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Youth crime is getting worse, with a quarter of those aged 11 to 16 admitting having committed an offence in the past year.
A rising proportion confess that they have been involved in crimes across the board, including shoplifting, assault, handling stolen goods, vandalism and fare-dodging, according to an official survey.

The finding is a blow for Home Secretary Jack Straw, who has made cutting teenage crime one of his key priorities.

The study of more than 5,000 schoolchildren, commissioned by the Youth Justice Board, concluded that in almost every category of crime the percentage of children committing offences of that type has increased.

Officials said yesterday that they were 'saddened but not particularly surprised' by the results. They said the recent explosion in thefts of mobile phones was partly to blame.

The survey compared figures last year and this. Overall, the proportion of children who admitted committing an offence in the past 12 months rose to 25 per cent from 22 per cent last year.

The biggest increases in confessions were seen for handling stolen goods (up from 19 per cent to 25 per cent), physical assault (from 24 per cent to 31 per cent) and thefts from school (from 15 per cent to 23 per cent).

The proportion of the youngsters who admitted damaging or destroying property rose from 26 per cent to 29 per cent.

The vandalism figure went up from 29 per cent to 34 per cent, while 35 per cent of the children admitted shoplifting compared with 31 per cent last year.

The proportion who admitted breaking into a building to commit a theft was unchanged at 7 per cent.

The only slight decrease was seen in the figures for stealing bicycles - 6 per cent of the children admitted this crime compared with 7 per cent last year.

Children excluded from school confessed to behaviour significantly worse than others. About 40 per cent admitted carrying a knife - more than double the figure for those still going to school.

Over half admitted shoplifting or vandalism and 60 per cent said they had carried out a physical assault.

Fear was rife among the youngsters. More than 60 per cent of them were afraid of being assaulted or being victims of theft while in school.

The Youth Justice Board said their fears were 'not without justification' since a third of pupils had suffered from theft.

A survey of attitudes to right and wrong also painted a worrying picture.

Fewer than half those questioned - 42 per cent - thought it was wrong to dodge paying fares. Barely a third frowned on under-age drinking.

Only 70 per cent thought it was wrong to carry a knife as a weapon, and fewer than a third disapproved of 'hitting someone who insults you'. At the same time, 20 per cent thought telling police about another youngster committing an assault was never justified.

A spokesman for the Youth Justice Board said: 'We are concerned by the figures and saddened, but not particularly surprised.

'I think if we had conducted this survey ten years ago we would have seen a very different picture.

'Teenagers may have begun misbehaving seriously at a younger age, just as the age at which they move from being children to being young adolescents has arguably fallen.

'So far, the Youth Offending Teams established last year have focused mainly on the older age group, from 15 to 17.

'These figures point to a need to take far more notice of younger age groups and to concentrate on a more preventative approach.'

Officials believe the growing wave of mobile phone thefts has had a major impact on the figures for youth crime - including theft, handling stolen goods, threatening behaviour and assaults.

Mr Straw has repeatedly under-lined the Home Office's commitment to cutting youth crime.

He set up the Youth Justice Board in 1998 and established the Youth Offending Teams across Britain last year to co-ordinate efforts.

The Government has introduced anti-social behaviour and curfew orders for youngsters and encouraged police to stop repeat-edly letting young offenders off with cautions.

But the survey figures suggest the measures have yet to make a significant impact.

In addition, a recent international study showed British teenagers were the worst-behaved in Europe, leading the way in drug abuse and heavy drinking.

A Home Office spokesman said: 'The Youth Justice Board and the Government have been stepping up their action to intervene early to prevent youngsters offending.'

