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NEWS FOR RELEASE AT 20.30 HOURS TUESDAY 20 NOVEMBER 2007
‘ROOT AND BRANCH REVIEW OF YOUTH JUSTICE SYSTEM’

Professor Rod Morgan Detects Mood for Change 
A root and branch review of the youth justice system to reverse the soaring increase in the criminalisation of children and young people is called for by Professor Rod Morgan, Professor of Criminal Justice, University of Bristol, and former Youth Justice Board chairman.

He told the 20th anniversary conference of the children’s welfare charity The Michael Sieff Foundation at Windsor tonight  (Tuesday 20 November) that the most effective way to achieve this major reform is to get Government ministers onside. He believed there was a mood for change. 
There was an accumulation of evidence  suggesting that children and young people’s well-being in the UK and their respect for the law was not being advanced. There was a growing realisation that criminalising children and young people was counter-productive except in the most serious cases.  

 “We have near record high numbers of children and young people in an overcrowded custodial system  -  approximately twice as many as 15 years ago.” he said. “The consequence is that the advances of recent years are being thrown into reverse. Educational and other programmes are being disrupted, young people are being held distant from home and the risk of disturbance and self-harm has been increased.

“Whereas  research evidence shows that criminalising minor offenders increases rather than reduces the likelihood of further offending, we are criminalising more and more children and young people.  There was a 26 per cent increase during the period 2002-6, when all the evidence suggests that youth crime fell. 
2/I believe that…
“I believe that the new team of ministers wishes to tackle these issues. I sense that the new Department for Children appreciates that reducing youth crime is as much a matter for them as the Home Office and the Ministry of  Justice. That we have to shift the centre of expenditure gravity away from custody towards community crime prevention. And we have to put in place support for the tens of thousands of parents who are desperate for assistance in controlling the behaviour of their adolescent children.”

Professor Morgan called for:

· Children with mental health problems to be taken out of the criminal justice system to ensure that their welfare needs are met.

· The Home Office ‘Offences Brought to Justice’ target to be either abandoned or fundamentally amended - to eliminate the incentive for the police to meet the target by arresting minor youth offenders.  

· For schools to be made, once again, the stable, inclusive lynchpins in young people’s lives - which for most children they used to be. 

“The school should be the intimate place where young people are personally known to staff and where all levels of ability and aspiration are catered for,” said Professor Morgan.  “Where teaching staff work in partnership with social and mental health workers and the police to deal with anti-social behaviour and minor offending in situ without it being referred, after considerable delay and at considerable expense, to the overburdened courts and youth offending teams. Where the schools are at the centre of local community life.”

He agreed youth custody would continue to be necessary for grave offences and for serious repeat young offenders and said: “But both custody and criminalisation should be a last resort. Criminalisation has all too often been allowed to become the first resort. We need to make it a scarce, last ditch resource as we agreed it should be when we signed up to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.”

3/BACKGROUND NOTE…
BACKGROUND NOTE

Professor Morgan spoke on the theme ‘Ensuring that every child really does matter” 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.  
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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