Written evidence submitted by the Standing Committee for Youth Justice
(SCYJ) (BYC019)
1. The Standing Committee for Youth Justice (SCYJ) is an alliance of over 60 not-for-profit
organisations campaigning for improvements to the youth justice system in England and
Wales. Our members range from large national charities to grassroots service providers.
2. The following sets out our position regarding the response to serious violence, as it affects
children (under 18s).

Who are the children involved in serious violence?
3. While most people involved in knife crime are over 18, the number of children picking up
knives appears to be growing. In the year to March 2019, one in five people cautioned or
convicted of carrying a knife was under 18, compared to 16% in 2014.1 Metropolitan police
statistics found that just under half (49%) of those caught with knives in London are now aged
10-19, with 8% between 10-to-14-years-old.2
4. Children becoming increasingly involved in knife crime is reflected in the age of knife crime
victims. More than 1,000 10-to-19-year-olds were admitted to hospital with knife wounds in
2017/18. This is a 54% rise over five years3, and the figure is likely to be an underestimate
due to inconsistencies in data collection and reporting.4 Doctors report victims getting
younger, and injuries more severe.
5. Weapon-carrying tends to peak around the age of 15.5 This is in line with general research
on childhood offending, which finds that many children go through a ‘phase’ of offending and
then desist entirely.6
6. Boys are between two and five times more likely to report carrying a weapon than girls.7 In
2018, Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) children made up 48% of weapon possession
offences where ethnicity is known, and 32% of violence against the person offences where
ethnicity is known.8
Vulnerabilities
7. There is ample evidence that children in contact with the criminal justice system are
vulnerable. By definition, they are vulnerable due to their young age and developmental
immaturity. This is compounded by the difficulties many face, including mental and physical
ill-health, Special Education Needs, literacy and communication difficulties and more:
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• The rate of mental health problems amongst children in trouble with the law is
thought to be at least 30%, and three times higher than within the general
population (Hagell 2002, Jacobson et al, 2010: 68).
• One-third of young people in custody have identified special educational needs
(Gyateng et al, 2013)
• 60% of children who offend have a communication disability (Bryan et al, cited in
RCSLT, 2009)
• Around 30% of children who have ‘persistent offending histories’ in custody have
IQs of less than 70, signifying a learning disability (Rayner et al, 2008, cited in
Hughes et al, 2012: 26). 9
8. Regarding serious violence specifically, we know that children with Adverse Childhood
Experiences (ACEs) are much more likely to become victims or perpetrators of violence.
ACEs include physical, sexual or emotional abuse, neglect, bereavement, experiencing or
witnessing domestic abuse, family breakdown, and household substance misuse, mental
illness, or incarceration. The more ACE’s a child experiences, the higher the likelihood of
involvement in violence: research by Public Health Wales found that people with four or more
ACEs were 15 times more likely than those with no ACEs to have committed violence against
another person in the last year, as well as 14 times more likely to have been a victim of
violence over the last year10.
9. A recent study examined the cases of 60 vulnerable adolescents in Croydon.11 73% were
known to their YOT, 65% were suspected of committing knife crime (81% of the boys), 13 of
the 60 were in custody (3 convicted of murder), 12 were identified as involved in county lines
or criminal exploitation, and five had sadly passed away. A third of the boys had been victims
of knife crime, and three quarters were involved in gangs. Over half of the girls had been
victims of child sexual exploitation. Their experiences growing up were consistent: 51% of the
children came to notice of Children’s Services by the age of 5 and three quarters by the age
of 12; 72% had an absent father; 42% had experienced domestic abuse (compared to an
estimated 20% of the general population12); 37% had a parent or sibling known to police; 28%
had experienced homelessness; and around a quarter had experiences of parental drug and
alcohol misuse. 70% of children in the cohort were referred to CAMHS.
