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Currently the ACR age of criminal responsibility, in England and Wales is ten years old which has been a main source of debate withing the UK and the United Nations. The reason for these debates is to find out if a person at this age can be considered psychologically and socially responsible for criminal activities. The purpose for these debates it also to see the general consensus on the age of criminal responsibility, which as of 2010 stood at 39% on a survey researching if people wanted the age to be increased showing that at that time it was unsure if support would raise in the future (Pierpoint 2020).

The main reason that the age of criminal responsibility exists, is to ensure that a younger individual is seen by the appropriate authorities such as a tribunal or an education authority as opposed to receiving a criminal record or going to a crown court. This is important as such records can affect an individual in their later lives which is understandably oppressive against those cannot understand how their actions effect others (Gunner 2020). Currently England and Wales have the lowest ACR in Europe that being ten years old whilst other European countries ACR is between twelve and fourteen, currently the United Nations Committee believes that a nation’s ACR should not be bellow twelve and should preferably be fourteen (Bunn 2018). The reason that fourteen is a far better age than ten is due to the fact that a human’s brain continues to develop beyond the age of twenty, this shows that the age of ten is simply far too young for most adolescents as most will likely not understand the consequences of their actions (Pierpoint 2021). 

One of the main argument used for keeping the ACR low in England and Wales is the Bulger case, this case is used as a means to say that society cannot be responsible for a child’s wrongdoings but it’s the child’s responsibility to understand if their actions are right or wrong (McGuinness 2016). This argument also uses the idea that if a child is capable of acting like an adult through crime, then they must be treated like an adult by law. The main way that this argument is reinforced is the idea that a child is perceived as innocent within society but once this innocence is broken they are incapable to be perceived as innocent meaning that the excuse of mental innocence can no longer be used (Parliament 2017). Prior to the Bulger case the criminal age of responsibility was still ten however it was assumed that the child couldn’t be a criminal unless evidence could be shown that the child could recognize their actions as dangerous and criminal, this would also have a legal doctrine named the “Rebuttal” of which would be abolished in 1998 after the Bulger case when two ten-year-old boys murdered a toddler (Judicial College 2022). 

The main scientific argument against the current the age of criminal responsibility is the lack of brain scanning technology that existed in 1990s to the year 2000 and that the decision that a child can act like an adult was more theory than fact (Bigenwald 2019). An example of this is seen in the amygdala which is responsible for risky behaviour and arousal and has been discovered to develop during puberty which can be from the ages of eight to fourteen (Sutton 2016)). This can also be seen with the frontal lobe which is responsible for a person’s reading skills as well as planning, the frontal lobe will begin to develop in most people at the age of fourteen (University of South Wales 2020).
 This shows a big difference in how an average adult is to react compared to the average ten-year-old as young adults will have more developed brains meaning that they are more likely to comprehend what is right and wrong and will understand the consequences of those actions either through experience or witnessing such actions throughout their lives (Rehmet 2022). By comparison a child who is still developing will learn more through risky behaviour as children are less capable of taking the time required to reason with their actions this isn’t to say a child cannot learn to avoid these mistakes but is instead less likely to consider their actions the first time it is attempted. In spite of the fact that science shows that an adolescent is not capable of understanding criminal behaviour it also doesn’t show an exact date of when a person should be criminally responsible (Markham 2017).
 The main argument against neuroscience is that it could be used as a tool to predict future criminality in younger individuals which would breach ethical concerns in the public as well as governmental and scientific areas as this could lead to mislabelling individuals even before they have committed an offence (Wishart 2018). Too use this technology is believed to lead to a dual use dilemma which refers to a beneficial tool potentially being used to cause harm either intentionally or unintentional (Walsh 2010). 

Surveys have also been used as a means to see if a child is comparable to an adult on the basis that the questions would contain mischievous behaviour and criminal behaviour, the conclusion of this survey would be used to see if a child can tell the difference between these behaviours of which the children would answer similarly to an adult showing that a child is capable of seeing the difference when given the opportunity to evaluate the scenario presented to them (Hasslehome 2016).

The implication of having a low ACR is that children who commit offences will be labelled as an offender, which has the adverse effect of making a child believe that they are a criminal. Furthermore, this can make neighbours react to the child in a more negative way which promotes negative reinforcement that can make a child act out more through anti-social behaviour and petty crimes even when growing into an adult in which they may embrace a life of crime compared to a lighter form of punishment through education (Crosweller 2022)). Another negative is if the child has gained a criminal record, then it will affect them into adulthood, this means that certain employers and education facilities well be less likely to hire/educate them which has led to the record given to the youth offender negatively impacted their ability to financially support themselves into adulthood increasing the likelihood of a criminal background as a means to gain financial stability (Kirby 2012).


