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The government is recommending major changes to New Zealand’s sentencing and parole arrangements.

In response to recommendations made by the Law Commission in its report Sentencing Guidelines and 
Parole Reform (NZLC R94), the government has agreed that parole should be reformed, so that prisoners 
are required to serve at least two-thirds of their sentences before becoming eligible for parole.

WHAT IS PAROLE? “Parole” means the discretionary early release of prisoners serving long-term sentences 
(currently, sentences over two years). A decision is made by the New Zealand Parole 
Board, in relation to each eligible prisoner, about when and how that person should 
be released.

WHY IS IT NEEDED? With parole, decisions can be made about when and how to release prisoners to 
minimise their risk of reoffending. There is evidence that parole does achieve this, which 
is summarised by the Commission in its report. Retaining parole is simply common sense, 
because every prisoner must eventually be released.

WHY DOES IT NEED 
TO BE REFORMED?

Under the current law, most prisoners are eligible for parole after one-third of the court-
imposed sentence. The Commission found, and the government has agreed, that there 
is a need for more “truth in sentencing” in New Zealand. 

Parole eligibility at one-third means that when someone is sentenced to 12 years, nobody 
knows whether they will serve all 12, or be out in four, or somewhere in between. In 
fact, prisoners serve an average of 62 percent of the sentence imposed by the court. But 
the fact that they are eligible to be released much earlier is a source of frustration and 
anger amongst victims and other members of the community, and has been so for many 
years. We need to move to a system where the sentence imposed by the judge in court 
means what it says. 

HOW WILL IT 
BE CHANGED?

Prisoners will not be eligible for parole until they have served two-thirds of their 
sentences. This means that, when a criminal is sentenced, he or she will spend most of 
the sentence term behind bars. Prisoners sentenced to short terms (12 months or less) 
should serve their whole sentence. 

Judges will also be required to state the effect of the sentence imposed. For example, a 
judge imposing a six-year sentence should make each of the following things clear: that 
the full term is six years, which means a minimum of four years in prison, and a further 
two years during which the offender may or may not be released on parole.

At present, back-end home detention is available three months before the parole 
eligibility date. This will be changed, so that back-end home detention is instead only 
available to the Parole Board as a condition of parole. 

Each of these reforms is designed to promote “truth in sentencing”.

WHEN AND HOW 
WILL IT HAPPEN?

Legislation will be necessary. This will be introduced late in 2006. 

When it is passed, the legislation will not come into force immediately. It will commence at a 
time to be determined, by Order in Council, at the same time as the sentencing guidelines. 
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WHAT WILL IT COST? The proposed parole changes are predicted to increase the average time served 
by prisoners from the current 62 percent of their sentence to around 80 percent. 
The question of what this might cost will depend upon whether sentencing changes 
in response. 

The Commission says in its report that, on average, sentences would have to be about 
25 percent shorter after the parole changes if the length of time served was to be the 
same and the size of the prison population unaffected.  

The parole changes will be a matter for the Sentencing Council to take into account 
when it drafts its guidelines. However, whether a reduction in average sentence length is 
appropriate, and whether sentence lengths for some offending might alter more than 
others, will be matters for the Council to determine in the light of public submissions. 

MORE INFORMATION For more information about sentencing guidelines, and the Council that will produce 
them, see the relevant fact sheet: “A Sentencing Council and Sentencing Guidelines”. 

The Law Commission report, and related publications, can be downloaded free 
of charge from the Commission website: www.lawcom.govt.nz.

Monitor the websites of the agencies concerned: the Law Commission, the Ministry 
of Justice, and the Department of Corrections. 

Visit www.beehive.govt.nz to obtain the latest media releases and speeches from 
portfolio Ministers.


