept clean and tidy 

it needs improvements. There is minimal tagging and a proactive approach is taken to 

clean up any tagging. However, the facilities are dated and institutionally designed. Young 

people are missing out on some activities as the facilities are not fit for purpose. For 

example, we saw a screen-printing press in a hallway and were told there was nowhere 

else to put it where young people could use it. This is one example where several areas 

are being used for multi-purposes causing issues with access and use for young people. 

Education and programming have a vision in place but there needs to be dedicated spaces 

created, especially in relation to the need to increase opportunities for vocational training 

and learning.  

  

    
Photo: Unit indoor area                                                             Photo: Central outdoor area 

 

• Initial arrival area for young people is cluttered and in need of refurbishment. 

While the admission processes are thorough, the environment is not very welcoming, 

with the area in need of updating. The Sally Port and admission area are also used as 

storage and resource spaces due to a lack of space at the residence. This means that 

when young people arrive at the residence, their first impressions are negative.  
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Photo: woodwork benches                                                     Photo: Woodwork area with items made by young people 

Areas for development 

 
                        Photo: Phone indoor area 
 

• There has been a focus on managing risk over the last six months which has 

prevented creativity with external offsite programmes. Management acknowledge 

there has been an increased focus on managing risk, due to staff change, inexperience of 

new staff and lower staff numbers. External programmes like sporting activities, 

community events and recreational activities create extra risks and require additional staff 

supervision and support. While restrictions on off-sites programming are understandable 

during a time of change, the impact on young people has been that staff have not been 

able to engage with them as creatively as they usually do. For example, young people 

stated they want to go to the gym more. Staff told us they know “it’s going well for young 

people when they are having fun and being busy”! We are looking forward to seeing the 

residence’s previous strength with external programmes and activities being re-ignited, 

once there is a full complement of staff who have the capability to manage risk in ways 

that maintain and extend these opportunities for young people.  

“I like barista and that like stuff that you’re actually going to, that you can actually get a 

job out of.” 

“Just a bit more time in the community so you’re just working your way towards getting 

out, showing that good behaviour to the Courts and everything and just showing that 

you’re really wanting to make progress on the outside.” 
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• Young people had their medical needs well catered for. The care team have handled 

at-risk youth well and have a positive relationship with residence staff. Members of the 

health team are part of the admission process and were involved in its design. We heard 

that young people were appropriately checked by medical staff following a restraint.  They 

see the young person as soon a physically possible when they arrive. This includes a basic 

physical health assessment encompassing hearing, vision, injuries and medication. A GP 

will also see the young person on admission and the health team will make a care plan for 

the young person.  
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and programmes available, including taking young people off site. We also heard from 

management there is a reliable casual pool that enables care staff to have time off.  

Areas for Development 

• Ensuring that new and existing staff are up to speed with best practice when 

working with young people in the residence. We heard from management and young 

people that there have been some inconsistencies in staff ability to “pick up the small 

stuff”. Management told us there had not been consistent training, supervision and 

mentoring for all staff. The residence management team are committed to ensuring staff 

feel supported and are given the training required to thrive in their roles and ensure that 

young people’s needs are being met. We are looking forward to seeing the positive 

impact of increased staffing and additional TLO positions at our next visit.    
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• Having an intentional and planned strategy for improving outcomes for mokopuna 

Maori. Residence management acknowledged the absence of a written strategic plan for 

improving outcomes for mokopuna Māori. However, there are a number of skilled 

residence staff who are strongly committed to improving cultural opportunities for 

mokopuna Māori. There is a hope amongst staff that that increased staff capacity, 

including the new TLO positions, will significantly strengthen the residence’s cultural 

planning and programme delivery and their ability to work together as a ‘waka’.  

Developing and implementing this strategy will provide a framework for the long term, 

consistent approach needed, to improve outcomes for mokopuna Māori. We look forward 

to seeing how this develops, at our next visit. 
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Appendix One: Why we visit (legislative background) 

21. The Children’s Commissioner has a statutory responsibility to monitor and assess the 

services provided under the Oranga Tamariki Act 1989. Specifically, section 13(1) (c) of 

the Children’s Commissioner Act 2003, states that the Commissioner must monitor and 

assess the policies and practices of Oranga Tamariki and encourage the development of 

policies and services that are designed to promote the welfare of children and young 

people. 

22. In addition, the Office of the Children’s Commissioner is designated as a National 

Preventive Mechanism (NPM) under the Crimes of Torture Act (1989).  This Act contains 

New Zealand’s practical mechanisms for ensuring compliance with the United Nations 

Convention Against Torture and other Cruel, Inhuman, or Degrading Treatment or 

Punishment (OPCAT), which was itself ratified by New Zealand in 2007.  Our role is to 

visit youth justice and care and protection residences to ensure compliance with OPCAT. 
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Appendix Four: Interviews conducted, and information 

accessed 

Our visit to Te Au Rere a te Tonga included interviews with: 

• 20 young people 

• Residence Manager 

• Team Leaders Operation (TLO) 

• Team Leader Clinical practice (TLCP) 

• Residential Youth Workers 

• Clinical team 

• Health team 

• Education team 

• Māori Roopu 

• Pasifika Fono 

• Kitchen staff 

• Grievance Coordinator 

• Grievance Panel 

 

The following sources of information also informed our analysis:  

• Previous OCC OPCAT, transition, and Voices reports 

• Visual inspection of the residence 

• Last Oranga Tamariki audit report  

• Grievance quarterly reports 

• Training register  

• Young people’s files at the residence (including Individual Care Plans and Operational 

Plans) 

• Serious incidents, use of force, and searches register 

• Whaia te Maramatanga register 
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