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The Youth Justice System in England and Wales was established to prevent a young person or child from committing an offence or reoffending, the purpose of the Youth Justice System is to put children and young people under the age of 17 in an appropriate environment, due to the fact that adult justice system can be seen an a daunting place for a young person (Ministry of Justice, 2021). The system which is in place today, helps support and convince young people; it was reformed by the Crime and Disorder Act 1998, the Act was created by the New Labour Government to improve the previous system, one of the aims of the act is to prevent offending by children and young persons’ (Crime and Disorder Act, 1998). 

An Audit Commission Report in 1996 looked closely at the Youth Justice System and how to deal with young offenders, the report heavily criticised the youth justice system for being too expensive and not effective on supporting and reforming young offenders (Whitehead and Arthur, 2021). Shortly after the report was published the Labour Government come into power, during the period of 1997 to 2010 the New Labour Government identified the problems within the Youth Justice System and introduced Acts and Laws to reduce the rate of young people turning to crime. A statement from the Home Secretary at the time Jack Straw states “Today’s young offenders can too easily become tomorrow’s hardened criminals” (Home Office, 1997). This suggests that as a society, we believe that deviant children will grow out of the behaviour. However, within our criminal justice system we have developed an ‘excuse culture’ (Home Office, 1997). 

An ‘excuse culture’ is the term used to describe the criminal justice system and how it dealt with young offenders prior to the Labour Government agendas (Home Office, 1997). It was believed that young offenders would behaviour in a deviant manner due to their social circumstances and that they could not be helped (Home Office, 1997). This can be highly criticised as educating a child right and wrong and supporting them to gain a deeper understanding can have a positive impact on a young offender.

The New Labour Government led by Tony Blair, introduced the Crime and Disorder Act 1998, the aims of the Act is to set a clear strategy to prevent offending. Secondly, to set up interventions programme to help young people from going down the crime and deviance path. Thirdly, to take responsibility for the offences and finally, to deliver a fair and efficient multi agency approach (Home Office, 1997). The party also developed a slogan to help tackle crime which was ‘Tough on Crime, Tough on the Causes of Crime (Home Office, 1997). The Labour Government technique was to find the root cause of young offending and to prevent young people going down a criminal route (Home Office, 1997). The Crime and Disorder Act 1998 can be praised as it is a piece of legislation which can been seen as one of the largest shakes up to occur to tackle crime in the 20th Century (Muncie, 1999). However, the act has been criticised for not just targeting young offenders but, young people in general and their families, by introducing curfews and punishing the parents with fines (Muncie, 1999). 

The Crime and Disorder Act 1998 is also responsible for lowering the age of criminality in England and Wales. Therefore, any child aged 10 can be trailed and prosecuted for their actions, this is the lowest age of criminal liability in Europe (Crown Prosecution Service, 2017). Prior to the to the introduction of the Crime and Disorder Act 1998, the age of criminal liability was 14 years old. The term ‘Doli Incapax’ was largely used; which can be described as when a crime which is committed by a child under the criminal age of fourteen can be exempt from punishment. (Allen, 1996). On the other hand, the Doli Incapax can also suggest that if a child under the age of fourteen commits a serious crime and the prosecution can prove that the young person understood the consequences of their actions (Allen, 1996). 

The age of Criminal Responsibility in England and Wales is currently set to ten years old, there are calls for the age to be increased to 12 however, a famous case which impacted on the age of criminal responsibility was the murder of two year old James Bulger, by ten year olds Jon Venables and Robert Thompson (Creaney et al, 2018). The two boys were trailed and convicted of the murder of the toddler and quickly become the youngest convicted murderers in modern times in England and Wales (Carr, 2015).

 European Courts of Human Rights have criticised the UK Government for the handling of the case (Carr, 2015) The two offenders were trailed and prosecuted in crown court instead of the youth courts, due to the seriousness of the offence, the UK Government expressed that this is because ten year olds understand the differences between right and wrong and that prosecuting children who have committed serious crimes is legitimate (Creaney et al, 2018). However, on the other hand evidence suggest that the age of criminal responsibility should be increased due to the fact that a ten year olds are unable to be left unaccompanied at home or be able to get a form of employment; the UK Government have no interest in increasing the age (Creaney et al, 2018).

The Youth Justice System in England and Wales has been faced with a number of new approaches and transformations since 1997 (Whitehead & Arthur, 2011). During this period; tackling anti-social behaviour was at the centre of their agenda (Hodgkinson & Tilley, 2011). To tackle the problem of anti-social behaviour within neighbourhoods, the Government introduced Anti-Social Behaviour Orders also known as ASBO’s (Hodgkinson & Tilley, 2011).
Between the introduction of the Order in 2000 and statistics released in 2005, shows that the number of young offending receiving the order was increasing each year (Matthews et al, 2007). This can be due to the fact that the Government gave the power to implement the order to a number of different agencies including transport police (Matthews et al, 2007). The Anti-Social Behaviour Order was a preventive measure introduced to stop young offenders from carrying out offences such as harassment and being disorderly (Cornford, 2012). However, the order can lead to a person being punished if they breach the rules (Cornford, 2012). Furthermore, in recent year the ASBO’s has been scraped by the coalition government in 2010, and replaced with new and improved sanctions, the coalition government approach to tackling young offenders was through the use of rehabilitating their behaviour and the use of restorative justice (Cornford, 2012).  The Youth Justice System have had a number of different approaches since the 1998, including a Youth Justice Reform.