In conclusion. It is strongly recommended that in the future that the ACR be changed to twelve or fourteen however, this needs to be well thought out as to ensure that young offenders receive appropriate treatment that ensures they learn from their mistakes rather than punishing them unless of course it can be proven that the child was fully aware of their actions.
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The purpose of the Criminal Justice System (CJS) is to deliver justice for all, by convicting and punishing the guilty and helping them to stop offending, while protecting the innocent.” (CJS 2009). Does this claim accurately reflect the contemporary state of the criminal justice system in England & Wales?
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Currently rehabilitation is a debated subject within the UK, this is due to the mixed results around people leaving prison to reoffend which can be attributed to mainly outdated practices and imperfect implementations relating to drugs and support. T


These statistics show that the overall reoffending rate over the January to March was just under 25% which shows that the justice system is not completely effective at preventing convicted criminals from reoffending, this combined with the fact the reoffending is most common after a year means that this data may not reflect if any of these prisoners have been rehabilitated as they may reoffend later on (Ministry of Justice 2022). The matter of debate on this subject is if prisoners are being rehabilitated from the punishment they receive for their crime, the answer to this is mostly no and this is due to the current system not being heavily built around rehabilitation but rather punitive justice which can be seen with how prisons are designed (Ismail 2020). The comparison for rehabilitation efficiency would be Norway as Norway’s prison system has had massive reforms focusing on prisoners’ emotional wellbeing and heavily focusing on prisoners education and removing focuses towards punishment allowing prisoners to not rely on crime when leaving prisons and have better mental health when their sentence has finish (Dugdale 2021). 

This data is proof that currently England and Wales are currently backwards in the ways of rehabilitation as the overall reoffending rate for prisoners within just 12 months is just under half of the overall inmates who leave prison, this shows that the UK would have to add additional reforms and updates to the overall prison model if there is a chance to reduce the overall reoffending rate (University of Birmingham 2022). By comparison Norway has a far better reoffending rate showing that their current methods are more up to date and revolutionary as Norway’s system not only brings justice to its victims but ensures those who go to prison come out as normal citizens who are able to support themselves as well as interact with the world to a more law-abiding standard (First Step Alliance 2022).



Organised crime has also decreased the effectiveness of rehabilitation and punishment in prisons, this is due to the distribution of drugs in all prisons across England and Wales which severely decreased the chances of prisoners becoming rehabilitated this is because if that prisoner is being treated for an addiction, then they are not going to be treated due to continued use (Ritchie 2018). This can be seen through the number of prisoners have been leaving substance abuse treatment which has dropped by a staggering 28% since 2015 to 2021 which shows that the current state of prisons is not accurately support drug rehabilitation leading to most prisoners not being rehabilitated (Office for Health Improvement & Disparities 2022)

In conclusion the British criminal justice system does reflect its intended purpose, which is to rehabilitate offenders. But due to the lack of prison reforms and overall prison changes, it has been difficult to ensure that the majority of prison follow an effective rehabilitative model. However, it is possible that in the future the British prison system may mirror a more advanced system such as Norway who have revolutionised their system allowing more prisoners to be rehabilitated and more independent citizens.
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Critically discuss the main changes to youth justice since 1998 with a particular focus on prevention. 
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Youth Justice has gone through a lot of change since 1998 some of which have provided more opportunity children with more fair opportunities while other have provided children with more harsh punishments. An example of harsh punishment being the criminal age of responsibility being 10 years old which I and many others would consider unfair due to a child lacking foresight and understanding in their actions and the repercussions a court record can have on that child’s future into adulthood.

The crime and disorder act of 1998 would introduce changes that encouraged prosecution as a means to prevent youth offending, this change would be also limit the amount of cautions a police officer can give before taking a young offender into custody (CPS 2020). This change would also lower the age of criminal responsibility to ten years of age and revoke the defence used for children called the rebuttal which was used as a means to prove if a child was mentally aware of their actions and were aware of the consequences (Ministry of Justice 2019). From my studies this has not been an effective change up to 2023, this can be seen through the United Nations Security Council which have made it clear that the ideal age of criminal responsibility should be between twelve to fourteen years old which is more fair and lenient form of youth justice, the main negative addressed by the United Nations would be how treating prisoners as adult harms development and their later lives (Brown 2020). 
The reason I believe ten is not an effective age for prosecution is because it doesn’t appear to prevent youth offending, studies have shown the potential repercussions this may have on a child in their adult lives as well as the fact that a child is not capable of providing adequate representation on their part due to the lack of understanding and maturity that is involved within the criminal justice system (Brown 2019). In the worst-case scenario a child may receive a criminal record the reason I see this as a major negative in regard to prevention of crime is the limitations a criminal record entails on a child as they develop, one such example I have seen is the lack of options that child will have when they reach adulthood and by option I mean educational and work based opportunities because some colleges/universities will not educate someone with a criminal record (Howard League for Penal Reform 2018).
 This increases the likelihood that the individual may resort to crime as a means to financially support themselves furthermore, criminal records can have an impact on how a youth is treated within their community e.g., being treated with mistrust and dismissed by friends and neighbours which can lead to that child developing with social disorders or become criminals due to unfair treatment (Hayson 2022). To conclude the crime and disorder act of 1998 appears to be largely a negative in regard to prevention of youth offending as there is not enough focus on education or general reforming of a child’s behaviour which of is considered far fairer and just by the UN due to these methods not harming a child’s development, this would also be considered more fair as some children who commit crimes come from disadvantaged backgrounds meaning some children steal due to lack of food and household amenities (Australian Human Rights Commission 2021).

