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Research in Australia and overseas has shown that juvenile offender populations are characterised by poor health and many suffer from mental health problems, substance abuse, and sexually transmitted diseases. Identifying and addressing health needs is an important part of intervening in young people’s offending behaviour. The health of young offenders in custody is well documented (NSW Department of Juvenile Justice, 2003); however very little epidemiological data on the health status and health needs of young offenders serving community orders (e.g. bond, probation, parole) is available despite this group comprising the large majority (85%) of supervised young offender populations. This population is also often excluded from population health surveys such as the NSW Health Survey, the Australian Bureau of Statistics National Health Survey, the National Survey of Mental Health and Wellbeing, and the Victorian Adolescent Health Cohort study because of their very low school attendance and high mobility.
The Young People on Community Orders Health Survey (YPoCOHS) was a collaborative project between The University of Sydney, NSW Department of Juvenile Justice and Justice Health, funded by the Australian Research Council to carry out a state-wide survey of the psychological and physical health characteristics and health needs of juvenile offenders on community orders. The project quantified a wide range of health care issues experienced by young people on community orders; related these findings to patterns of risk behaviour, history of abuse and neglect, family background, service utilisation and history of offending; compared health status of young people on community orders with that of the general adolescent population; identified factors associated with poor physical, mental health status; and, used this information to design and pilot test programs to be implemented in the community and lobby for additional funds and resources. 
The survey consisted of three main components:  (1)  physical health assessment (including screening of blood and urine for infectious diseases); (2) physical health interview (including questions on risk behaviours and health care utilisation); (3) psychological assessment (including the measurement of intelligence, educational achievement, trauma, and psychopathology). 800 young offenders across NSW participated in the survey, including 25% from non-urban areas, and 20% from Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander background. This may be the first time such intensive normative data has been obtained for a community-based juvenile justice population, including the first use of scales such the DSM-IV-J-R (Fisher problem gambling scale) and K-10 (Kessler psychological distress scale). The research also redresses the lack of longitudinal data on at risk adolescents as over 25% of clients were followed-up 12 months after their initial assessment, enabling the identification of dynamic factors implicated in health and illness, desistance and recidivism, and prediction of future risk behaviours (e.g. injecting drug use, unprotected sexual behaviour, and repeat offending), information vital for health and justice planning and provision of rehabilitation and health services nationally. The presentation will discuss some of the challenges and methodological strategies required to complete this complex project.
