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Why does the Ombudsman 
monitor places of detention?
Monitoring places of detention helps to 
ensure that people who are deprived of 
their liberty and cannot leave at will are 
treated humanely, and their rights are 
respected and protected. 

It also helps to ensure New Zealand adheres to 
international human rights standards.

In 2007, the New Zealand Government signed 
up to a United Nations agreement called the 
‘Optional Protocol to the Convention against 
Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading 
Treatment or Punishment’ or OPCAT for short. 

This international agreement is designed to 
help states meet their responsibilities under 
international law to prevent torture and  
ill treatment. 

One aim of the agreement is to set up a system 
of regular visits to places of detention by an 
independent national organisation. 
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National Preventive 
Mechanisms (NPMs)
The Crimes of Torture Act gave effect 
to OPCAT in New Zealand. It created 
National Preventive Mechanisms (NPMs) 
to monitor the conditions of detention 
and treatment of detainees, and make 
recommendations for improvement.

The Chief Ombudsman is one of New 
Zealand’s four NPMs.

Contact other NPMs

For people detained by the Police, contact the 
Independent Police Conduct Authority:  
0800 503 728 or email enquiries@ipca.govt.nz.

For child care and protection, and youth 
justice residences, contact the Office of the 
Children’s Commissioner: 0800 224 453 or 
email: children@occ.org.nz.

For defence force penal establishments, 
contact the Inspector of Service Penal 
Establishments: (04) 498 6824 or email: 
Registrar.Court.Martial@nzdf.mil.nz

The Central Preventive Mechanism, which 
helps coordinate the activities of the NPMs, is 
the Human Rights Commission: 0800 496 877 
or email: infoline@hrc.co.nz.

Monitoring role & powers
The Chief Ombudsman is designated by 
the Minister of Justice to monitor:
• prisons
• court facilities
• mental health facilities
• intellectual disability facilities
• aged care facilities
• COVID-19 managed isolation and 

quarantine facilities
• immigration detention facilities.

Inspectors and other staff are authorised by 
the Chief Ombudsman to visit or inspect these 
places on his behalf.

The Chief Ombudsman can enter and inspect 
any of these places, at any time, and doesn’t 
need to let anyone know in advance. They can 
speak to any one they need to, and in private. 
They must be given all information they ask 
for about the conditions or treatment at  
the facility.

After an inspection, the Chief Ombudsman 
may recommend to the person in charge 
improvements to conditions and treatment.

The Chief Ombudsman and other NPMs  
are required to report to Parliament at  
least annually on their findings  
and recommendations. 

Areas of interest
Some of the things the Chief Ombudsman 
looks at include:
• how people are treated, including the 

use of isolation, force, or restraint
• protective measures, such as 

information sharing, consent 
processes, complaint processes, 
registers, and record-keeping

• conditions, such as facilities and living 
conditions

• activities, including contact with 
whānau and the outside world, 
outdoor exercise, education, and 
leisure activities

• access to health care
• staff, including staffing levels, conduct 

and training.

A ‘detainee’ is someone living in a 
facility who cannot leave when they 
want to. Some of the reasons people 
are ‘detained’ are: 

• to keep them safe

• to keep other people safe

• if a person is very unwell

• because a person has broken a law.
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