                                 
The Michael Sieff Foundation


NEED FOR NEW YOUTH JUSTICE SYSTEM
Sweeping Changes to Prevent Offending & Reoffending

Major reforms to make the outdated youth justice system effective and to prevent re-offending are proposed by the children’s welfare charity The Michael Sieff Foundation. 

The reforms, announced today (Monday 2 September 2002) include:
· adopting the Scottish philosopy (that prosecution of 10-16 year olds should be a rare event, reserved for the gravest crimes) within a new youth justice system in England and Wales;
· a new specialist youth court for trained magistrates and judges to deal with all offences involving child defendants;
· a full mental health assessment for 10-16 year olds facing serious criminal charges;  
· new powers at the outset of each case to tackle the reasons for offending and also to order welfare reports; 
· judges after sentencing to have a new monitoring role for child defendants convicted for criminal offences; 
· an information pack for child defendants who, research shows, do not understand the basics of the court system;
· adults charged with a child should be tried in the youth court, to avoid the child defendant being tried in the Crown Court;  
· replace charges of murder and manslaughter for child defendants by a new charge of culpable homicide which would replace the mandatory life sentence and allow more appropriate judicial discretion;  
· training to enable the same solicitor or barrister  to represent the child defendant throughout different court proceedings;  
· developing a strategy to increase public awareness and dispel current myths about offending children as either hopeless victims or evil monsters.

The reforms are recommended by the Foundation following a legal conference entitled:  “Child defendants - is the law failing them?”, opened by Lord Chief Justice Woolf and  involving leading representatives of the judiciary, lawyers and other branches of the juvenile justice system.  
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“It was clear from the conference that the reform of the juvenile justice system is long overdue,” Lady Elizabeth Haslam, Founder and Trustee of The Michael Sieff Foundation, said today.  “The report focuses on changing the main shortcomings.  It is being widely circulated within Government and the legal profession for follow-up action to be taken.”

Steering Group chair of the legal conference Dr Eileen Vizard, a leading consultant child and adolescent psychiatrist, said the follow-up recommendations reflected the importance of the key welfare and prevention of offending principles in the juvenile justice system stressed by Lord Woolf.    

“New judicial flexibility would waive the prosecution of children for less serious offences and, instead, activate the care system for them,” said Dr. Vizard.  “The reasons for offending behaviour need to be fully addressed at the outset in order to prevent re-offending.  The proposed new system would have considerable training implications for all levels of the judiciary, magistracy, prosecutors, barristers, solicitors and mental health experts.  

“Specialist youth courts would have enhanced powers to order welfare reports from local authorities and to make balanced, holistic decisions about the best way to deal with the offending child.  This  would save a great deal of wasted court time and money by allowing sensible, long-term planning for recidivist children.  At present they seem to rotate endlessly in and out of the youth court which has no remit to pull in agencies responsible for their welfare.”

Dr Vizard said all the evidence showed the present juvenile justice system did not work - with more than 11,500 young people up to the age of 21 in prison and 75% of young men re-offending within two years of release.  “There is an urgent need for change and the new strategy we are recommending would bring this about,” she said.  

  