The anti-social behaviour order also known as the “ASBO” was introduced 1999 as part of the crime and disorder act 1998 section one. ASBO’s were implemented as a way to decrease antisocial behaviour through restricting the offenders’ movements to specific areas usually away from where the anti-social behaviour was reported, this may in some cases also include a curfew if the behaviour is persistent within the afternoon hours (Home Office 2022). I have found that the anti-social behaviour order is mixed in terms of prevention, it is far more efficient compared to a criminal record as it is not permanent, but it does require that the offender in this case children/teenagers follow the restrictions of the ASBO and that parents also ensure that the rules are followed (Edmondson 2012). ASBO’S are also able to restrict people from socialising with certain individuals which in turn can help prevent children from socializing with people who may want to make that child drug dependant and commit offences if the rules of the ASBO are followed (Stevens 2018).
I have seen that ASBO’S also had issues in relations to prevention of youth offending, this is because it is still considered a punitive form of justice which is theorized to not be effective against children, this is due to children learning best for education as punishment is less likely to help a child understand what was wrong about their actions (Brown 2019). The anti-social behaviour order would later be replaced in 2014 by the civil injunction order and the criminal behaviour order to address the inefficiencies with the ASBO and would be introduced with the Anti-Social Behaviour, Crime and Policing Act 2014 (Home Office 2022). The main reason that the ASBO would replace by the civil injunction order and criminal behaviour order was due to ASBO’s only stopping people from going to a certain location and people which wasn’t very effective at preventing that offender from committing anti-social behaviour somewhere else or ignoring the order altogether. This would lead to multiple uses of the ASBO and in some cases a criminal record if the offender continued going against the order Lastly, ASBO’s were also replaced as they had gained a positive reputation with young offenders as to receive an ASBO would be seen rebellious and “cool” by young offenders (Noguera 2010).
Form my perspective the main change that the civil injunction order and criminal behaviour order provided was a more specific level of punishment as a CBO could be used against children who are caught spray painting or verbally harassing people compared criminal behaviour order which be used on an offender who is physically violent towards members of the public, this is more efficient as the ASBO would be used on both of these scenarios which are drastically more different in terms of criminality (CPS 2020). This difference in definition would provide more accurate punishments for certain levels of anti-social behaviour as a youth would be more likely to receive a civil injunction order for more minor offences which in turn provides the child with a more fitting punishment as the label is less criminal compared to the ASBO (Jones 2020).
have found that the civil injunction order still suffers from the same issues from its the predecessor the ASBO, this is because youths are still able to simply apply a reputation to this form of punishment, as well as moving their activities to another area or ignore the order completely potentially leading to a criminal record (Rodgers 2022). lastly this could also lead to the parents being fined which is not going to prevent youth offending as the punishment is going to the parents not the offender (Aizpurua 2020). From what I have seen the civil injunction does have some benefits in relation to prevention and that is due it is providing more specific restrictions compared to an ASBO for example, if a youth has been caught spray painting numerous times then the courts may consider utilising using recreational activities instead of punitive justice which encourages the young offender to spray paint but in a fashion that is more legal which in turn promotes more rehabilitative justice which can prevent crime (Parliament 2020). I believe this is more effective at prevention as many theories have displayed that rehabilitative justice is more effective than punitive justice, this is due to rehabilitation encourages children to understand their actions and avoid them in the future compared to punitive which is more likely to encourage a child to lie as a means to avoid punishment as opposed to learning to avoid committing offences (Elmore 2018).
Lastly, I have seen a major change that has been seen since 1998 is the introduction of more rehabilitative forms of justice which is important as before this event there was a strict focus on punitive. This change is important as many theories have shown that rehabilitative justice is not only effective on the youth offenders but also adult offender. This is crucial going forwards as the England and Wales with time can gain far more understanding into rehabilitation further decreasing reoffending rates (Home Office 2022). 

In conclusion, the changes that were made in and after 1998 focused mostly on punitive justice which according to most theories is simply not effective at prevention. This is due to punishment encouraging children to lie to avoid punishment compared to discipline and education which is more effective at helping children understand what is right and wrong (The therapist parent 2020). Currently I have seen that the current methods in place can work in terms of prevention but encourage risk damaging a child’s development in the process as such punishments can leave children with lifelong records and hatred of law enforcement.
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