In England and Wales in 2007, there were an estimated 225,000 children who received a caution or were convicted of an offence (Taylor, 2016). Nearly half of these children were deemed to be first time offenders, However, only 5,800 were given a custodial sentence (Taylor, 2016).  Moreover, recent statistics which were published in 2015 show there were only 47,000 convictions and cautions given to young people, when compared to 2007 young offending has decreased by 79 percent (Taylor, 2016). It has been stated that the youth justice reform which lasted 25 years between 1991 and 2016, had a positive impact on young people and the rate of offending (Cunneen et al, 2017). During the 25 years reform, the three key periods were during 1991-1997, during this period the Criminal Justice Act 1991, an act which looked closely at sentencing, furthermore, looking at how to balance harsher sentences with serious offences and the establishment of the ‘twin track’ approach to sentencing ( Davies et al, 2005 p.29). The Criminal Justice Act 1991 improved sentencing around young offenders for example, a 14 year old would be supported when in prison custody, powers also came into place to help support 15 to 16 years old by scraping the prison remand (Cunneen et al, 2017). However, due to the new of problem with the Act, a bill in 1992 was created to improve the Criminal Justice Act, it identified problems surrounding anti-terrorist and trafficking of illegal substances (Davies et al, 2005 p.29).
The next key event which took place during the Youth Justice reform is an act which supported community sentences to punish young offenders instead of custodial sentences (Cunneen et al, 2017). In society today a court is more likely to give a young offender a community sentence, the two community sentences include referral orders and Youth Rehabilitation Orders (Gov.uk, 2021). Community sentences are a preventative measure to help young offenders from reoffending, the use of the referral order is when a panel of made up of people from the local communities and youth workers offer an offender to attend a programme which works on ways to improve their behaviour (Gov.uk, 2021). 

A court may also take the decision to carry out a Youth Rehabilitation Order on an offender, this allows the courts to decide what the offend is allowed to do or in some cases what they are not allowed to do, the order can last up to 3 years (Gov.uk, 2021). A young offender which receive a community sentence may also be offered the choice to speak to the victim, this is part of the restorative justice programme for the offender to understand the effect their actions had on not just the victims but their family members (Gov.uk, 2021).  The restorative justice programme can be heavily praised for supporting victims of crimes, it has been proven to reduce the rate of reoffending by an offender (Wallis, 2014). On the other hand, Braithwaite argues that the Criminal Justice System punishing individuals in a way which can harm and stigmatise an offenders, which can lead to a negative label places on the offender, this label can have a knock on effect and cause the offender to reoffender, this cycle can often lead to a number of people becoming outcasts within their society (Wallis, 2014). Moreover, Braithwaite believes that if an offender is shamed correctly using a form of restorative justice and showing remorse for their actions instead of through the Criminal Justice System an offender is less likely to offend (Wallis, 2014).

The Youth Justice Reform continues during the Labour Parties period in power, the agenda of the party was to be tough on the causes of crime. As a form of prevention, the youth justice system was quickly set up in 1998 (Taylor, 2016). As part of the Crime and Disorder Act 1998, it was required that in England and Wales all local councils were to create a ‘Youth Offending Team’, this team would be a multi-agency approach which consists of the police, the social services, probation team and a employer of both the health and education sector (Taylor, 2016). The Youth Offending Team has been praised for using a multi-agency approach to help prevent young offending and supporting the young offenders which were in the criminal justice system (Taylor, 2016).

2010 saw the period of the Coalition Government led by David Cameron, the UK was facing hardship from the recession which led to a financial Crash, the budget announcement had an impact on the Youth Offending Team, local authorities must take into consideration whether the funding is adequate to continue the service (Taylor, 2016), the rate of offending among young people has decreased therefore, the need for the service has also decreased however, the new string of young offenders are a challenging group, the need to remodel the service to provide an effective result to the difficult young offenders (Taylor, 2016). 

Prevention has been up the forefront of reducing the rate of young offenders in England and Wales. However, the devolved government in Wales have set up a whole system approach, which has been put in place to help prevent children from entering the Criminal Justice System (Ministry of Justice, 2019). The Welsh Government believe that if a child or young person does not have contact or minimal contact with the Criminal Justice System, instead taking the opportunity to support and develop skills can lead to a life away from crime (Ministry of Justice, 2019). Additionally, it is believed that Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE’s) can have a negative impact on a child well-being which can result in offending. It has been suggested that children who has experienced four or more ACE’s are more that 15 times likely to commitment a violence offence (Ministry of Justice, 2019). As a result of this evidence the whole system approach is a policy which focusses on the prevention and reducing the risk of children experiences ACE’s (Ministry of Justice, 2019). 