10. Research shows that other risk factors for young people becoming involved in violent
crime include poor performance and behaviour at school; low IQ, language difficulties etc.;
drug and alcohol use; exposure to violence and peer groups involved in crime or anti-social
behaviour.13 The Youth Violence Commission identified root causes of youth violence as
including trauma; inadequate state provision; poverty and social inequality.14 A (perceived)
lack of opportunity can lead to “the development of criminal careers…as a way of satisfying
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material aspirations”.15 Of the Croydon children (above) for whom education information was
available, 73% received fixed term exclusions in secondary school; 32% had periods of
exclusion from primary school.

Why is serious youth violence increasing?
11. While youth violence is the product of multiple, complex and deep-rooted issues within
society, it is not inevitable. It is clear from the above that various government policies over the
last decade have exacerbated many of the root causes of children becoming involved in
serious violence.
12. Funding for support services that help identify and protect children at risk of ACEs has
fallen significantly. Demand for women’s services that help families escape domestic abuse
has increased significantly under the current government, while funding has fallen by 50%.16
Children’s social care services are also facing increasing demands and insufficient funding,
as well as high turnover and low retention of staff. The National Audit Office describes Local
Authority finances and services as ‘under strain’.17 A recent report by the Housing,
Communities and Local Government Committee refers to children’s services as ‘at breaking
point’18.
13. Children’s centres such as Sure Start play a vital role in early years development,
improving parenting skills, reducing inequalities in outcomes19, and thus helping prevent
children from entering the care system. Yet the number of centres and the quality of service
they are able to provide has been severely reduced in recent years.20 The reduction in this
service is placing pressure on services further down the line: a recent study by the Institute
for Fiscal Studies found greater Sure Start coverage prevents around 5,500 hospitalisations
per year. The number of children being taken into care has increased by around 30% over
the last decade.21 Looked after children are disproportionately represented in the criminal
justice system, and are especially vulnerable to grooming and criminal exploitation.
14. As schools manage tight budgets, pressures to provide support to children at risk of harm
has increased. Class sizes have increased, staff numbers have fallen, and special
educational needs teachers, pastoral support, counsellors and detached youth workers have
all been lost. The school exclusion rate has increased dramatically, by 56% over three
years22 and a third of local authorities have no places in their Pupil Referral Units.23 Excluded
children in reduced hours education or other alternative provision are often left isolated, their
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peer group is more likely to be involved in criminal activity, and they are more vulnerable to
grooming and exploitation by older people and gangs.24
15. In 2017, an average of 150 children a day were turned away from Child and Adolescent
Mental Health Services25. Youth services have been slashed, with hundreds of youth centres
closing. Youth service workers report that councils are closing “open access” services, as
targeted services are prioritised. Between 2012 and 2016 this has amounted to a loss of over
3,500 youth worker jobs, over 600 youth centres, and almost 139,000 youth service places
for children and young people.26 Children are increasingly being left with nowhere to go,
nothing to do, and nobody to turn to.
16. Although children are identified as in need of safeguarding, agencies’ capacity is too
constrained to intervene. Spending on non-statutory services has fallen sharply27 and
available interventions are more limited in scope and short-term, often offered only once a
child has reached crisis point. The Croydon report evidences that despite schools and other
agencies frequently making referrals for support28, the ability to protect children from harm
was undermined by the short-term and ‘reactionary’ nature of interventions.
17. The ability of youth justice services to intervene early once a child becomes involved in
knife crime and prevent reoffending is also being limited in a situation where youth justice
practice grants provided to Youth Offending Teams (YOTs) have been cut by more than half,
from £145m in 2010/11 to £72m in 2017/18.29
18. Children carrying weapons are often doing so because they perceive themselves as
unsafe, and carrying a weapon as self-defence. As the number of vulnerable children lacking
the support necessary to protect and divert them away from crime increases and knife
carrying increases, so does the level of contagion. Knife carrying is increasingly seen as the
social ‘norm’, and therefore becomes more widespread as others seek to protect themselves.
19. There are other factors impacting serious violence levels such as organised crime and
gangs that are increasingly motivated by profit,30 seeking to exploit vulnerable children to run
and sell drugs. Cuts to police resources and the decreased policing presence, particularly
community policing, will have impacted on crime deterrence. However, if we address the
poverty, trauma, lack of opportunity and other factors at the root of violence, social norms
would change, and fewer children would be vulnerable to criminal exploitation or becoming
involved in crime.

