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ABSTRACT 
 
This presentation outlines the design and delivery of a digital research platform to enable criminal justice researchers to 
build and utilise large-scale databases for the purpose of analysing the history of criminal prosecution in Australia. The 
project has been designed by an interdisciplinary team of historians and eResearch specialists at Griffith University, 
with the support of a University infrastructure grant and of the Australian Research Council. 
 

AIMS 
 

1. To enable a team of researchers to digitize and retrieve archival data on a large scale across a number of 
jurisdictions and over extended periods of time. 

2. To design an SQL database to facilitate input of data transcribed from manuscript sources and output of 
reports for a variety of users and methods (qualitative as well as quantitative). 

3. To facilitate database input and access through a web portal for use by researchers as well as community 
users. 

4. To design an image delivery system that will support database development through transcription of 
manuscript archived images. 
 

 

BACKGROUND 
 
Criminal justice history is a substantial research field, with a vital international community of scholars, and of particular 
interest in Australia given the convict origins of European settlement of the country. It has significant inter-disciplinary 
connections to a range of other social sciences including criminology, gender studies, law and psychology.  
 
 The field is sustained by a close engagement of researchers with archival records that are frequently voluminous. In 
recent years such records are becoming increasingly available in digital reproduction, for example by conversion from 
microfilm reel. Internationally, a major resource is the digital record of trials of the London Old Bailey court 
(http://www.oldbaileyonline.org/), an exemplar of innovation in the digital humanities. Research in this area is also 
facilitated by access to newspaper records, which are increasingly available in digital repositories. The National Library 
of Australia’s digitised newspapers, searchable through the Trove search engine (http://trove.nla.gov.au/), have 
become a particularly rich resource widely used by historians in this and other fields. 
 
Many humanities and social science projects are hampered by poor infrastructure design, leading to inefficient 
collection and storage of data, and limiting the potential for other researchers to access and re-use the data. A typical 
approach might be entry of data into Excel spreadsheets, intuitively useful until more demanding queries of data are 
required. A different kind of problem is created by the indexing approaches used in some archives and repositories that 
are useful for name searching but of limited use for complex data analysis. The design of this project in a way that 
would avoid such hazards was an early priority. 
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The criminal trial is the core of the Australian criminal justice system. It is the product of police investigation and its 
outcomes include the sentences of imprisonment that populate our prisons. Criminal trials have been taking place in 
Australia since the first days of settlement. The archives of the Australian states are custodians of these records, which 
are among the most complete in the world.  The potential of these records for use by family historians as well as 
researchers has been recognised by the increasing availability of digitised indexes, such as those developed at NSW 
State Records (eg the Prison photo books: http://srwww.records.nsw.gov.au/indexesold/searchform.aspx?id=22) and 
the Founders and Survivors database of Tasmanian convict and other records (http://foundersandsurvivors.org/). 
 
The Prosecution Project aims to examine the history of the criminal trial in Australia. Its starting point will be the 
digitisation of the registers of Supreme Court cases that are available in most jurisdictions in one form or other from as 
early as the beginning of settlement (eg the Western Australia register of indictments commences in 1830). From this 
base data, extended through use of other archival sources and supplemented by the Trove digitised newspapers, 
researchers will be in a better position to analyse patterns of crime, prosecution and punishment over long periods of 
time, with more intensive archival studies of particular crimes, regions, eras, and legal and policing policies and 
practices. The project’s start and end dates of 1850-1960 will vary for jurisdictions according to the availability of 
records. 
 
The Prosecution Project is designed to offer two outcomes for the longer term – a rich database of materials for the use 
of future researchers; and a database that can be used also by family, community and genealogical researchers and 
users. In this respect, the project seeks to draw on two resources for its development – funded research (including a 
recently awarded ARC Laureate Fellowship) and partnership with the relevant State archive repositories and their 
community of users. 
 

DESIGN AND DELIVERY OF THE DATABASE 

 
The project has been designed and implemented by a team of historians and eResearch information architects and 
developers. There were two key objectives for the first year of the project (from October 2013) – 1) design of a 
database to input data from manuscript  registers; 2) design of a web-interface that will facilitate the involvement of 
community users (for example, archives volunteers who undertake significant indexing work).  
 
Critical support from Griffith University eResearch to the academic team was enabled by successful application to the 
university for a 2014 research infrastructure grant. This made possible dedicated support for the technical side of the 
project from eResearch services to design the SQL database for delivery via the web (on campus or via VPN), and later  
to adapt the interface to a user-friendly experience aimed at the recruitment of community users to assist in 
digitisation of the manuscript records. In particular, the database interface was designed so that the research team 
themselves could define and amend the database schema dynamically. This allows for the creation of datasets for 
individual jurisdictions and time periods, not only for manuscript transcription, but to also allow the addition of new 
and imputed information related to each record as required.   
 
At the time of writing (June 2014) the project has met its objectives. The database has been designed with a flexibility 
that will enable the historian users to construct new subsets of data to suit a variety of different research sites. 
Extensive testing and correction of the database (now with more 17,000 records) has demonstrated its effectiveness at 
a number of levels critical to the research team’s aspirations – ease of input and access to the digital records, flexible 
reporting, outputs readily available for quantitative analysis, potential for linking to other databases (especially records 
in the Trove repository). The web-interface is yet to be tested with a community of non-academic users, but a wide 
range of non-specialist users (e.g. a number not familiar with manuscript records) have generally adapted quickly to the 
demands of the task. 
 
Most important to project design and effective delivery has been regular project team meetings. These have been face-
to-face in a dedicated space equipped with a 60 inch TV monitor enabling efficient and productive group discussion in 
meetings of up to 7 people. The meetings have ensured that the different knowledge skills and capacities brought to 
the project are negotiated and moderated in an environment that is transparent and communicative. 
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