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THREE URGENT PRIORITIES TO PROTECT VULNERABLE CHILDREN

Government Funding Essential, says Baroness Butler-Sloss

Taking children out of the criminal justice system, adequate Government funding to meet their mental health needs and ending trafficking for prostitution, were the urgent priorities to protect vulnerable children called for by Baroness Elizabeth Butler–Sloss, former President of the High Court Family Division

She said at the 20th anniversary conference of the children’s welfare charity The Michael Sieff Foundation:  “How do we filter children between 10 and 14 out of the criminal system – without upping the age of criminal responsibility?  With sections of the press treating children as demons and not as children in need, the likelihood of getting an Act of Parliament to increase the present very young age of criminal responsibility of 10 years, is just not going to happen.

“The Archbishop of Canterbury is leading a campaign on this, but he won’t succeed yet.  We should go on working for it and  I believe we can get at it by a different way.” 

Baroness Butler-Sloss suggested two possible solutions:
· “A pre-selection committee chaired by a judge or a magistrates’ chairman and  involved agencies should consider children whose offences are coming before the youth court, because in many cases it is the family who need help.  Many need help with drugs, drink, mental health problems, domestic violence and abandonment.  That help must be provided.”  

· “Or a simpler way would be for a youth court to call for a Children Act report to see whether or not the child needs help, rather than being criminalised and being found guilty of an offence. Government funding is needed for this and  it is important because money spent now would save years of persistent offending at enormous cost.”  
2/Calling for…
Calling for mental health services to be widely extended, Baroness Butler-Sloss said adequate funding was the key.

The Health Department’s Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services [CAMHS] was not reaching a large number of children because it was inadequately funded.   She said the “outstanding example of a national treasure” is Cassell Hospital at Ham Common which provides a high level mental health service for families, but may fail because of lack of funding

Baroness Butler-Sloss, who is a vice-chairman of an all-party Parliamentary Committee on the trafficking of women and children, said there was was no Government policy on trafficking for prostitution.  According to the Home Office about 4,000 women and children were  involved.  Out of 330 children missing over the last 18 months, 183 “have almost certainly been trafficked”   And 74 children who came into the Hillingdon area of Heathrow had “disappeared”.    

She was personally aware of one young African teenage girl who came into Gatwick, went into bed and breakfast accommodation and two days later her uncle came for her. She was now a prostitute  in Italy.

Baroness Butler-Sloss  said:  “We really have to think about all these children because they are in our bailiwick.  We can’t ignore them. I urge the Government to have a comprehensive and coherent national child rights based system to safeguard child victims of trafficking.” 
BACKGROUND NOTE

Baroness Elizabeth Butler-Sloss was speaking at the 20th anniversary conference of the children’s welfare charity The Michael Sieff Foundation, at Cumberland Lodge, Windsor Great Park, 19-21 November 2007.  

Entitled 20 YEARS ON, the conference focuses on preventing the abuse of children and young people and protecting their emotional and mental health, addressing  in particular the needs of young offenders, many with traumatic pasts. 

Foundation conferences bring together senior people and practitioners who do not normally meet and have resulted in real improvements in child protection policy and practice.   Delegates step aside from their normal working environment and focus on better outcomes for children.  

3/Lobbying continues….
Lobbying continues for Government action on recommendations from five conferences highlighting the Foundation’s crucial concern:  over-emphasis on criminalisation and enforcement, instead of a welfare-centred approach to prevent offending and re-offending.  The Foundation is pressing for major reforms to make the outdated youth justice system effective.  
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