 The Michael Sieff Foundation

CALL FOR URGENT ACTION TO KEEP YOUNG PEOPLE OUT OF PRISON
Focus also on 75% who re-offend within 2 years of release

Urgent wide-ranging initiatives in the community and in the prison service to keep young people out of prison, will be called for today (Monday 19 June 2000) at a national conference in London.

Action needed to prevent them offending and re-offending, combines new measures and the countrywide adoption of best practices which get results but are unevenly followed in communities and prisons.

The urgency is underlined by Home Office figures showing 11,044 young people aged 15-21 years in England and Wales were in prisons in April 2000 (only 280 fewer than a year earlier). Almost a third come from children’s homes.  Records  also reveal that as many as 75 per cent of male youths re-offend within  two years of release.

Proposals for community action include ensuring all children complete full schooling,  examining all alternatives to prison, and removing the stigma of prison records on release.

Proposals for prison service action include a “State Registered” professional structure for prison governors and prison officers, with specialised training and pay which reflects qualifications and expertise.  

The conference is organised by The Michael Sieff Foundation.  This registered charity traditionally brings together in a unique forum senior people and practitioners from the Government, law, academia, business, social services, local authorities and voluntary organisations who do not normally meet to examine policies and improve practice for children in need.   

2/ Commenting on the new initiatives….
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Commenting on the new initiatives, Lady Elizabeth Haslam who founded the charity and is the conference organiser, said today:
 
“It is a sad reflection on our society at the start of the new millennium, that so many young people - often from broken homes, families with criminal records and children’s homes - are in prison and as many as three quarters of young men re-offend within two years of release.  

“Do children need to be in prison?  Is there another way?  Sweden does not imprison anyone under the age of 18.

“How can we really rehabilitate young people while in prison and keep them from re-offending when outside?  There is an urgent need to re-appraise the causes of failure, spread the successes of juvenile crime prevention activities and also focus on the opportunities for youngsters who go straight.

“We recognise that achieving real progress is a continuing challenging task for the authorities and organisations involved, but it can be made to happen in many ways and some recent initiatives are welcome.  

“The Defence Ministry and the Home Office have set up pilot schemes giving young offenders the opportunity to pre-train for possible careers in the Armed Services.  It is a significant new move to give these socially excluded young people a second chance and we hope more employers will be encouraged to follow this commendable lead.  

“A new measure [Children (Leaving Care) Bill] now before the House of Lords, and the new Connexions Service due to start next year, will strengthen support for young offenders and care leavers seeking better education, training and jobs.

“A combination of the best initiatives, from government and voluntary organisation services, can change the outlook of young people in need, from no-hopers to can-doers. The challenge is to help them realise their full potential to become useful citizens.  The actions  we are proposing are all positive and practical ways forward.”

3/Under the title…
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Under the title ‘Going Straight: Action to prevent young people offending and 
re-offending’  recommendations that today’s conference is being invited to adopt include:

Action in the community:
•  Early teaching in schools of citizenship and good parenting as a compulsory subject - to be reinforced throughout school years.  All children to complete full schooling - with added time  if needed.
•  Sensitive early intervention, help and support for vulnerable families by trained inter-agency  professionals and accredited non-governmental organisations.  Local authority involvement at present varies greatly.
•  Ensure that young offenders under supervision have better access to further education, training and jobs.
•  Examine all community penalties for offenders - for example, community service and other new initiatives. 

Action on admission to prison:
•  At the start, clearly explain prison rules and regulations - to avoid getting into early trouble for many children who arrive in shock and some are dyslexic. 
•  Send a photo and background information to the Missing Persons Helpline who are sometimes unaware that children they are seeking are in prison.
•  Provide information about vocational courses, education to National Curriculum and, for some, Open University courses. Though young offenders often have a poor education record, failure at school doesn’t mean lack of ability.
•  Start to plan resettlement after release.
•  Make sure the young offender’s personal adviser from the new Connexions Service keeps in close touch and plans education and employment on release.  
•  Explain full entitlement to the new education maintenance allowance on release.  Bursary schemes would be welcome.    

Action during sentence:
•  Promptly and regularly monitor mental and physical health and development.
•  Regular visits by a personal prison officer.
•  Develop a ‘respect for all’ ethos.  A familiar complaint is offenders are ‘treated like rubbish’.
•  Be proactive by creating a non-bullying system among offenders.
4/Urge offenders… 
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•  Urge offenders to take responsibility for their crimes and help their victims.    
•  A professional careers officer to maintain contact.  
•  Invite employers to teach skills for future jobs.  
•  Encourage attendance on self-development and self-esteem courses to build up personal confidence in order to make a positive contribution to society.  
•  Structured and stepped preparation for release and guidance on living in society  to avoid  the shock of sudden change on leaving prison.    
•  Prison governors and prison officers to have a professional State Registered structure, in which pay reflects qualifications and expertise.  Training to focus on skills as mentors, psychologists and teachers  to guide young offenders.
•  Maintain family ties or, where possible, strive to restore them.   

Action on release from prison:
•  Ensure that Youth Offending Teams (for 16 to 18 year olds) and the Probation Service (for age 18 upwards) offer access to safe, supportive accommodation.
•  Pay a realistic allowance.  Ensure that local authorities under new legislation [Children (Leaving Care) Bill] adequately support ex-care leavers.    
•  Normal access to bank accounts which released offenders find difficult to open.
•  Give information about the supportive role voluntary organisations can plan alongside Youth Offending Teams and the Probation Service.  
•  Provide expert support for young parents and former drug and alcohol abusers.
•  To help employment prospects, allow application to courts for criminal record to be immediately expunged.  

Home Office Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State Lord Bassam, the opening speaker at the conference, commented:  
“Tackling youth crime is a priority for the Government and the reforms we have put in place are beginning to make a real difference to the way young offenders are treated.  It is a system of prevention and early intervention to nip offending behaviour in the bud.  The new system allows youth work with each individual offender and being firm if they re-offend.
“We are determined to turn around the long-term upward trend in crime.  To do that we must start work with early prevention - and that means children.  That is why we have given £30 million to help children steer clear of crime.  We have also introduced a number of measures in prisons to increase the employability of young offenders and help them lead law abiding lives on release.” 						
5/Lady Haslam introduces….
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Lady Haslam introduces the day-long conference and the chairman is Lord Laming, former Chief Inspector of the Social Services Inspectorate.  Other speakers are HM Chief Inspector of Prisons Sir David Ramsbotham, child law expert Allan Levy QC, Youth Justice Board for England and Wales member Joyce Moseley, Home Office Chief Education Officer Penny Robson, Neil Wragg from Youth at Risk, Beverley Thompson from NACRO (National Association for the Care & Resettlement of Offenders), Gill Henson from SOVA (trains and employs volunteers to support and befriend offenders), Chief Probation Officer of Inner London Probation Service John Harding.

The Michael Sieff Foundation was established in 1987 in memory of the life and work of  Michael Sieff, a former Vice Chairman of Marks & Spencer.  The Foundation’s conferences and subsequent reports have led to improved policy and practice for children in need.   