How should we respond to serious violence?
20. We are clear that criminal justice measures or interventions alone will not solve youth
violence. To see sustained improvements, it is vital to tackle the root causes of violence,
including “childhood trauma, undiagnosed and untreated mental health issues, inadequate
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state provision and deficient parental support, poverty and social inequality”.31 The response
to serious violence will only be effective if it is evidence-based, and takes the context in which
the child is at risk and trauma they have experienced into account.32
21. The Government’s response to tackling serious violence should be part of a broader
strategy to improve the capacity of the safeguarding system, statutory and voluntary services
to protect children at risk of harm outside the home, including but not limited to serious
violence – child sexual exploitation, criminal exploitation and other forms of harm should also
be considered in a coordinated way. Emerging evidence finds that the system is currently
premised on abuse in private spaces33 and professionals do not have a framework, resources
and guidance in place to address risks in the community34.
22. A response to serious violence which presents the issue as distinct from wider
safeguarding duties could lead to a more punitive approach to these children, which evidence
suggests is inadequate to reduce violence.35 The Newham Safeguarding Children Board
Serious Case Review for “Chris” for example, reports that ‘there was a tendency to view risktaking adolescent behaviour primarily through the lens of offending and harmful peer groups
through the lens of gangs, distorting understanding and responses”. These included
signposting to Youth Offending teams rather than carrying out holistic assessments, which
take into account a child’s experiences.
23. Increased understanding in recent years of child and adolescent development and the
causes of offending behaviour has contributed to the development of trauma-informed
services and more appropriate responses to offending. This has resulted in a welcome large
reduction in the number of children being criminalised. However, we are concerned that this
progress risks being undermined by current government policy. Creating new offences and
sanctions and increasing the number of children in custody is not going to persuade them to
stop carrying knives when they are doing so for many complex reasons.
The public health approach
24. We welcome the growing recognition of the need to adopt a public health approach to
youth violence, treating it as we would a contagious disease. This means collecting data and
conducting research to identify the character and scale of the problem, why it occurs and who
it impacts. It means evaluating and scaling-up successful strategies and interventions, and
designing new ones where there is a gap in current provision. A public health approach
should direct resources towards primary prevention programmes “designed to expose a
broad segment of a population to prevention measures and to reduce and prevent violence at
a population-level”.36 At the same time, it should recognise that certain environments and
experiences create a greater risk of involvement in crime, and provide targeted prevention
and early-intervention support in these areas.
25. The public health approach must involve the local community and be tailored to local
needs. Responses should involve and be led by the community, family, and children and
young people affected as far as possible. However, the strategy requires “whole-system,
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cultural and organisational change supported by sustained political backing” 37, and must
therefore have a strong lead and commitment from central government, taking a crossgovernment approach with adequate resources and guidance. The Youth Violence
Commission is clear that “anything short of this will fail”.38
26. We need to support children from day one and intervene early as soon as risks are
identified. A multi-agency approach is vital. For agencies to be involved in children’s lives and
identify and address a wide range of needs, they must be able to build trust and have open
discussions, for example around mental health or trauma. The government should support a
local, voluntary approach to multi-agency working, which best facilitates this form of
participation. The government should fully fund agencies involved in protecting children and
work to identify and spread best practice and support local areas to set up their own multiagency ways of working. This should include supporting voluntary sector organisations, which
are often based in and led by communities and therefore often have a greater understanding
of local needs, and can be more trusted by service users than statutory agencies.
27. There is no need to reinvent the wheel – programmes and initiatives that have been
proven to work at reducing serious violence already exist. However, agencies are often
working in isolation and are under-resourced, and staff retention and welfare is often an
issue. We need a system that receives the recognition and funding it deserves, and is
supported to work together to provide children holistic support as soon as concerns are
raised.
Positive opportunities for children
28. Schools are in an excellent position to teach children social and emotional skills, helping
them develop resilience and regulate their behaviour. Focus should be placed on the
importance of personal, social, health and economic education (PSHE) and relationships and
sex education (RSE), teaching children about identity, life skills, and social development, as
well as the risks associated with carrying knives and involvement in crime. Schools need
sufficient resources to provide targeted assistance to children who are struggling with poor
academic performance or behaviour. They should provide modern and diverse careers
advice and integrated support services such as social workers and mental health workers.