The Welsh Government can be praised on their work to prevent young people from offending as the approach which is used through-out their policies is ‘children first’ (Ministry of Justice, 2019). 

The Welsh Government work closely with the Youth Justice Board which introduced the Youth Justice Strategy in 2014 (Burdekin, 2014). The strategy looked at different forms of early interventions and preventions, they used a tier support system as a guideline to help young offenders and their families (Burdekin, 2014).
This tier support system can be criticised due to the fact that it has not been introduced to every part of Wales (Burdekin, 2014). Young offending can take place for example, the murder of five year-old Logan Mwangi in July 2021, Logan body was identified in a river near Bridgend, South Wales. (Davies, 2021). The investigation has currently led to the arrested and charge of three people, one of these being a 14 year-old boy who due to his age is unable to be named (Davies, 2021). Furthermore, the 14 year-old has a previous conviction for perverting the course of justice (The Guardian, 2021). Was the 14 year-old boy failed by the Criminal Justice System? Did they receive the adequate support needed to help them stray away from a life of crime? 

Recent statistics for 2019/ 2020 show that the overall pattern of young people committing crime is decreasing. During the period of 2019 to 2020 there were only 19,000 children and young people who were given a caution or sentence, this is a 12 percent drop from the previous year. Over the previous decade the number of cautions and sentences given to young people has fallen by 82 percent (Ministry of Justice, 2021). However, the types of crime which are carried out by young people in society today can been seen as different to a decade ago for example, 4,400 children in the year ending March 2020 committed an offence which involved a knife or sharp object (Ministry of Justice, 2021).  On the other hand, it is believed that the data suggest that the figures for those aged 10 to 17 being involved in ‘knife crime’ is becoming alarmingly high (Williams and Squires, 2021, p6) Shaw (2019, cited in Williams and Squires p,6) investigated the NHS admissions for those who have been a victim of knife crime, the data shows that around 15 to 20 percent of admissions due to knife crime were deemed to be children or young people under the age of 18. 

Knife Crime in England and Wales has seen the highest number of deaths for more than 70 years, the year ending March 2018 statistics show that there were 285 sharp weapon related murders (Brown et al, 2019). A figure which can come across as shocking is that there is a large increase of 77 percent in homicides carried out by children and young people under the age of 18 (Brown et al, 2019). It has been proven that knife crime takes places in neighbourhoods which have a large number of low-income families, disinvestment and social disadvantages (Brown et al, 2019). Furthermore, budget cuts to the Youth Justice   Services of an estimated £422.3 million in the last six years, which has led to the closure of 600 youth centres and an estimated 3,500 youth service employees lost their jobs since 2010 (Brown et al, 2019). 
Additionally, a criticism to budget cuts and the rise in Youth Crime can be due to the lack of police present in society, this is supported by Clarke, a researcher in the criminal justice system believes that ‘ineffective and discriminatory policing can lead to a greater distrust and even cause more young people to carry weapons’ (Brown et al, 2019). 
Police officer walking the street can be seen as a prevention method to reduce offending in general, the current conservative government have pledged to recruit an additional 20,000 police officer (Peterson, 2019). Adding an additional 20,000 police officers can be praised by all in society today to help make the neighbourhoods a safer place, not just for children but for the ageing populations and families (Peterson, 2019). On the other hand, the new 20,000 police officer will not make a great impact due to the fact that since 2010, the police service has lost 20,600, therefore this figure will just be replacing those who have retired or moved on (Peterson, 2019). The new officers will be introduced to the policy to improve the service, the strategy known as the policing vision 2025 (Peterson, 2019) The Policing Vision, 2025, is a ten year programme which has been set up to improve the rapport with communities, reforming laws and improving standards, preventing crimes and other forms of anti-social behaviour (National Police Chief Council, 2015). The police vision can be highlighted in a positive light due to the fact it looks at rebuilding the police’s rapport with the communities and improving the relationships, this can prevent crimes young people from committing crimes due to gaining respect for the authorities.

To Conclude, the Youth Justice System in England and Wales has been faced with a number of different changes since 1998. The System can be heavily criticised in previous years and in today’s society. However, the Labour government introduce the crime and disorder act to tackle crime (Cornford, 2012). The Labour party wanted to tackle the root cause of the problem against crime however, the conservative government looked at rehabilitating offenders. The Welsh Government have strategies in place for a ‘child first’ approach to support the needs of young offenders (Ministry of Justice, 2019). Currently, the police are tackling young offenders and knife crime, the prevention method which is taking place is the recruitment of an additional 20,000 police officers (Peterson, 2019). However, although statistics show that young offenders committing crimes are decreasing, the style of crimes have developed. Due to the different types of crimes the police and criminal justice system must change their methods to prevent crimes from taking place. 
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