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This paper will act in support of a presentation conducted on the abduction and murder of two year old James Patrick Bulger; specifically focusing on the impact this case had on the British public, their lasting opinions in relation to the crime and the killers, Jon Venables and Robert Thompson. The long standing effects of the event will be discussed such as government and legislation changes, before concluding on the effectiveness of community policing and engagement in relation to tackling youth crime.

James Patrick Bulger was abducted from a shopping centre in Merseyside and thereafter tortured and murdered by two young boys, Jon Venables and Robert Thompson (Sky News, 2023).  When this news reached the remainder of the British public, they were unable to contain their anger, using words such as “cunning”, “wicked” & “bastards” to describe the two young killers, aged 10 (Creaney,Smith & Case, 2018). These feelings of hatred were also accompanied by guilt for many. Early on in the investigation, CCTV footage that showed the boys leading James from the shopping centre in Merseyside was released, portraying the abduction, and highlighting some 38 witnesses to the crime, whom of which took no action to intervene (Sommerlad, 2023). Although there were several accounts from witnesses, even one admitting to seeing Thompson kick the toddler in the ribs, no one proceeded to question the boys. An additional account heard a woman claim she saw Thompson punch and shake James, but instead of intervening, she simply closed her curtains to avoid seeing any more of the abuse (Rennie, 2023).


This specific case has continued to hold the interest and strong opinions of the public, presumably due to the severity of the crimes and the rare nature of the perpetrators being young children. In February 1993, Venables and Thompson became the youngest individuals charged with murder in the UK (Mullen, 2022). Following James’ murder, both the Government and police service received a large amount of complaints regarding the prosecution of children, as both killers were entitled to parole after serving only eight years for their crimes (Drury, 2018). However, in 1998, a new labour party was elected as its priorities to amend youth crime reform won the votes of the British public (Stacey, 2023). That same year saw the abolishment of the defence of Doli Incapax (New Law Journal, 2007), a Latin phrase applied to the rebuttable presumption in law that a child aged between 10 and 14 is incapable of the criminal intent to commit a crime (Robertson, 2017). The abolishment of this presumption as a defence significantly changed society’s perception of a youths’ capabilities in regard to crime and although some argued that it could lead to over criminalising children for any petty crimes (Hodge Jones & Allen, 2019), it did however, ensure that the justice system was prepared for any similar cases that may occur. 

The Labour Government’s rhetoric campaign on being tough on crime and tough on its causes sparked an increase in youth’s awareness of criminal punishment for violators through school assemblies and posters, and the introduction of youth clubs in specific areas as an effective deterrence theory to discourage offences. Such a deterrence theory, is one that focuses on deterring individuals from committing a crime, as opposed to punishing them once the action has taken place (Raskolnikov, 2019); suggesting that increased awareness of punishments and extra curriculum activities for children could discourage committing offences and be effective in reducing criminal behaviour. 

As well as the deterrence theory, community policing is another policing method used all around the UK that can be effective in tackling many local issues, including youth crime, such as that displayed in the James Bulger case. Community policing operates through working closely with members on the local public to reduce crime in that area (City of London police, 2023).The origins of community policing can be traced back to the 19th century, when first introduced by Sir Robert Peel.  However, in more recent years, it has gained greater momentum across the country (Tudor, 2023). The main aim of this method is to ensure that community members feel as though they can trust the police service and their motives which in turn, encourages individuals to comply with the laws put in place (College of policing, 2021). When looking at tackling local issues, such as youth crime, community policing can be extremely beneficial (Forman, 2004), as through engaging with the local public, law enforcement is able to receive insights and suggestions from community members; information that may not have been accessible without nurturing a positive relationship with the surrounding community members (College of policing, 2021). Community policing can be done in various ways and should be tailored to best meet the needs of the individual community to  increase its effectiveness. When specifically looking at issues of youth crime, regular forms of communication with community members allows people to voice opinions on what they feel may be missing from the community and ideas on approaching the crime. This communication style can be formal, such as reports or scheduled presentations, or informal such as having a casual chat or popping into community events (College of Policing, 2020). Following on from this, the police service are able to reach out and gain assistance from alternative authorities, for example, council youth workers to discuss more engaging and educational activities for local youths, if this is necessary (GOV.UK, 2023). Additionally, Increased police patrols are beneficial for both community engagement and as a deterrence method for crime. With police officers patrolling local areas frequently, community members feel a sense of security. In a survey conducted in 2021, 57% of participants stated that they feel increased safety when in the presence of a police officer (Region Security, 2021).  With link to the James Bulger case, increased police presence gives people less opportunity to carry out crimes such as kidnappings in public areas, like shopping centres.

The information presented in this support paper, has clearly demonstrated the effects that the torture and murder of two year old, James Bulger had, and continues to have on the British public. This is clear from the feelings of anger shown towards the killers, Jon Venables and Robert Thompson, but also from the feelings of guilt felt by witnesses who took no action to intervene in these crimes. The long-lasting effects were discussed, including a new political party which led to the abolishment of the doli incapax defence for children. With methods such as the deterrence theory and community policing outlined, evidence supports that implementing these strategies effectively can reduce youth crime and prevent any further cases such as that of, James Bulger.
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