29. Research has highlighted the role that a lack of legitimate and attractive employment
opportunities plays in drawing children and young people into – and trapping them in –
gangs.39 Many criminologists and sociologists have recommended widening gang-involved
people’s horizons and increasing their opportunities for employment in order to offer a viable
alternative to the gang lifestyle. Schools must be incentivised to do everything in their power
to keep children in school and gaining qualifications and experience. Exclusions should only
be used as a last resort, and children who are excluded or at risk of exclusion need access to
appropriate support services. This is particularly true for BAME children, who are
disproportionately likely to be excluded from school,40 and go on to face higher
unemployment rates.41 There must also be improvements made to the quality and hours of
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education available to children in the secure estate, so that they can access education and
employment on their release.
30. SCYJ research has shown that the childhood criminal record system acts as a barrier to
accessing employment, housing, and education.42 This prevents children from growing up
and moving on with their lives, working against rehabilitation. Reforming the system so it is
less punitive and disclosure is less widespread, in line with the recent Supreme Court
judgment on criminal record disclosure43, would help young people move away from violence
into legitimate employment and education opportunities. This is particularly important given
the persistently high percentage of young people who are NEET (not in employment,
education or training)44.
31. Youth services must be reinstated and youth work put on a formal footing, recognising the
vital work they do with children and young people who may not have other positive role
models in their lives, or anywhere else to go. Well-resourced youth clubs not only provide
safe spaces for children to exist, away from violence on the streets, they provide activities
and advice, helping children grow and develop. There are a number of innovative models for
youth provision that could be evaluated and scaled up, for example Young People’s
Foundations. Currently operating in 8 London boroughs, these central hubs for youth services
facilitate partnerships, information sharing and coordination, and support capacity building of
local youth services.
The criminal justice response
32. All responses to serious violence should prioritise minimising youth justice system contact.
There is a growing body of evidence that diverting children away from the formal youth justice
system is more effective at reducing offending than any punitive responses.45
33. Opportunities for diversion should be continuously explored throughout the child’s
involvement with the law, not just at the first instance, and should be available to a wider set
of children than current practice allows. Consideration should be made to the fact that
unconscious or conscious biases, or structural factors, may impact a child’s likelihood to be
diverted.
34. In line with the UK’s commitments under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of
the Child (UNCRC), the best interests of the child must be prioritised, considering their
welfare needs first and foremost. Children’s active participation should be encouraged, as
well as engagement from the child’s family. Interventions should focus on promoting their
strengths and capacities. There is widespread evidence for the centrality of a meaningful,
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trusting supervisory relationship to effective supervision.46 Many SCYJ members very
effectively run programmes such as those described, supporting children (under 18s) and
young people (generally up to around 25-years-old) of all ages to desist from crime.
35. Children must not be unnecessarily criminalised, marginalised, and deprived of their
liberty. They must be supported to move away from violence, and the response must
consider not just the child but the whole family and community.47 It is vital that investment is
made into Youth Offending Teams, so that children have access to support and tailored
rehabilitative programmes.
36. Sentencing must take into consideration the fact that many children involved in knife
crime are groomed and exploited. There is emerging evidence regarding the scale of child
criminal exploitation, for example the National Crime Agency has identified over 1,000
“county lines”, where exploitation of children is a fundamental part of the drug-dealing
model.48 The response to serious violence must address this, including the absence of
support offered to children recognised as victims of trafficking or Modern Slavery. This can
increase their vulnerability to being re-trafficked and re-exploited; and affected by serious
violence.49
37. Evidence shows the certainty of getting caught, rather than the severity of the sentence,
can have a deterrent effect. It is therefore vital to ensure policing is sufficiently funded to
protect the public. Community policing plays an important role, not only in crime detection, but
particularly in helping rebuild trust between police and the community, which will help address
BAME disproportionality in the justice system.50
38. We are firmly of the position, in line with the UNCRC, that custody must only be used as a
last resort. The UN recommends that no child under age of 16-years-old should be sent to
custody.51 Sentencing children to custody will not be effective at rehabilitating children, and
should be reserved for the most severe cases. We do not believe that available data signifies
that custody is currently used as such, and this is especially true for mandatory minimum
custodial sentences52, and children on remand.53 Before depriving a child of their liberty,
placing them in custodial establishments that are deemed largely unsafe at high costs to the
taxpayer, there must be clear evidence that everything else has been tried and has not built
sufficient desistance.
