The Michael Sieff Foundation

 ‘National Strategy to Keep Children out of Prison’



A co-ordinated national strategy to keep young people out of prison and  prevent reoffending is called for by The Michael Sieff Foundation.  

“It needs to be clearly defined and based on evaluated best practice which is known to achieve results,” said Lady Elizabeth Haslam, the founder and a trustee of the children’s welfare national charity.  

 “Instead of the present failing incarceration system,  a welfare-centred approach is needed, recognising that many of the 11,600 young people up to the age of 21 in prison come from violent or neglectful homes, from local authority care, and are often emotionally disturbed and without basic education and job skills.

“Though some young offenders will, as a last resort, have to be detained to protect themselves and society, there is no justification for imprisoning so many youngsters - more than virtually any other European country.

“Proof that prison does not work is the alarmingly high rate of 75% of young men re-offending within two years of release.

“We know key factors for going straight are a stable home and a steady job, so any strategy for reducing further offending needs to combine them as an in-built, clear cut purpose.”

The Foundation’s conference - at Cumberland Lodge, Windsor Great Park, last September on ‘Young people in prison: prevention, policy and practice’ - was attended by speakers and delegates from central and local government, the professions, business and academia, the care services and voluntary organisations. 

Lady Haslam presented 17 recommendations which arose from the work done by those attending the conference.  

2/Peter Harris…..
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Peter Harris, the Foundation trustee responsible for preparing the follow-up report and recommendations, said:  “The problem of juvenile crime will never be resolved as long as action continues to be taken in so many disparate ways.  There is an urgent need for Ministers to co-ordinate strategy ranging from schooling in citizenship and parenting, through to Prison Service career reform and training, and the effective management of the transition from custody into the community.”  

The recommendations include - 

A new national strategy which is human rights compliant for young offenders, during and after custodial sentences and that will prevent reoffending.     
Access to independent advocacy services and personal mentors while in custody and also on release into the community. 
A bank or savings account while in custody and a realistic discharge grant - to become self-supporting on release. 
Local authority chief executives to set up pilot regeneration projects providing stable jobs and accommodation on release.    

A modern professional Prison Service to be provided by the Government, with career opportunities following the thoughtful selection, development and training of managers and staff to ensure safety, security, care and rehabilitation for young offenders.  Above all, select people who like children and understand their potential for change.

An accredited training programme - also for those in residential care and other professional groups working with young offenders - to include:  
- working with families with drug and alcohol problems;
- mentoring skills;  
- bereavement and family breakdown;
- prevent bullying.

Youth justice:  Extend the Government’s policy proposals in “Justice for All”, relating to children with disturbed behaviour,  from 10/11 year olds up to the age of 16.
Provide training in child welfare issues for magistrates in Youth Courts and also judges.  

Public information programmes to be the responsibility of Ministers, providing at national and local levels positive information and addressing  popular misconceptions about young offenders.  


3/Research…

Research is essential into such topics as:
- why young people reoffend;
- how best the education system can help ‘at risk’ children;
- what works in preventing reoffending; 
- training for emotional parenting;
- helping children overcome learning difficulties;
- adolescent substance misuse;
- how to distinguish the roles of advocates, advisers, mentors and coaches - in principle and also in the eyes of children.   
 
 

- end - 
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