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39. Our objection to knee-jerk responses to serious violence that would see more children
sent to custody centre around three main points: there is no evidence custodial sentences
deter children from committing crime; the ‘public protection’ argument is extremely weak for
children; and custody is not rehabilitative but deeply harmful, so ineffective at producing the
desired result of reducing crime levels.
40. There is no evidence that the threat of custody acts as a deterrent. For harsher
punishments to deter people from committing crime, they must be aware of the punishment,
then make a rational choice, acting in their own best interest, whether or not to offend.
Deterrence theory does not hold true for most people in trouble with the law, and especially
so for children and young people: not only is awareness of sentencing amongst children and
young adults very low,54 there are many children and young adults in trouble with the law who
we would not expect to make rational choices.55 This is particularly true when they are
carrying weapons believing it is for self-protection, especially if they perceive other forms of
protection like the police as unavailable to them. Here, carrying a weapon seems like the
rational choice. Evidence consistently supports this. A recent evidence review concluded that
“lengthy prison sentences and mandatory minimum sentencing cannot be justified on grounds
of deterrence.”56
41. There is very little evidence to support the argument that locking up those carrying out
crimes will reduce the level of crime on the streets (aka the public protection argument).
Home Office research found that a 15% increase in the use of custody would be required to
see a 1% decrease in crime.57 As children in trouble with the law tend to be a more transient
group, it is likely an even larger increase in child custody numbers would be required to see
any substantial impact on crime levels.
42. Custody is not rehabilitative, and is harmful to children and adults. It goes against the
principal aim of the youth justice system, according to UK law, to prevent offending by
children. A recent report by the College of Policing concluded that for children involved in
serious violence, “prison alone has been found to significantly increase reoffending,
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compared to non-custodial sanctions”.58 The consistently and comparatively high reoffending
rates hold when one factors in the more serious and persistent offending of those generally
sentenced to custody.59 Evidence indicates that custody has a criminogenic effect60, with
children incarcerated for six to twelve months being significantly more likely to reoffend
compared to those in receipt of an intensive community sentence61
43. The damage that custody does is clear: the poor state of custodial institutions; lack of
education provision and trauma-informed care; and the disruption that a custodial sentence
causes through “lost accommodation, interrupted education, emotional distress and loss through
separation from friends and family.”62 We are aware of many children deprived of their liberty in
England and Wales who are kept segregated, left in their cells for the majority of the day. We are
also aware of many children who are subject to pain-inducing restraint, and the negative
psychological and emotional impact of restraint and use of force.63
44. Where depriving a child of their liberty is deemed necessary, it should be under a welfarebased model of care, in non-penal, small settings. More information on the response to children in
need of support and rehabilitation is set out by the End Child Imprisonment Campaign, of which
SCYJ is a core member.64 Regarding resettlement, our member Nacro,s through its ‘Beyond
Youth Custody’ programme set out detailed guidance in the five key characteristics for effective
transition.65
45. Children must be able to grow up and move on from past mistakes. The criminal record
system must recognise this and be reformed to stop it anchoring children to their past,
demotivating them to change, and making it difficult to access education and employment
opportunities. We are also aware of many barriers to rehabilitation that arise from a child’s
anonymity not being maintained during or after their involvement with the law, as a suspect or
defendant.66 Children involved in serious violence appear particularly likely to have their
anonymity revoked by judges, and the consequences of this should be reviewed.
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The Government response to serious violence
46. SCYJ welcomes the government’s commitment to tackling serious violence. We welcome
recent acknowledgments of the need to shift focus from a punitive response towards early
intervention and prevention. We welcome the recent narrative around promoting a multiagency, whole-system approach. However, we have concerns that current commitments do
not go far enough; are not always grounded in evidence of what works around violence
prevention and rehabilitation of children; and will result in more children being criminalised
and deprived of their liberty. The government response falls short of constituting a public
health approach. We do not feel there is a cohesive, cross-government, overarching strategy
with clear leadership and long-term commitment. In fact, we feel that recent government
policy can be somewhat contradictory.
47. The government must acknowledge the impact funding cuts have had on capacity across
society to prevent and tackle serious violence, and take steps to reverse this. Recent
investments set out in the serious violence strategy and since are of course welcome. For
example, the launch of the Department for Education Tackling Child Exploitation Support
Programme is a positive step. However, more funding is needed. The limited resources are
mostly focused on targeted interventions. This investment is crucial, and many of our
members run effective programmes of this type, but the government should invest more
money alongside it, directed towards prevention and early years interventions. This would
more closely represent a genuine public health approach, ensuring children of all ages are
provided with the support they need to stay away from serious violence.
48. We are concerned that the government’s stated aim of reducing serious violence is likely
to be undermined by elements of current Home Office policy.
49. The recent consultation on a new legal duty on agencies to share information and work
together to combat serious violence, while the intention is correct, would have a number of
unintended consequences for both children and the agencies involved.67 Implementation of a
new duty without additional resources or definitive guidance is wholly inappropriate for
services already tasked with rising demand, crisis management options and low retention of
staff. It is unclear whether the government has considered how the creation of this duty will fit
within other recent policy developments, such as Knife Crime Prevention Orders (see below)
or the Domestic Abuse Bill.
50. Clauses in the Offensive Weapons Act will increase the number of children sent to
custody, and may lead to disproportionate sentences.68 We are particularly concerned about
the increased use of mandatory minimum custodial sentences for children. As outlined above,
these punitive responses will not be effective. It is also a clear example of the Home Office
creating policy that is out of line with other departments: while Justice Secretary David Gauke
makes plans to reduce or eliminate custodial sentences under six months, the Act promotes
more short sentences.
51. A particularly concerning element of the Offensive Weapons Act is the introduction of
Knife Crime Prevention Orders, which can be imposed on children as young as twelve on the
basis of probability and are highly likely to be net-widening, labelling, and impose more
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criminal sanctions on vulnerable children and young people.69 The severe, lengthy and
potentially unlimited restrictions that could be imposed as part of an order, and the
punishment for breach of up to 2 years in custody, are inappropriate, particularly given the
standard of proof required. These Orders were added to the Offensive Weapons Bill as a last
minute amendment and did not receive the level of consultation, parliamentary scrutiny, or
impact assessment appropriate for legislation with such wide-reaching potential. Despite a
wide coalition of professional bodies and voluntary sector organisations expressing strong
reservations about the Orders, the Home Office pushed them through.
52. BAME children are disproportionately represented in the criminal justice system. The
government response is not doing enough to address this; in fact the punitive government
response to serious violence highlighted above is likely to exacerbate disproportionality.
Recent evidence now suggests black people are forty times more likely to be stopped and
searched.70 Weapons are likely to be discovered via stop and search. Black children are
therefore more likely to be caught and prosecuted for possession, whether or not they are
more likely than their White counterparts to be carrying a weapon.
53. The focus on stop and search is damaging trust and relationships between communities
and police, which are already strained,71 and will have consequences for effective policing.
There is no evidence that stop and search works strategically to tackle knife crime.72 The
government’s own serious violence strategy recognised that there is no evidence that the
recent fall in stop and searches contributed to increasing violent crime. While the recent
£100m extra police funding announced in the Spring Statement is welcome, it is only a tenth
of what has been cut from the Metropolitan police alone. It is unlikely to have stretched very
far, particularly given the recent increases in section 60 stop and searches and the time and
resources this consumes. We would like to see a commitment to directing resources away
from stop and search, towards more effective interventions and community policing.
The contents of this document do not necessarily reflect the views of all member organisations
of the SCYJ
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